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The Art of Giving

Why do you need money?
What is the purpose of getting wealth?

You may think:

It is a stupid question to ask.

What can we do in modern society without
money?

Almost everyone is struggling to achieve material
wealth.
But what is the purpose of achieving?

You may have different answers.
Yet from the Buddhist point of view, it has only
two purposes.

One purpose is to use the wealth for the well-
being and happiness of yourself. It is to live a
comfortable life. It is to gratify your eye, ear, nose,

tongue, body and mind.

The other purpose is to give away. It is for the well-
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being and happiness of the society. Out of good
will, you will give away to your family members,
relatives, friends or needy and poor people.

Some people neither enjoy themselves nor give
away. Their sole purpose is to acquire wealth.
Throughout their lives they struggle to achieve.
Then leaving behind hard earned wealth they die.
Some others will possess their wealth.

In Buddha’s time there was a rich man in the city
of Savatthi. He used to advise his son ‘Don’t think
we are wealthy. We should not be spendthrift. We
should always acquire more wealth. Otherwise our
wealth will dwindle away.” The rich man buried
five pots of gold coins in his house. He died without
disclosing their location to his son.

He was re-born in a village of beggars. One day
as he wandered about in Savatthi city, he entered
his old house in the previous life. His son who was
the owner of the house chased him away without
giving anything.

The Buddha who was on his almsround saw the
incident. He revealed to the son that the young
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beggar was none other than his own dead father.

But he could not believe it. So, the Buddha directed
the young beggar to show where he had buried his
five pots of gold coins. Only then did he accept
what the Buddha said.!

Buddhism teaches you to earn wealth in a
righteous way. It encourages you to use wealth in a
meaningful way; for the well being and happiness
of yourself and society.

What is ‘Dana’?

‘Dana’ means Giving. It is giving away out of
compassion towards needy and poor people.
It is sharing your wealth and possessions with
others, having benevolent thoughts in the mind.
It is giving with wisdom, having understood the
meaning of giving. It is giving with friendship
without expecting anything in return.

‘Dana’ does not mean only giving away food,
cloth, money or any other material things. It is also
sharing the knowledge, teaching the Dhamma,
appreciating the good deeds, encouragement to
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follow the righteous path, providing services and
SO on.

When a monk gives a Dhamma talk, he is practising
‘Dana’. He teaches out of compassion towards
others who do not know the Dhamma. He is giving
knowledge; he is sharing the Dhamma.

You come across a criminal. He does a lot of evil
things because of his lack of right understanding.
You associate with him out of compassion. You
manage to show him the righteous way of life.
There, you are practising ‘Dana’

Someone is disappointed with his life. He is
depressed. He is undergoing a lot of calamities in
his life. He is about to commit suicide.

You understand his situation. You approach him
with a compassionate heart. You talk to him,
console him, share his burden and help him to
overcome the difficult situation. You encourage
him to live. It is a ‘Dana’.

You are a teacher. You meet a student who is unable
to pay for his studies. You dedicate some of your
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time to teach him with compassion. It is sharing
your knowledge. It is a ‘Dana’

A group of good people build a house for a poor
family. Those who can afford, contribute with
money. You do not have money. You go and help
to build the house using physical labour. You are
giving physical help.

Early morning an old lady is waiting to cross the
road. The traffic is so heavy. She is very weak and
she cannot walk properly. Some school children
approach her and help her cross the road. They are
helping out of compassion; they are giving service.
Itis a ‘Dana’

On the way to work, you see this incident. You feel
so happy about what the children did. You praise
them for their kindness. You encourage them to
practise good. You go to the office and explain
to your colleagues what you saw. You share
the happiness of a good deed with others. You
encourage others to cultivate good. It is a form of
‘Dana’
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Dana as a Parami

‘Parami’ means perfection. The aspirants of
Enlightenment [Bodhi Sattas] develop ‘Dana’ to
its maximum level. It is one of the ten perfections
that they complete in the process of becoming a
Fully Enlightened one. ‘Dana’ can be cultivated in
three successive stages.

Dana Parami — It is giving with the sole intention
to detach from attachment. With boundless love
and compassion they give away material wealth,
service, share knowledge or what ever they can
give for the well being and happiness of the others
without expecting anything in return.

Dana Upaparami — They give away even a part
of their bodies or organs for the well being and
happiness of others. They are ready to give away
kidneys, livers, blood, bone marrow, eyes or any
other part of the body if others can benefit.

Dana Paramatta Parami — Bodhi Sattas are ready
even to offer their lives for a good purpose. If it can
bring happiness and well being for other beings,
they do not hesitate to sacrifice their own precious

lives.
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Purposes of Giving

Giving for popularity:

Some people give for the sake of name and
publicity. They do not understand the real meaning
of giving.

You donate an amount of money for a fund raising
project in the temple. Your name is not displayed
on the notice board among the other donors. You
get upset. Egoistic thoughts arise in the mind. You
get angry. You quarrel with the people in charge
for not displaying your name. You are turning
away from the real pure purpose of giving.

There are some rich people who do not care about
needy and poor people around them. They do not
spend a single cent on charity. But they sponsor
generously for sports, musical shows or other big
functions where they can have good publicity.
Here the purpose of giving is publicity. It is not
‘Dana’; it is marketing.

In ‘Dana’ houses, some people expect the monks
to talk about their family lineage, social status,



their contributions to the temple and society. They
expect to hear praises being showered on them in
front of the others. If a monk does not entertain
these egoistic emotions, some devotees may not be
happy. In this way we are turning away from the
true purpose of offering.

If you are sincerely generous, your good name
will spread among the people. You will be famous.
People will talk about your generosity and kindness.
It is a by-product of giving. But you should not
be tempted by publicity. You should not practise
‘Dana’ for the sake of popularity.

Giving out of Fear:

People also give out of fear. Some rich people
give to the needy and poor people, thinking that
God will punish them otherwise. Those who earn
wealth in wicked, immoral ways too, give away,
out of fear of God or having bad results in their
next existence.

Members of certain religions have to contribute a
certain amount of money every month. They must
attend their religious services regularly. Otherwise
once he or she dies, priests will not conduct



religious funeral services for them. Out of fear,
they give. They too are turning away from the real
purpose of giving.

You are a well-known rich man in the city. A group
of people in the same city organize a scholarship
program to support poor students in the area. They
approach you seeking some donation for a charity.
You do not want to give. But out of fear of losing
your good reputation among the others; you donate
some money. Here, you are giving out of fear. You
do not give with a sincere pure intention.

When you give something out of fear you become
nervous. Your mind is filled with fear and other
negative emotions. Though you give physically,
your mind has no intention to give. You are giving
out of fear. It is simply giving, but not a ‘Dana’

Giving out of anger

You go to a hawker center to have your lunch. A
beggar comes and asks money. This beggar seems
quite healthy and strong. “Why can’t he do some
work and earn his own keep?’ The aversion arises
in your mind. You just ignore him and continue

eating.
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He keeps on asking for money again and again.
You feel irritated. You are angry now. You want
to get rid of this troublesome man. You give him
some money with the intention of getting rid of
him. Here, you are giving out of anger. Though it
is giving; it is not ‘Dana’

When you are angry, your mind produces
negative energies. It is impossible to generate
love, compassion, friendship or goodwill with a
wrathful mind. If your mind is defiled by anger at
the moment of giving; it cannot produce positive
mental energies. It is only a physical act of giving.
It is not ‘Dana’

Giving to Receive

Most of the time, when we give away something,
we expect something else in return. Many people
give with the intention of receiving. They give
to receive. They practise ‘Dana’ as a way of
investment.

Acrich man donates a big amount of money to build
atemple. But from the moment he gives, he already
expects something in return. He wishes to have



special social recognition. He tries to influence
the temple work thinking ‘I have donated a big
amount of money, so I have the right to interfere in
the matters of this temple’.

When you put some money into the donation box
in the temple you may make a wish to receive
more money.

You bring flowers, fruits, candles, joss sticks to
offer to the Buddha, then kneel down in front of
him and ask in return — ‘Buddha please help me to
achieve success in my business. Help me to get my
promotion this year. Grant me a good child. May I
find a suitable partner in my life’

Some other people practise ‘Dana’ and wish ‘With
these merits may I be born in a divine realm, may
I be born in a rich family, may I achieve this or
that’.

Here a question arises. Is it wrong to make a wish
when we give ‘Dana’?

Whether you make a wish or not, as a result of
giving, you will receive in abundance. Until we
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become enlightened we will roam from life to life.
As long as we wander in this circle of existence,
we will need favourable conditions to develop our
‘wisdom’. In this sense, it is not wrong to make
wishes when we practise ‘Dana’

Yet, as Buddhists, our sole intention is not, to
wander in this repeated existence but to get out of
it. Therefore it will be wiser to make an aspiration
to realize Nibbana, whenever we practise ‘Dana’.

Giving to cultivate detachment

Craving is one of the strongest mental bondages.
It is a negative force. It is not easy to give away
something. Whenever we give; craving arises
towards the thing we are about to give.

By producing strong positive energy, we suppress
the power of craving, but very often this craving
lies dormant — not totally eradicated. It instantly
comes to the mind as a form of desire to expect
something in return. You have to be careful about
this type of craving when you practise ‘Dana’.

Real meaning of giving in Buddhism is to give
up attachment. Craving is the most powerful
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chain which binds us to this circle of existence.
We are repeatedly suffering because of this great
attachment. ‘Dana’ is the best and most powerful
weapon we can use to destroy this enemy and
overcome suffering.

Wise people give away without any expectation in
return. They give in order to give up greed, hatred
and delusion. They give with wisdom. They give
with compassion. They give with altruistic joy.

Practise ‘Dana’ to get rid of clinging. Cultivate
giving to give up craving. Give away to destroy
selfishness. Give away, having understood the real
meaning of giving.

Ways of Giving

Give with your own hands

When you practise ‘Dana’, give with your own
hands. Personal involvement in the act of giving is
very important. Kamma is generated in your mind.
Have wholesome thoughts in the mind and give
away with wisdom. Then you can produce positive
Karmic energy which follows you life after life,
just like your own shadow.



There is a rich man who practises ‘Dana’ every
month. He gives money to his servant to prepare
food. The servant goes to market, buys vegetables,
fruits and other items, cooks food, goes to the
temple and offers to the monks. He is very happy
and enjoys the offering. The master stays at home
doing nothing. He only spends money for the
‘Dana’.

In this case, who is acquiring more merit?

Both master and servant are acquiring merit. But
the servant is acquiring more merit than the master
out of his master’s money.

Give something worthy to give

Always give something which is useful and in good
condition. You should have a kind of respect and
concern towards those who are going to receive
your gifts. Have compassion and give with wisdom
so as to make it meaningful.

Don’t give something which is fit to be thrown
away. Some people dump used items in temples,
churches or in social welfare organizations thinking
others can benefit. It is not ‘Dana’.



If you want to practise ‘Dana’, do it in a proper
way. If it is an electrical item; make sure it is in
working condition. If it is broken, repair it first. If
it is dirty, clean it. Wrap it nicely and hand it over
to a person who organizes the charity. Then you
can acquire merit and the receiver can also benefit
from the gift.

Give the right gift, to the right person, at the right
time

When someone is in hungry, offer him food. That
is the best you can give. It is the right time for you
to give.

When someone is sick, the best ‘Dana’ is medical
treatment. You may not be a doctor, but you can
take him to a doctor. Help him to recover.

To those who go astray, direct them towards the
righteous way. Console the people who are in grief
and distress. Dhamma is the best medicine to those
who are seeking the truth. Give money to people
who are poor.



Three Essentials to fulfill a ‘Dana’

How to practise ‘Dana’ in a meaningful way?
What are the necessary conditions to be fulfilled?

Purity of the mind

‘Volition is Kamma’ says the Buddha. If you do
not have the thought of giving, you cannot practise
‘Dana’. Your mind should be filled with positive
thoughts. Always give with a generous mind. Have
compassion, goodwill and respect towards those
who are going to receive. Fill your mind with the
thoughts of loving kindness and friendship.

Be mindful about the thoughts that arise in your
mind. Don’t let negative thoughts defile the purity
of the mind. Your mind should be devoid of anger,
hatred, ill-will, craving or delusion.

Your volition, before, during and after the act of
giving is very important. Be happy before you
give away. Have a clear, pure mind while you are
giving. Rejoice over the good deed after you have
given.



You offer ‘Dana’ to the monks every month. On
your offering day, another group of devotees also
bring some food to offer to the monks. You are not
happy. ‘Why should they come and offer? This is
our offering day, they should get our permission
first’— You lose your mental purity. Jealousy, anger,
egoism, restlessness arise in your mind. You give
with a defiled mind. It is not a successful ‘Dana’.

If you are a wise person, you will be happy that
others participate with you to practise ‘Dana’.
When more people join you, it will produce more
merit. As a result of encouraging others to join
you to practise good, you will always have a lot of
followers wherever you are born.

A poor man comes and tells you his economic
difficulties. He is looking for some help. You feel
sympathy towards him. You give him some money.
But after you have given away, you think, ‘Oh, I
could have used that money for myself; I could
have bought this or that; I made a silly mistake
giving him money’ — Greed arises and defiles the
purity of your mind. It is not a pure ‘Dana’.



Wealth achieved in a righteous way

Though you have the intention of giving, if you do
not have something to give, you cannot practise
‘Dana’. Whatever you are going to give, it must be
something that you have acquired in a righteous
way. In the process of earning the wealth you
should not bring suffering and disaster to other
living beings.

A man deals with drugs. He makes a lot of
money from this business. A social organization
approaches him seeking his help to build a hospital.
He donates a big amount of money. If he gives out
of compassion, having benevolent thoughts in his
mind, this will produce good Karmic energy.

But here, the purity of the wealth is destroyed since
he causes a lot of suffering and brings disaster to
fellow human beings in the process of earning this
type of wealth.

Someone is sick. He does not have money to get
medicine. You feel so pitiful towards him. But you
too do not have money. You break into a house,
steal some money and give it to him. Though



you are moved by compassion, this is again not a
pure ‘Dana’. In the process of making this ‘Dana’
you produce both positive and negative Karmic
energies.

Buddhism encourages you to be virtuous, acquire
wealth in a righteous way, and practise ‘Dana’ with
compassion and wisdom. In this way, the purity of
the gifts is very important to fulfill a successful
‘Dana’.

Those who are worthy to receive

Some people want to give but they do not know to

whom they should give. Once, King Kosala asked
the Buddha

‘Venerable Sir, to whom should gifts be given’?

‘Great king, gifts should be given to those, by
giving to whom one can be happy’

If you can be happy by giving, it does not matter
to whom you give. The most important fact is the
happiness generated by giving. This happiness is
the ‘merit’. It is this Karmic energy which brings
good results in return. You should not regret giving

in any form.



Then the king asked another question.

‘Venerable Sir, gifts given to whom, are of great
fruit?’

Buddha answers, ‘The gifts, given to virtuous ones
bring great results’. He further explains, ‘What is
given to those venerable ones, who have eradicated
greed, hatred, sloth and torpor, restlessness
and worry, doubt and endowed with virtue,
concentration, wisdom, liberation, knowledge and
vision of liberation will bear the greatest merit >

Here, Buddha refers to those venerable ones who
have destroyed all the defilements in the mind and
attained perfect purity.

‘Lust, hatred, delusion and desire are the
blemishes of people and what is given to those
who have eliminated those blemishes bears great
fruit just like seeds sown in fertile, well watered
fields yield bountiful crops.’?

What is a Sanghika Dana?

‘Sanghika Dana’ is an offering to the community
of Sangha. Here, ‘Sangha’ means the noble



disciples of the Buddha, who have destroyed all
the defilements in the mind and are endowed with
perfect virtue, concentration and wisdom.

When you offer something to the community of
Sangha, you are offering to the noble monks who
lived in the past, those noble ones who live in the
present and those venerable ones who will be in
the future. As such, the great number of those
monks is uncountable; the great virtuous qualities
they have are immeasurable.

Whenever you offer something to such a noble
community of monks, the wholesome Karmic
energy you receive is also uncountable and
immeasurable.

One day, Mahapajapati Gotami took a new pair of
cloths, went to the Blessed one and said:

‘Venerable sir, this new pair of cloths has been spun
by me, woven by me, especially for the Blessed
one. Venerable sir, let the Blessed one accept it
from me out of compassion’

When this was said, the Blessed one told her: ‘Give
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it to the Sangha, Gotami. When you give it to the
Sangha, both I and the Sangha will be honoured’

Though she pleaded with the Buddha for the second
and third time to accept the offering, Buddha
refused it, asking her to offer it to the Sangha. She
was very disappointed.

Having noticed this, the Buddha explained to her
that if she offers it only to the Buddha, it will be a
personal offering. But if she offers it to the Sangha,
it will be offered both to Buddha and all the other
noble monks. Offering to the Sangha headed by
the Buddha will produce the greatest merit.

Buddha says to Venerable Ananda:

‘In future times, Ananda, there will be members of
the clan who are ‘yellow-necks’, immoral, of evil
character. People will give gifts to those immoral
persons for the sake of the Sangha.

Even then, I say, an offering made to the Sangha
is incalculable, immeasurable. And I say that in no
way is a gift to a person individually ever more
fruitful than an offering made to the Sangha.’>
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Benefit of Giving

This is not our first life. And it is not the last
life. As long as our ignorance remains, we will
be born again and again. The Karmic energy we
produce here, will go beyond death. We are our
own creators. Till we become enlightened, we will
remain in this circle of repeated existence.

‘Dana’ produces wholesome Karmic energy
which will bring abundant wealth, prosperity and
favourable births in human and divine realms.

Eradication of greed is Nibbana. ‘Dana’ helps to
destroy greed and other related defilements.

The Buddha says:

‘O monks, if people knew, as I know, the result
of giving and sharing, they would not eat without
having given, nor would they allow the stain of
niggardliness to obsess them and take root in their
minds.

Even if it were their last morsel, their last mouthful,
they would not eat without having shared it, if there
were someone to share it with.
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But, monks, as people do not know, as I know, the
result of giving and sharing, they eat without having
given, and the stain of niggardliness obsesses them
and takes root in their minds.’®
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Vacchagotta and Buddha
“| have heard it said, Master Gotama, that the ascetic Gotama says:

"Gifts should be given only to me and not to others;
they should be given only to my disciples and not to the disciples of others.
Only what is given to me brings great fruit, not what is given to others;
only what is given to my disciples brings great fruit,
not what is given to the disciples of others.”

“Those who have said so, Vaccha, have not reported my words correctly,
but misrepresent me. Their declarations do not accord with my teachings
and their false assertion will certainly give cause for reproach”.

“Vaccha, anyone who prevents another person from giving alms causes
obstruction and impediment to three people: he obstructs the donor from
doing a meritorious deed, he obstructs the recipient from getting the gift,

and prior to that, he undermines and harms his own character”.

“What | actually teach, Vaccha, is this: even if one throws away the rinsing

from a pot or cup into a village pool or pond, wishing that the living beings

there may feed on them — even this would be a source of merit, not to
speak of giving a gift to human beings”.

“However, | do declare that offerings made to the virtuous bring rich fruit,
and not so much those made to the immoral”.

To whom should gifts be given — P 57; Numerical discourses of the Buddha; An anthology
of Suttas from the Anguttara Nikaya; Selected and translated from Pali by
Nyanaponika Thera and Bhikkhu Bodhi.
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