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Compassion and Merit in Early
Buddhism with the Focus on the
Anguttara Nikaya and the Ekottarika
Agama

Tse-fu Kuan®

1. Compassion and merit in relation to the purpose of the
numerical collections

It is generally held that compassion distinguishes Mahayana
Buddhism from the “Hinayana”, a pejorative term for early
Buddhism and the mainstream schools derived from it. For
example, Damien Keown (1996: 59) says: “in the Mahayana
compassion (karuna) is accorded a central place.” A famous
scholar of religious studies, Huston Smith (1958: 130) also remarks:
“In Theravada [which refers back to ‘Hinayana’ on p. 128] the key
virtue was bodhi, wisdom ... Mahayana moved a different word to
the center: karuna, compassion.” In this research I argue that early
Buddhism already laid heavy stress on compassion, which was by
no means peripheral. Early Buddhist literature attributes infinite
compassion to the Buddha, and even attaches supramundane value
to the practice of compassion.

The earliest stratum of Buddhist literature includes the four
main Nikayas in the Pali Canon and the corresponding four
Agamas in Chinese translation, which may be traced back to the
First Council (sangiti) shortly after the Buddha’s death (Hirakawa,
1990: 69) in the Sth century BCE.' The four divisions are apparently

* College of General Studies, Yuan Ze University, Taiwan.

! Regarding the Buddha’s date, Narain (1992 and 1994) puts the Buddha’s death
at 483 BCE, Norman (1991: 312) at 415-410 BCE, and Gombrich (2000) at
422-399 BCE.
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based on the length of the suttas/sutras contained therein. The long
suttas have been allocated to the Digha Nikaya/Dirgha Agama, the
middle-length suttas to the Majjhima Nikaya/ Madhyama Agama,
and the short suttas to the Samyutta Nikaya/ Samyukta Agama and
the Anguttara Nikaya/ Ekottarika Agama. The short suttas have
been arranged together according to their topics in the Samyutta
Nikaya/Samyukta Agama, while the Anguttara Nikaya (abbreviated
to AN) and the Ekottarika Agama in Chinese translation
(abbre\;iated to EA) adopt a numerical arrangement as elucidated
below.

In AN and EA, the suttas are grouped into eleven nipatas
(“books”), from the Eka-nipata (Book of Ones) to the Ekadasaka-
nipata (Book of Elevens) — though in EA the nipatas are not
labelled as such. This grouping into nipatas is based on the number
of doctrinal items dealt with in the component suttas. The
structures of both numerical collections, namely AN and EA, are
'[hl318 organized on the “anguttara principle”, as some scholars dub
1t.

The materials found in the scriptures of the early schools —
which are preserved in Pali, Chinese, and some fragmentary texts
in Sanskrit and Tibetan — that agree with each other can be
regarded as going back to the time before the schisms.® A large
amount of textual material is shared in common by the four main
Nikayas of the Theravada and the corresponding four Agamas of
various schools. Even within a single school, e.g. the Theravada,
one Nikaya contains (portions of) suttas parallel to those in the
other Nikayas presumably because the reciters (bhanakas) or
redactors’ of the various Nikayas could not always agree about the
allocation of suttas. Likewise, different schools had their own

2 Cf. Norman (1983: 30); von Hiniiber (1997: 25); Cox (1995: 9-10).
3 E.g. Sujato (2005: 87); Sujato and Brahmali (2014: 67).

* Wynne (2005: 65) says: “The corresponding pieces of textual material found in

the canons of the different sects ... probably go back to pre-sectarian times.
It is unlikely that these correspondences could have been produced by the
joint endeavour of different Buddhist sects, for such an undertaking would
have required organisation on a scale which was simply inconceivable in the
ancient world.”

* In early times the Buddhist texts were transmitted orally by the bhanakas
“reciters”, who may also have been the redactors of the texts. See von
Hiniiber (1997: 25).
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reciters/ redactors, who preferred to differ over the placing of some
suttas. For example, the Vammika Sutta was placed in the
Majjhima Nikaya (MN 23) by the Theravadins, but the same sutta
was placed in the Samyukta Agama (SA 1079) by the (Miula-)
Sarvastivadins, and in the Ekottarika Agama (EA 39.9) by the
Mahasamghikas. Referring to the above phenomena, Norman (1983:
31) explains: “there was in early times a large collection of suttas
which were remembered by heart, and the task of allocating them
to the various nikayas/agamas had not been finished, or the
allocation completely agreed, by the time the schools began to
separate.” Accordingly, such textual materials with parallels may
belong to the pre-sectarian, earliest stratum of Buddhist literature.

On the other hand, however, it does not follow that suttas
without parallels must be late. Some Pali suttas have no parallels in
the Chinese Agamas. This does not signify that only the Theravada
Canon has these suttas. The Dirgha Agama, Madhyama Agama,
Samyukta Agama and Ekottarika Agama in Chinese translation are
respectively ascribed to the Dharmaguptakas, Sarvastivadins,
(Mula-)Sarvastivadins and Mahasamghikas.® None of these schools’
four Agamas survives complete. Therefore, the foregoing schools
might have included such “lone” Pali suttas in certain Agamas that
have been lost, and thus such suttas could have already existed
before the schisms. The same can be said of “lone” suttas in the
Chinese Agamas. As Analayo (2018: 131) notes, “the complexity
of the transmission of the early discourses is such that it does not
allow invariably equating lack of parallels with lateness.”

Most suttas from AN and EA dealt with in this paper have
no parallels in ancient Buddhist texts. In the light of the above
discussion, these suttas are not necessarily later than the other
suttas in the Nikayas and Agamas, although they appear to be
relatively unconventional. Their distinctive features are probably
related to the nature of the numerical collections.

The numerical collections could be idiosyncratic in some
ways compared to the other three collections. As regards the

® For DA, see Mayeda (1985: 97), Salomon (1999: 173-174) and Karashima
(2014). For MA, see Enomoto (1984), Thich Minh Chau (1991: 18-27) and
Analayo (2017: 67-71). For SA, see Enomoto (1984), Yinshun (1994: 97),
Mizuno (1996: 373-375), Hiraoka (2003) and Dhammadinna (2012: 68).
For EA, see Akanuma (1981: 38-39), Bronkhorst (1985: 312-314), Yinshun
(1994: 755-756), Pasadika (2010: 88—90) and Kuan (2013).
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content of AN, the best-known sets of doctrinal categories are
largely unrepresented in this corpus. A likely explanation for this
phenomenon is that AN was intended to accommodate sets that
were not already accommodated in the Samyutta Nikaya (SN).” For
example, suttas relating to the four noble truths were not included
in AN because there was already a place for them in SN, namely
the Sacca-samyutta. The Book of Fours in AN was meant to
include any tetrad for which no samyutta was provided in SN. The
frequently cited sets are absent from AN because AN was meant
for rarely cited sets, such as the three kinds of persons compared to
the sick discussed in Section 4 below. AN was for any sets left
over after the well-known sets had been grouped in SN.* The same
holds true for EA in Chinese translation. This “leftover” feature of
AN and EA may explain why most suttas discussed below seem
atypical.

Some characteristics of AN and EA can be highlighted if
we consider the principle underlying the compilation of the four
Nikayas/Agamas. As stated above, the length of the suttas is
relevant to how the texts were compiled into four collections. In
addition, the four Nikayas/Agamas are assigned with different
functions. The Sapoduo pini piposha ¥ % BB R¥EY (T 1440,
*Sarvastivada-vinaya-vibhasa), a commentary on the Sarvastivada
Vinaya, states:

The Ekottarika Agama was compiled for teaching the Dharma
at the right time to devas and humans in this world; it is studied
by preachers. The Madhyama Agama is meant for teaching the
profound doctrines to beings of sharp faculties; it is studied by
the learned. The Samyukta Agama teaches various methods of
meditation; it is studied by meditators. The Dirgha Agama
refutes other religions.’

Coincidentally, modern Western scholars also have similar
opinions on the four Nikayas. Thorough research by Manné (1990:
29, 78-79) indicates that the original purpose of the Digha Nikaya
was to attract converts; this collection is rich in debates and is

7 See Rhys Davids (1910: vii—viii) and Pande (1995: 232-233).
8 Kuan and Bucknell (2019: 156).

T XXIII 503c—504a: At Rt ANBERG L, A —, REAE. HFIR
FEBHIRE, BPWE, RPEAE. AR, RS, ZARA
P BG#HANE, AR,
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directed mostly towards non-Buddhists. The original purpose of the
Majjhima Nikdya was the presentation of the Buddha, both as a
real person and as an archetype, and the integration of new
monastics into the community and the practice. As to the Samyutta
Nikaya, Bodhi (2005: 12) infers from its contents that it was
intended to serve the needs of the doctrinal specialists and of those
devoted to the meditative development of insight. Regarding the
Anguttara Nikaya, Bodhi (2012: 21) observes: “a shift in emphasis
takes place from comprehension to personal edification”, which
echoes the ancient view of EA quoted above from the Sapoduo pini
piposha. In his earlier work, Bodhi (2005: 13) elaborates on this
aspect of “personal edification” prominent in the Anguttara Nikaya
as follows:

The Anguttara includes a notable proportion of suttas addressed
to lay followers dealing with the ethical and spiritual concerns
of life within the world, including family relationships ... and
the proper ways to acquire, save, and utilize wealth. Other
suttas deal with the practical training of monks. The numerical
arrangement of this collection makes it particularly convenient
for formal instruction, and thus it could easily be drawn upon
by elder monks when teaching their pupils and by preachers
when giving sermons to the laity.

Again, the coincidence is impressive: this feature of AN
outlined by Bodhi is almost identical to that of EA outlined in the
Sapoduo pini piposha cited above. The numerical collection AN/
EA, as perceived by ancient Indian/Chinese and modern American
monks alike, is unique in its function and purpose. It seems
designed to be particularly convenient for teaching diverse types of
individuals, ranging from monastics to laymen, from mankind to
devas. It serves as a textbook very useful to preachers.

In view of the different purposes attached to the four
Nikayas/Agamas, it is conceivable that the numerical collections,
AN and EA, are the most adaptable and considerate of individual
needs, and hence closely connected with the concepts of
compassion (karuna/anukampa). As Bodhi points out above, AN
“includes a notable proportion of suttas addressed to lay followers
dealing with the ethical and spiritual concerns of life within the
world”, which involves the issues of merit (puaria) that is
fundamental to Buddhist ethics (Harvey, 4n Introduction to Buddhist
Ethics, 2000: 18-22 and passim). This is also the case with EA.
Compassion is often interwoven with merit as demonstrated below.
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2. Compassion: finite or infinite

Different religions emphasize compassion as an attribute of
their respective holy beings. The Buddha is also portrayed in
Buddhist texts as one endowed with compassion. Is his compassion
finite or infinite from the viewpoint of early Buddhism? Or to put it
in a different way, was the Buddha compassionate towards all
sentient beings according to the early Buddhist texts? In relation to
this question, Analayo (2015: 7) provides an answer based on one
sutta passage as follows:

Even after awakening, the Buddha’s form of compassion does
not seem to be depicted as being motivated by the wish to save
all living beings. A discourse in the Anguttara-nikaya and its
Samyukta-agama parallel explicitly highlight that the Buddha
was not concerned with whether the whole world or only part
of it will be able to reach liberation. (Ibid. note 15 gives the
references: AN 10.95 at AN V 195,8 and its parallel SA 965 at
T1I 248a10)

This passage does not necessarily suggest that the Buddha’s
compassion was finite, but probably implies the Buddha’s
equanimity. The idea that the Buddha did not intend to help all
beings may be supported by another sutta in the Anguttara Nikaya,
AN 1.13.1:"

Bhikkhus, there is one person who arises in the world for the
welfare of many people, for the happiness of many people, out
of compassion for the world, for the good, welfare, and
happiness of devas and human beings. Who is that one person?
The Tathagata, the Arahant, the Perfectly Enlightened One.
(trans. Bodhi 2012: 107-108)

AN 1 22: Ekapuggalo, bhikkhave, loke uppajjamano uppajjati
bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya atthaya
hitaya sukhaya devamanussanam. Katamo ekapuggalo?
Tathagato araham sammasambuddho."'

This passage uses the word “many” (bahu) instead of “all”
and thus seemingly implies that the Buddha (aka the Tathagata, the

' Sutta 1 of Vagga 13 in the Book of Ones.

" This passage has a Chinese parallel in EA 8.2 at T II 561a: #74 — A H B,
ZEEAN, 2RS4, BHEEY, SR NEHFEE. =% A7 Fed
GEb . &g, =HF={#. The sutta in question is only found in these two
numerical collections, not in the other Nikayas or Agamas.
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Arahant, the Perfectly Enlightened One) arises in the world for the
sake of saving many people rather than all beings. In fact, in the
Anguttara Nikaya there are stock formulas very similar to what is
cited above, but they are applied to other kinds of persons rather
than the Buddha, for example:

(1) AN 1.18.2:"? Bhikkhus, there is one person who arises in the
world for the welfare of many people, for the happiness of
many people, for the good, welfare, and happiness of many
people, of devas and human beings. Who is that one person?
It is one who holds right view and has a correct perspective.
(trans. Bodhi 2012: 119)

AN 1 33: FEkapuggalo, bhikkhave, loke uppajjamano

uppajjati bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya bahuno janassa
atthaya  hitaya  sukhaya  devamanussanam. Katamo
ekapuggalo? Sammaditthiko hoti aviparitadassano.

(2) AN 1.11.1-10:" Bhikkhus, those bhikkhus who explain non-

Dhamma as non-Dhamma are acting for the welfare of many
people, for the happiness of many people, for the good,
welfare, and happiness of many people, of devas and human
beings. ... (trans. Bodhi 2012: 106)
AN 1 19-20: Ye te, bhikkhave, bhikkhii adhammam
adhammo ti dipenti te, bhikkhave, bhikkhii bahujanahitaya
patipanna bahujanasukhaya bahuno janassa atthaya hitaya
sukhaya devamanussanam. ...

(3) AN 1.12.11-20:"* Bhikkhus, those bhikkhus who explain

what is no offense as no offense are acting for the welfare of
many people, for the happiness of many people, for the good,
welfare, and happiness of many people, of devas and
humans. ... (trans. Bodhi 2012: 107)
AN 1 21: Ye te, bhikkhave, bhikkhii anapattim anapatti ti
dipenti te, bhikkhave, bhikkhu bahujanahitaya patipanna
bahujanasukhaya bahuno janassa atthaya hitaya sukhaya
devamanussanam. ...

The above 21 suttas describe 21 types of people using two
stock phrases almost identical to that in AN 1.13.1. Let us compare
these three phrases:

12 Sutta 2 of Vagga 18 in the Book of Ones.
3 Suttas 1-10 of Vagga 11 in the Book of Ones.
4 Suttas 11-20 of Vagga 12 in the Book of Ones.
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1. bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya lokanukampdaya atthaya
hitaya sukhaya devamanussanam (AN 1.13.1)

2. bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya bahuno janassa atthaya
hitaya sukhaya devamanussanam (AN 1.18.2)

3. bahujanahitaya patipanna bahujanasukhdaya bahuno janassa

atthaya hitaya sukhaya devamanussanam (AN 1.11.1-10
and AN 1.12.11-20)

It should be noted that the last two phrases in the 21 suttas
have bahuno janassa (of many people) in place of lokanukampaya
(out of compassion for the world) as found in AN 1.13.1. The
expression “out of compassion for the world”, unique to AN 1.13.1,
is used exclusively to describe the Buddha. Similarly, this
expression found elsewhere in the Anguttara Nikaya also applies to
the Buddha only:"

(1) AN 4.160: '® Bhikkhus, while the Fortunate One or the
Fortunate One’s discipline remains in the world, this is for
the welfare of many people, for the happiness of many
people, out of compassion for the world ... (trans. Bodhi
2012: 526)

AN 11 147:. Sugato va bhikkhave loke titthamano
sugatavinayo va tad assa bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya
lokanukampaya ...

(2) AN 8.70: Let the Fortunate One live on for an eon, for the
welfare of many people, for the happiness of many people,
out of compassion for the world ... (trans. Bodhi 2012: 1213)
AN 1V 309: titthatu bhante Sugato kappam bahujanahitaya
bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya ...

Accordingly, the redactors of AN evidently reserved the
expression “out of compassion for the world” for the Buddha. This
is probably intended to accentuate the Buddha’s compassion for the
entire world, for all living beings.

The other three Nikayas are not consistent in their usages of
lokanukampaya (out of compassion for the world). It is sometimes
used with reference to the Buddha, for example:

'3 This information is yielded by searching the Sutta-pitaka in CST for
lokanukampaya.

16 Sutta 160 in the Book of Fours.
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DN 1I 103: titthatu bhante bhagava kappam, titthatu sugato
kappam  bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya
atthaya hitaya sukhaya devamanussanan ti.

MN 1 21: Yam kho tam brahmana samma vadamano vadeyya:
asammohadhammo  satto loke uppanno bahujanahitaya
bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya atthaya hitaya sukhaya
devamanussanan ti, mam eva tam samma vadamano vadeyya.
SN II 274: Sace hi bhagava ciram digham addhanam tittheyya
tad assa bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya
atthaya hitaya sukhaya devamanussanan ti.

But lokanukampaya is also used with reference to other people
rather than the Buddha, for example:

DN 1T 332: Yatha yatha kho rajanifia samana-brahmana
stlavanto kalyanadhamma ciram digham addhanam ftitthanti,
tatha tatha bahum punifiam pasavanti, bahujanahitaya ca
patipajjanti bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya ... (referring to
moral and well-conducted ascetics and brahmins')

MN 1 211: Passa Digha yava c’ ete tayo kulaputta
bahujanahitaya patipanna bahujanasukhaya
lokanukampaya ... (referring to three clansmen)

SN II 203: Sadhu sadhu Kassapa bahujanahitaya kira tvam
Kassapa patipanno  bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya
(referring to Kassapa)

In conclusion, of the four Nikayas, only AN applies the
expression lokanukampaya (out of compassion for the world)
exclusively to the Buddha. Our common sense tells us that the
Buddha was unable to save the whole world. However, this does
not mean that he had no intention to help all living beings or that
his compassion was finite. Many Buddhists, including AN’s
redactors, would conceive thus: the Buddha arises, lives on and
acts “out of compassion for the world” (lokanukampaya). In the
other three Nikayas, this applies also to other kinds of good people.

3. Merit from compassion

In a similar vein, the Buddha encouraged others to develop
compassion for the whole world. The four brahma-viharas or
“boundless states [of mind]” (appamariiia), often taught by the

"7 Translation of samana-brahmana silavanto kalyanadhamma by Walshe (1995:
357).
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Buddha as recorded in the Nikayas, consist of pervading the entire
world with a mind imbued with boundless loving-kindness (metta),
compassion (karuna), empathetic joy (mudita) and equanimity
(upekkha). This is not purely meditative, only practised by
meditation adepts. It is also an attitude or mindset to be cultivated
in daily life, from childhood to death." In AN 10.208, the Buddha
affirms that if a person develops the four boundless states of mind
from his childhood, he will not do a bad deed (kamma, “karma”),

and such mind at death will lead to a good rebirth (AN V 300-301).

Good rebirth denotes merit (puiria) considering the analogy
between this sutta and the sutta discussed below.

According to AN 7.58 (IV 88-91)," the Buddha expounds
“merit” (puninia) as follows:

This is a designation for happiness, that is, merit. I recall that
for a long time I experienced the desirable, lovely, agreeable
result of merit that had been made over a long time. For seven
years | developed a mind of loving-kindness. As a consequence,
for seven eons of world-dissolution and evolution I did not
come back to this world. When the world was dissolving I fared
on to the [realm of] streaming radiance. When the world was
evolving, I was reborn in an empty mansion of Brahma ...
(trans. Bodhi 2012: 1062)

In view of this passage, as Cousins (1996: 155) says, pufiia
(merit) simply means fortunate or happy. He goes on to interpret
puiifia thus: “As a noun it is applied either to an act which brings
good fortune or to the happy result in the future of such an act.” In
this passage, the Buddha says in retrospect that, by cultivating
loving-kindness he has made merit, which brings about (or which
is) the happy result consisting in the various good rebirths. In other
words, loving-kindness (mefta), which can be synonymous with

'8 This idea is inspired by Analayo (2015: 9—-10 and note 19).
19 This sutta is parallel to EA 10.7 (T II 565b—).

20 AN 1V 88-89: Sukhass’ etam, bhikkhave, adhivacanam, yadidam pufifiani.
Abhijanami kho panaham bhikkhave digharattam katanam pufifianam
digharattam ittham kantam manapam vipakam paccanubhiitam. Satta
vassani mettacittam bhavesim. Satta vassani mettacittam bhavetva satta
samvattavivattakappe na yimam lokam punagamasim. Samvattamane
sudaham bhikkhave loke abhassarupago homi, vivattamane loke sufiiam
brahmavimanam upapajjami ...
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compassion (anukampa, karuna) as elucidated below, is conducive
to merit (pusinia).

The concept that compassion, or loving-kindness, is
conducive to merit is articulated in a verse of AN 8.1 as follows:

If, one arouses loving-kindness (mettayati) towards just one
being,

with a mind free from hatred, one thereby becomes good (kusali).
Compassionate (anukampi) in mind towards all beings,

the noble one generates abundant merit (pu7iiia).”'

Anukampi (nominative singular masculine form of
anukampin, compassionate) is the adjective of the noun anukampa
(compassion). Despite the nuances between anukampa and
karuna,”” these two words can be regarded as synonyms.” This is
corroborated by the fact that in the above verse, mettayati (arouses
loving-kindness) and anukampi correspond respectively to the first
two “boundless states”, namely loving-kindness (metta) and
compassion (karuna). Just as mettayati is etymologically
equivalent to metta, so too anukampi is semantically equivalent to
karuna.

As Collins (2010: 44) elucidates, there are two axes of moral
evaluation in Buddhism:

(1) pusifia, meritorious, and papa, demeritorious (as nouns
they mean “merit” and “demerit”);

(2) kusala, wholesome or skilful, and akusala, unwholesome
or unskilful (they are also nouns).

Collins says: “Both merit and demerit are phenomena of
karma and rebirth, and so acquiring merit, however useful in the
short term in attaining good rebirth, is in the long run inimical to
attaining nirvana.” By contrast, as he explains, an enlightened
person’s action, without any trace of attachment, is entirely skilful
(kusala) but does not accumulate merit (pusifia), and thus has no

21 AN 1V 151: Ekam pi ce panam adutthacitto, mettayati kusali tena hoti.
Sabbe ca pane manasanukampi, pahiitam ariyo pakaroti puiiiam.

22 Bodhi (2012: 1790 note 1616) says: “Anukampa usually suggests compassion
as a motive for action on behalf of others, whereas karuna generally
designates a meditative state.”

2 Analayo (2015: 9 note 19) says: “anukampa and karund do not seem to be
substantially different qualities, but complementary and interrelated aspects
of compassion.”
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karmic result. This view is supported by several passages in the
Sutta-nipata.**

The first half of the foregoing verse mentions the word
kusali, which is apparently the nominative singular masculine form
of kusalin, a presumed variant of kusala, “skilful/ wholesome”.”
This verse also appears in the [tivuttaka (sutta 27 of Eka-nipata
“Book of Ones”), another numerical but much smaller collection in
the Khuddaka Nikaya, which has kusalo (It 21) instead of kusali.
Therefore, kusali undoubtedly means the same as kusalo, the
nominative singular masculine form of kusala. The second half of
the verse talks about “merit” (pusifia). Therefore, this verse seems
to mean that loving-kindness brings about kusala, which is karma-
free, whereas compassion accumulates merit (punifia), which has
karmic effects. To interpret in this way would be pedantic. It is
more advisable to understand the two halves of the verse as two
different ways of putting the same idea—altruism is beneficial to
oneself as well as to others. In other words, mettayati and
anukampi are meant to be synonymous, and this is also true of
kusalin/kusala and puiiiia.*® The fact that kusalin/kusala and puiiiia
are not incompatible but are strongly correlated is attested in sutta
26 of DN: “By reason of the undertaking of good (kusala) states,
bhikkhus, in this way this merit (pu7ifia) increases.””’ In view of the
contrast between “one becomes good” (kusali/kusalo hoti) and “the
noble one generates abundant merit” (pahiitam ariyo pakaroti
puiifiam), the purport of this verse is that kindness or compassion
towards an individual is indeed beneficial, and much more so
towards all sentient beings (Cf. Analayo 2015: 11). This suggests that

2% Sn 520, 547, 636, 790. Referring to these verses, Nyanatiloka (1970: 146)
says: “The Arahats, however, having transcended all life-affirming and
rebirth-producing actions, are said to be ‘beyond merit and demerit’.” Cf.
also Harvey (2000: 43).

» For the Sanskrit counterparts of the Pali kusala and kusalin, namely kusala
and kusalin, see Monier-Williams (1899: 297).

% Kusala and pufifia may not be so distinctly different in relation to karma.
Gethin (1998: 199) says: “In general, though with some qualification,
rebirth in the lower realms is considered to be the result of relatively
unwholesome (akusala/akusala), or bad (papa) karma, while rebirth in the
higher realms the result of relatively wholesome (kusala/kusala), or good
(punya/puiiiia) karma.”

27 DN Il 58: kusalanam bhikkhave dhammanam samadana-hetu evam idam
puiiiiam pavaddhati ti. My translation is based on Cousins (1996: 155).
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compassion towards all beings is particularly encouraged. In other
words, infinite compassion greatly surpasses finite compassion.
This notion is exemplified in the suttas discussed below.

4. Compassion put into practical action

In AN 3.22 (1 120-122)* the Buddha expounds three kinds
of persons, which are compared to the following three kinds of sick
people (abridged):

(1) A sick person will not recover from his illness whether or

not he gets medication.

(2) A sick person will recover whether or not he gets

medication.

(3) A sick person will recover only if he gets medication, not
if he fails to get it.

Medication is prescribed particularly for the third kind of
sick person. But because of this sick person, the other sick people

should also be served. Likewise, there are three kinds of persons
(abridged):
(1) A person will not enter upon the world-transcending
path® whether or not he hears the Dharma.

(2) A person will enter upon the world-transcending path
whether or not he hears the Dharma.

(3) A person will enter upon the world-transcending path
only if he hears the Dharma, not if he fails to hear it.

2 According to SuttaCentral (https://suttacentral.net/an3-puggalavagga) and
Akanuma (1929: 238), this sutta has only one parallel, i.e. the
Puggalapaniiatti 3.2 (Pp 27-29), also organized on the “anguttara principle”.
The Puggalapariiatti is probably the earliest Abhidhamma text, which was
composed before the compilation of the four Nikayas had been completed.
See Kuan (2015: 34-35, 44).

» Bodhi (2012: 217-218) translates okkamati niyamam kusalesu dhammesu
sammattam as “enter upon the fixed course [consisting in] rightness in
wholesome qualities”. Bodhi (2012: 1638 note 358) explains: “This is a
technical expression denoting entry upon the world-transcending path. ...
See too SN 25.1-10, IIT 225-28, which says that by entering the ‘fixed
course of rightness’ (sammattaniyama) one enters the noble plane ...” The
Pali sammatta-niyama is equivalent to the Sanskrit samyaktva-niyama. As
Dhammajoti (2015: 518) explains, the entry into samyaktva-niyama denotes
that “from this point onward, the practitioner is destined for — i.e., will
definitely attain — nirvana (= samyaktva).
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The teaching of the Dharma (dhamma-desana) is prescribed
particularly for the third kind of person. But because of this person,
the Dharma should also be taught to the others (asifiesam pi
dhammo desetabbo).

This sutta compares the Dharma to medication. Both can
save people, but not all people. Just as only certain sick people can
recover from illness by using medication, so too only certain
people, i.e. the third kind of persons in our sutta, can benefit from
listening to the Dharma. Even though only the third kind of persons
really need the teaching of the Dharma, which is useless to the
other two kinds of persons, the Dharma should also be taught to the
other two kinds of persons, for we do not know which people
belong to the third kind and have to assume everyone to fall into
this category. In other words, the Dharma should be preached to all
kinds of people, just as medical treatment should be made available
to all kinds of sick people. Someone comments on this sutta:
“Healing the body, healing the mind. Everyone should be treated,
even if they don’t recover.” (https://suttacentral.net/an3-
puggalavagga) This sutta indicates that the Buddha advocates
“boundless” compassion towards all human beings.

Analayo (2015: 21-22) points out: “Compassion in the early
Buddhist discourses finds its most prominent expression in
teaching activity ... Compassionate activity has its complement
and source in the meditative cultivation of compassion.”
Compassion is mainly, but not solely, embodied by teaching the
Dharma, as AN 2.13.10 states:*

There are these two kinds of compassion. What two?
Compassion [shown with] worldly things (amisanukampa) and
compassion [shown with] the Dharma (dhammanukampa).
These are the two kinds of compassion. Of these two kinds of
compassion, compassion [shown with] the Dharma is foremost.
(AN192)

It is clear that compassion is not just a type of meditation or
contemplation, but it can and should be put into practical action,

either by preaching the Dharma or by providing worldly necessities.

However, as Gombrich (1998: 26-27) comments, the Theravada
tradition is so conservative that wherever the words loving-

3 This sutta has no parallels in ancient texts according to SuttaCentral
(https://suttacentral.net/an2-danavagga) and Akanuma (1929: 284).
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kindness (metta) and compassion (karuna) are mentioned in the
texts, the reference is to thought, not to acts of kindness — other
than preaching. He points out that the Theravadin Abhidhamma, e.g.
the Dhammasangani, defines loving-kindness (metta) negatively as
absence of hatred (adosa) and considers it to be a component of
every morally wholesome (kusala) thought (Dhs §1056), and
therefore not necessarily directed at any object; “loving-kindness”
is thus rendered somewhat bloodless. This is certainly not the
Buddha’s original intention.

How compassion can be put into practical action is
illustrated by the Buddha in sutta 4 of Chapter 12 in the Ekottarika
Agama (hereafter EA 12.4) as follows:”'

The Blessed One told the bhikkhus: “If anyone visits a sick
person, he visits me. If anyone attends to a sick person, he
attends to me. The reason is that now I personally want to
attend or visit a sick person. Bhikkhus, I do not see one person
among the devas, worldlings, ascetics and brahmins whose
supreme giving surpasses this giving. One who practises this
giving, performs such giving, will obtain great result and great
merit (D1, *puiia).”*

Although this passage makes no mention of any word
equivalent to karuna or anukampa (compassion) such as &, it
expresses a strong humanitarian sentiment which cannot be other
than compassion. Harvey (2013: 280) makes the same point by
saying: “The Buddha taught that ‘whoever wishes to take care of
me should take care of the sick’ (Vin.1.301-2) ... A good example
of this compassionate ideal at work was in Tang China ...”*” In EA

3! This sutta has no parallels in ancient texts according to SuttaCentral
(https://suttacentral.net/eal2) and Akanuma (1929: 124). The Sifen Li U513
(T 1428, the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya) contains a similar passage, which
equates serving a sick bhikkhu with serving the Buddha: HEF: [E&!
L, osmeiEfimItE, EEAERILE, FiERLEN. feRltE, £
FtER. | (T XXII 862a) I thank Ven. Jiyin for this reference.

PTI569c: HEE#HILE: [ HAWERE, RIAERke, AR, UAFE
K. Frolshes, WEBMEREM. @k, BAR—ARER. HH. ¥
F. EREM R b, MR HAT 20, B0R, BRRW, HKRD
=, ]

33 Harvey continues: “Tang China (618-907), where Buddhist monasteries, and
lay religious societies set up by monks, ran hospitals, dispensaries,
orphanages, homes for the elderly ... they fed beggars, did famine relief
work ...”
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12.4 the Buddha’s teaching on giving, i.e. altruistic behaviour,
connotes that boundless compassion should be directed to any
people who suffer.

It is remarkable that this sutta equates compassion (or
kindness) for the Buddha with compassion for others. Serving the
Buddha and Arahants is usually deemed to be more meritorious
and auspicious than serving the others. AN 3.57 states: “Those,
however, who attend on the holy ones ... go to the world of the
devas or are born here in a good family.”** (trans. Bodhi 2012: 256)
According to the commentary, the “holy ones” (sante) refer to the
supreme persons (uttama-purise). Buddhas, Paccekabuddhas and
Arahants.” Therefore, EA 12.4 suggests that by attending on any
kinds of people, as long as they are in need, one generates such
great merit (pufifia) as is acquired by attending on the Buddha.

5. Compassion and seeing all as equals

In EA 18.8 the Buddha tells Mahaprajapati Gautami:
“Seeing disciples as equals is reverence for the Tathagata.”*° In
response to the Buddha’s instruction, she said: “Henceforth I will
revere the Blessed One, as the Tathagata decrees now, by seeing all
sentient beings with a mind free from [the discriminatory concepts
of] upper and lower [classes].””” Despite the fact that Buddhism
classifies people into ranks based on their spiritual levels, this sutta
emphasizes the importance of seeing all sentient beings as equals

¥ AN 1162: Ye ca sante upasanti ... devalokari ca te yanti kule va idha jayare.

%% Cited from Bodhi (2012: 1646 note 417). See Mp 11 259: Na hi sante upasare
ti buddha-paccekabuddha-khinasave uttamapurise na upasamkamanti.

3 This sutta has no parallels in ancient texts according to SuttaCentral
(https://suttacentral.net/eal8) and Akanuma (1929: 128).

TT I 592c: tHBELURIRESTE: [, FSER, R, | 281, K
FHEOMEH. [A45E, SREH, mSmkR), S8t Sy
k. | I follow the Song, Yuan and Ming editions, which all read 414> #n25)
1% “as the Tathagata decrees now, [by] seeing” as given in footnote 28 at T
11 592, while the Taishd edition reads @iz A #4#4 “the Tathagata now
decrees revering” (T II 592¢22). Thich Huyén-Vi et al. (1996: 150) translate
Mabhaprajapati’s reply thus: “Hence-forth the Exalted One should be revered
[for his,] the Tathagata’s, insisting on regarding all living beings with a
mind free from [the discriminatory concepts of] upper and lower (adhika-
nyuina) [classes].”
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to such a degree that this attitude is said to be a way of venerating
the Buddha. It could be that the foregoing passage is a precursor of
the Mahayana concept of compassion, which is considered to be so
“great” as to “see all sentient beings as equals” as found in the
*Deva-raja-pravara-prajiaparamita Sutra BrR EREFEEL (T
231): “the Fortunate One (sugata, i.e. Buddha) ... has great
compassion, seeing all sentient beings as equals.” (T VIII 724a: 3
. RS R AE)

Why should all sentient beings be regarded as equals? The
answer can be found in EA 10.5, which elucidates the rationale
behind this attitude.*® This sutta vividly describes how a lay
Buddhist practises such “great” compassion with an intention to
equally help all sentient beings without discrimination:

The householder Anathapindika went to where the Blessed One
was ... the Blessed One said: “Householder, does your family
constantly give to the poor?”

The householder replied: “Yes, Blessed One, [we] constantly
give to the poor. [We] give widely at the four city gates, and
give away necessities at home too. Blessed One, sometimes |
have this thought: ‘I also want to give to wild animals*— birds,
pigs, dogs and the like.” I do not have the thought: ‘This should
be given; that should not be given.” Nor do I have the thought:
“This should be given more; that should be given less.” I always
have this thought: ‘All sentient beings are maintained by food.
They live when food is available, and die when food is
unavailable.””*’

Note that “all sentient beings are maintained by food” in
this passage is actually the first “one thing” (eko dhammo) in the
lists of doctrinal items arranged on the “anguttara principle” as
found in the Sangiti Sutta of the Digha Nikaya and its Chinese

*® This sutta has no parallels in ancient texts according to SuttaCentral
(https://suttacentral.net/eal0) and Akanuma (1929: 123).
391 follow the Song, Yuan and Ming editions, which all read TF &k “wild animals”

as given in footnote 3 at T II 565, while the Taisho edition reads ¥ “wild”
(T1II 565al6).

T II 565a: FTARARF RE(EA LG HEEE. 26, R¥%, HFIEA
HZH? | REEE TR, W, HEAHEEZ . RURPTm A, R
FAPAABETE, HE, REFHERE: [IFAETTER. RS, . BZE. |
WardER S, TR, JOAJES, | JMESERS. RS, gl |
TfegRE: [—URERHETG, ARES, Eafw. | ]
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parallel in the Dirgha Agama.*' According to our sutta EA 10.5,
Anathapindika has sympathy for all kinds of living beings and tries
to help everyone in need. His compassion is built on the rationale
that all sentient beings wish to live and they cannot live without
food. He is willing to grant such wishes of all creatures. It is in this
sense that all sentient beings should be treated equally.

After Anathapindika’s reply as quoted above, the Buddha
praises him: “With a Bodhisattva’s mind, you concentrate your
mind to give widely and benevolently ... You will obtain great fruit,
attain great fame, have great results, be heard everywhere, and
attain the dharma taste of sweet dew (amrta/amata,
immortality).”* Therefore, Anathapindika’s compassion is credited
with generating abundant merit and hence good karmic effects in
this world. It is noteworthy that his compassion is also invested
with the supramundane significance of attaining “immortality”
(sweet dew), i.e. Nirvana or enlightenment. This idea is implicit in
the Atthakanagara Sutta of MN (I 349-353) and its parallel, AN
11.17 (V 342-347). According to this sutta, just like the four
jhanas and the first three formless meditative attainments, the four
boundless states of mind (as meditation), including loving-kindness
and compassion, can form the basis for developing insight into
impermanence, as a result of which, the practitioner may attain the
destruction of the taints (asavanam khayam), i.e. Nirvana, but if
not, he will be reborn in the Pure Abodes and attain final Nirvana
there (Dhammajoti 2010: 173).

What is peculiar to EA 10.5 is its mention of the
Bodhisattva in conjunction with boundless compassion as
practical action. There seems to be a hint of Mahayana
influence on the Chinese Ekottarika Agama. As usually
understood, early Buddhism did not regard boundless
compassion as an indispensable prerequisite for achieving the
ultimate goal, but it (as meditation) is only an optional way
besides jhanas, etc. as stated in the Atthakandagara Sutta above.
According to Atisa, a Mahayana master, beings can be divided
into three types (mostly cited from Williams 2009: 194-195):

(1) ordinary worldly beings;

*' DN 111 211: sabbe satta ahara-tthitika. DA 9 at T149c: — {1 F £ B M AT,

CTIL S65a: W S LA, MR —STIRANE. EEAR, AAGE, AL
R, EET, Rk

https://digitalcommons.linfield.edu/iijbs/vol21/iss1/4

18



Kuan: Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism with the Focus on the A?gu

Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism ........ 71

(2) those who are on the path to the Nirvana of an Arahant;
they act in order to bring about their own pacification;

(3) Bodhisattvas, whose aspiration includes removing the
sufferings of all sentient beings.

The paradigms of early Buddhism belong to the second type.
It is unusual for EA 10.5, supposedly an early Buddhist sutta, to
mention “Bodhisattva’s mind” and attribute it to Anathapindika.
This lay disciple of the Buddha is thus depicted as a Bodhisattva,
among the third type of beings, who according to Ati$a aspire to
remove the sufferings of all sentient beings. In sum, the portrayal
of Anathapindika as a Bodhisattva might be a late addition inspired
by the Mahayana. Apart from this point, however, EA 10.5 is not
especially distinct from other ordinary early Buddhist suttas.

Alternatively, the description of Anathapindika as a
Bodhisattva probably exemplifies the inception of the Mahayana
within an early Buddhist school, presumably the Mahasamghika.
Scholars have noticed the difficulties in defining “Mahayana
Buddhism”.* Rather than a sect or school, Mahayana Buddhism
started to arise as a new movement* within (not independent of)
early Buddhist schools (nikayas)* around the second or first
century BCE.*® In regard to this movement, Harvey (2013: 108) says:
“There developed a new orientation to traditional Buddhist
teachings and an upsurge of novel interpretations.”* The new
orientation involves “a wholehearted adoption of the Bodhisattva
path™*, The foregoing EA 10.5 passage, although mentioning the
term “Bodhisattva”, falls short of a fully-fledged Bodhisattva path
as claborated by the Mahayana. The Bodhisattva ideal was not
invented from scratch by the Mahayana, but it already emerged in
early Buddhism. As Analayo (2010: 131) notes, taking the early
suttas as the starting point would explain quite naturally why “the
bodhisattva ideal became a pan-Buddhist phenomenon that drew

 E.g. Silk 2005; Ruegg 2004.
# Williams (2009: 3); Keown (1996: 58); Harvey (2013: 108).

* Williams (2009: 6). See also de La Vallée Poussin’s (1930: 25, 32-33)
remarks cited and translated by Silk (2005: 389-390).

¢ Gombrich (1990: 29); Williams et al. (2012: 71).
47 Similar views are expressed by Saito (2011: 30-31) and Keown (1996: 64).

8 See Harvey (2013: 108); or “a new emphasis” on “the ideal of the bodhisattva”
in the words of Keown (1996: 58).
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followers from most, if not all, of the Buddhist schools, including
the Theravada tradition.” Accordingly, it is likely that Mahayana
Buddhism was developed from such seemingly innovative notions
as found in EA 10.5 that had germinated in early Buddhist schools.

6. Compassion and enlightenment in connection with merit

In EA 21.2 the Buddha elaborates on merit (pu7ifia), which
integrates compassion embodied in practical action with
compassion as a systematic meditative practice. This sutta has no
parallels in ancient texts.” It enumerates three kinds of meritorious
action (=R 2%). They resemble the “three bases of meritorious
action” (tini punnia-kiriya-vatthuni), namely the basis of
meritorious action consisting in giving (dana-mayam pusria-kiriya-
vatthu), the basis of meritorious action consisting in morality (sila-
mayam punnia-kiriya-vatthu) and the basis of meritorious action
consisting in cultivation (bhavana-mayam puniiia-kiriya-vatthu), as
listed in AN 8.36 (IV 241), It 3.ii.1 (p. 51) and the Sangiti Sutta
(DN HI 218), all of which are organized on the “anguttara
principle”. But none of them explains these three items; the names
of the last two items differ from those in EA 21.2 (see below).” This
sutta expounds the first kind of meritorious action as follows:

What is meritorious action consisting in giving? When a person
willingly gives to ascetics, brahmins, those in extreme poverty,
those who live alone, and those who are uprooted; when food is
needed, he provides food; when drink is needed, he gives drink;
[he offers] clothes, food, bedding, medicine for the sick,
fragrant substances, flowers and accommodation unstintingly at
his convenience — this is what is called the meritorious action
consisting in giving.’’

# According to SuttaCentral (https:/suttacentral.net/ea21) and Akanuma (1929:
130). Akanuma however suggests a comparison between the verses in this
sutta and the verses in AN 4.32, but the two sets of verses are quite different.

%% The Pali Sangiti Sutta has a Chinese version in DA, which lists three kinds of
action almost identical to those listed in EA 21.2 except for the omission of
48 “merit” (T150a): fiZE. T43E. BMHEZE

ST T 602b: PrA Al 2ARsE? & — AR P BEM . mEFEH. i

W WP, e, FURRAE, KRB SR RBAZH. R,

ik gk, BESIRGE, MOTERE, WA HERRC 3.

https://digitalcommons.linfield.edu/iijbs/vol21/iss1/4

20



Kuan: Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism with the Focus on the A?gu

Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism ........ 73

This is an explication of compassion embodied in practical
action. It is followed by the exposition of the second kind of
meritorious action, namely meritorious action consisting in
universality.

I translate *F4 in this sutta as “universality”. This disyllabic
(having two characters) word usually means “equality”. Thich
Huyén-Vi et al. (2002: 186-187) translate % here as “equilibrium”.
Judging from the context, it signifies something more profound,
perhaps like what is stated in the Digital Dictionary of Buddhism:
“it especially refers to the Buddha in his universal, impartial, and
equal attitude towards all beings.” (http://www.buddhism-
dict.net/cgi-bin/xpr-ddb.pl?q= *¥- % ) Here ¥ % was probably
translated from an Indic word equivalent to samana or samyak in

Sanskrit, which can mean “universal, all, complete”.>

The exposition of meritorious action consisting in
universality begins with the five precepts: A person abstains from
killing, stealing, sexual intercourse, false speech and alcohol (T II
602b). It goes on to describe the four boundless states of mind as
follows:

Moreover, he pervades one quarter with a mind of loving-
kindness, likewise the second quarter, the third and the fourth.
He pervades eight quarters, above and below, boundlessly,
without limits and immeasurably. He encompasses all [beings]
with this mind of loving-kindness and brings them security.
Moreover, he pervades one quarter with a mind of compassion,
empathetic joy and equanimity, likewise the second quarter, the

32 According to Hirakawa (1997: 424), T-% was translated from many Sanskrit
words, including samana and samyak, while *¥-Z#{t was translated from
samyak-prayoga. Monier-Williams (1899: 1160) defines samana as
“common, general, universal, all”. Monier-Williams (1899: 1181) explains
samyak as “in compound for samyaiic”, which is defined as “entire, whole,
complete, all”. The following case also supports that “[*%¢ was used to
render an Indic word meaning “universal, complete”. A passage in EA 46.8
(T II 778c) reads: WL TSGERRE, TSN, T-EHE, THoHHE. Its
Pali counterpartin AN 10.27 (V 51) reads: bhikkhu samma nibbindamano ...
samma vimuccamano samma pariyantadassavi sammatthabhisamecca.
Bodhi (2012: 1373) translates this passage thus: “a bhikkhu is completely
disenchanted ... completely liberated from it, completely sees its
delimitations, and completely breaks through its meaning.” Accordingly, T
% is translated from an Indic word equivalent to samma, or Sanskrit samyak,
and means “completely” in this sutta.
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third and the fourth. He pervades eight quarters, above and
below, boundlessly, without limits and immeasurably ... This is
what is called the meritorious action consisting in
universality.>

This passage reads like a description of a meditative
practice as usually understood. However, attention should be
drawn to the occurrence of “He encompasses all [beings] with this
mind of loving-kindness and brings them security” in this context.
By implication, the same is said of compassion and so forth.
Therefore, this practice of loving-kindness and compassion is
intended to benefit all beings. This second type of meritorious
action is closely linked to the first type, meritorious action
consisting in giving, shifting from sympathy for specific objects to
“universality”, from concrete to abstract, and from outward to
inward.

The third type, namely meritorious action consisting in
reflection, turns even further inward and abstract. It is explained as
follows:

Here a bhikkhu develops the enlightenment factor of
mindfulness, dependent on dispassion, dependent on non-
deliberation, dependent on cessation, and dependent on escape.
He develops the enlightenment factor of discrimination of
phenomena, develops the enlightenment factor of mindfulness
(sic, redundant), develops the enlightenment factor of
tranquility, develops the enlightenment factor of concentration,
and develops the enlightenment factor of equanimity,
dependent on dispassion, dependent on non-deliberation,
dependent on cessation, and dependent on escape. This is what
is called the meritorious action consisting in reflection.*

The Buddhist texts usually enumerate seven enlightenment
factors, but our sutta EA 21.2 lists only five, omitting the
enlightenment factors of energy and joy. As Gethin (2001: 170-172)
demonstrates, the formula of the seven enlightenment factors has

ST 11 602b—c: EUAZ LM 7, 7. =77 WA, AJ. LTFEmMES,
ESER, AR, FA#E. DILZ0EE—Y), $E%E. HUE 35,
o, W, 2 =07 WAE, AL ETRRHRT, SEER,
AN RGRT. R LA TERAEZ ¥,

YT 602c: REMEGBITSER, MEN. RER. KRS, RRE. BEEE
B, BEEE, BAEE, BeBE, BEEE, KRE. RER. KIS,
R E., R ARM AR .

https://digitalcommons.linfield.edu/iijbs/vol21/iss1/4

22



Kuan: Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism with the Focus on the A?gu

Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism ........ 75

strong relevance to the four jhanas, the crucial meditative
attainments. As found throughout early Buddhist texts,
enlightenment or Nirvana is attained on the basis of the fourth
jhana. Therefore, the third type of meritorious action, which
represents the enlightenment factors, conduces to Nirvana.

To conclude, in this sutta the scheme of the three types of
meritorious action suggests that compassion underlies merit (first
and second types), while merit is essential to Nirvana (third type).
Harvey (2000: 45-46) also holds that merit (pusiia), which he
renders as “karmic fruitfulness”, is necessary for movement
towards Nirvana but not itself sufficient, for some texts say that
Nirvana is attainable by merit. In summary, merit involves
compassion and leads to enlightenment.

7. Conclusion

Of the four Nikayas in Pali and the four Agamas in Chinese,
the numerical collections, i.e. the Anguttara Nikaya and the
Ekottarika Agama, are the most adaptable and considerate of
individual needs according to ancient Indian/Chinese and modern
American monks. Therefore, these two collections contain a
considerable proportion of suttas/siitras that are closely connected
with the notion of compassion (karuna/anukampa). These two
collections include many suttas addressed to Buddhists dealing
with the ethical and spiritual concerns of life within the world (as
noted by Bhikkhu Bodhi), and thus involves the issues of merit
(punifia). In this study I have illustrated the significant but often
underestimated position of compassion with merit in early
Buddhist doctrine.

While there is textual evidence that the Buddha had no
concern whether the entire world or part of it would be
emancipated, this does not suggest that his compassion was finite,
but probably implies the Buddha’s equanimity. In fact, many suttas
in the Anguttara Nikaya and the Ekottarika Agama depict the
Buddha as being compassionate for the whole world, and record
that he taught compassion for the whole world. The redactors of the
Anguttara Nikaya reserved the expression “out of compassion for
the world” (lokanukampaya) for the Buddha in order to accentuate
the Buddha’s compassion for the entire world. Similarly, the
Buddha encouraged others to develop compassion for the whole
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world. He taught the following according to suttas in the Anguttara
Nikaya and the Ekottarika Agama. Finite compassion is good
(kusala), i.e. meritorious, but infinite compassion greatly surpasses
finite compassion. Being compassionate (anukampi) for all beings,
one generates abundant merit (pusizia). Compassion is not just a
type of meditation or contemplation, but it can and should be put
into practical action, either by preaching the Dharma or by
providing worldly necessities. Compassionate action consists in
seeing all sentient beings as equals on the rationale that all sentient
beings wish to live and they cannot live without food. The
Buddha’s sermon on the three kinds of meritorious action suggests
that compassion underlies merit, while merit is essential to
enlightenment or Nirvana.

Williams (2009: 195) observes: “Compassion is the basis and
motivating force of the Bodhisattva. From it, therefore, springs the
entire edifice of the Mahayana.” That being said, the doctrine of
compassion is not exclusive to Mahayana Buddhism, nor was it
formulated by the Mahayana from scratch. As this study has shown,
the soteriological function of compassion associated with merit is
expounded in the early suttas/siitras, particularly those in the
Anguttara Nikaya and the Ekottarika Agama. On the other hand,
many discourses in these two collections reify great compassion by
extending Buddhist concern from monastics to the laity, caring for
all beings’ worldly welfare based on an ethical system of merit.
Walser (2018: 163-187) has examined the ur-sutra of the Perfection
of Wisdom (Prajiiaparamita), a type of early Mahayana literature,
and regards it as “an adaptation of earlier Buddhist sutras”, which
refer to what are now Pali texts and Agama translations. The early
Buddhist discourses on compassion and merit explored in this
paper may be precursors to the more developed Mahayana
conceptions.

Acknowledgments

I am grateful to Professor Richard Gombrich, Professor Lalji
Shravak and the reviewer for their valuable suggestions. [ also
thank Ven. Jiyin # for providing useful information and
Taiwan’s Ministry of Science and Technology for the funding
(MOST 107-2410-H-155-034-MY3).

https://digitalcommons.linfield.edu/iijbs/vol21/iss1/4

24



Kuan: Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism with the Focus on the A?gu

Compassion and Merit in Early Buddhism ........ 77

Abbreviations
References to Pali texts are to the Pali Text Society editions.
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