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DHARMIC LANGUAGE
Language of One who knows

HUMAN LANGUAGE
Language of One who knows not
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In the past centuries there have been many learned
Teachers who have been laid down various paths to show the
Truth. Among these, Buddhism is one, and according to it
my opinion is that except for the differences in the names and
Sorms of the various religions the Ultimate Truth is the same.

The Dalai Lama
from :— News Letter ( Dharmsala)
January 1967
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INTRODUCTION

Every field of human knowledge has its own
specialized vocabulary. The layman reading a textbook
on physics is at first baffled by the strange jargon used.
Some of the terms he encounters are brand new to him;
others, such as “mass” and “work, ” are quite familiar
to him as ordinary everyday words but are obviously
being used in the scientific context with rather differ-
ent and specialized meanings.

Religion also has a special language of its own,
which has to be learnt before there can be any commu-
nication of ideas on the subject. In this special language
of religion, just as in the jargon of science, some of the
words are brand new, coined just for the purpose, and
others are old familiar terms used in new ways.

The talk recorded in this booklet deals in parti-
cular with the special language which the Buddha,
Gotama, used in teaching. The author has called this
the Language of Dhamma. But since the Higher Truth
or Dhamma is constant, independent of time, place, and
teacher, the language in which it is discussed is to
a large extent international. The language which the
Buddha used in expounding the Dhamma has a lot in
common with that which Jesus Christ used in teaching
that same Dhamma. So though this talk was intended
specifically for a Buddhist audience, much of it is equally
relevant and to the point in the context of Christianity
or any other religion.
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If we are to understand the Dhamma as taught
by the Buddha or any other great teacher, we must
first become familiar with the special terminology used.
We must first learn the Language of Dhamma. It is in
the belief that it will serve as a useful guide to distin-
guishing everyday language from Dhamma ( Dharmic )
language that this little booklet has been printed.

Buddha-Nigama Chiangmai

P.0. Box 45, Chiengmai,
Thailand.,



TWO KINDS OF LANGUAGE

To-day’s talk is rather special.

Time and time again I have noticed that, regard-
less of how the subject is explained, there are a great
many aspects of the more profound teaching that the
majority of people don’t understand at all. People hear

things explained many times over and still don’t under-
stand. Why is this?

If we look into it, we discover the reason: Most
of us are familiar only with everyday language, the
language spoken by the ordinary person, ordinary
worldly language. We fail -to realize the existence of
another quite different and very special language, the
language of religion, the language of Dhamma.

The language of Dhamma is something altogether
different from the language of everyday. This point
must be borne well in mind. Everyday language and
Dhamma language are two distinct and different modes
of speaking. Everyday language is worldly language,
the language of people who do not know Dhamma.
Dhamma language is the language spoken by people
who have gained a deep insight into the Truth,
Dhamma. Having perceived Dhamma, they speak in
terms appropriate to their experience, and so Dhamma
language comes to be. This special mode of speaking is
what we call Dhamma language. It is a language quite
distinct from ordinary everyday language.
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So there are two languages, Dhamma language
and everyday language. Everyday language is based
on physical things and on experiences accessible to the
ordinary man. Being based on the physical rather than
the spiritual it serves only for discussion of physical,
worldly things and situations. It serves only for the
tangible things perceived under ordinary everyday
circumstances. By contrast, Dhamma language has to
do with the mental world, with the intangible, non-
physical world. In order to be able to speak and under-
stand this Dhamma language it is necessary to have
gained insight into the mental world. Consequently it
is only people who have seen Dhamma, the Truth, that
speak the Dhamma language, the language of the mental
world lying beyond the physical.

Let us put this another way. We distinguish
ordinary physical language from meta-physical language.
The field of metaphysics is utterly different from that
of physics and consequently there is a special metaphy-
sical language. So in addition to the ordinary language
of the physical there is a language that transcends
the physical. The physical language is the worldly,
conventional language used under ordinary circum-
stances and based on physical things. The metaphysical
language is based on mental things. It had to be learnt,
studied, and understood. It is based not on the physical
world but on the mental. I hope you can now see the
distinction between everyday language and Dhamma
language.
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The point now is that if we know only the every-
day language we are in no position to understand true
Dhamma when we hear it. If we don’t know the
language of Dhamma, then we cannot understand
Dhamma, the supramundane Truth that could really
Liberate us from this unsatisfactory worldly condition
( dukkha ). The reason we don’t understand Dhamma is
that we know only Everyday language and are not
familiar with Dhamma language.

It is essential always to interpret the Buddha’s
teaching in terms of Dhamma language as well as in
terms of everyday language. Both meanings must be
considered. Please take good note of the passages I am
about to quote:

“ Appamatto ubho aithe adhiganhati pandito.”

(A wise man is one familiar with both modes of
speaking. )

“ Atthabhisamayadhiro panditoti pavuccati.”

(He who is familiar with the various modes of
speaking is a wise man. )

This is a general principle to be applied when
studying Dhamma, whether at high or at low level. Itis
also applicable in verbal discussion. The passages cited
contain the unambiguous expression “ubho aithe” that
is, “both meanings,” or both modes of speaking.”
A discerning person must consider both meanings or
modes of speaking, and not just either one of them alone.
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Anyone who, for instance, considers only the ordinary
everyday meaning and ignores the other meaning, the
meaning in terms of Dhamma language, cannot be called
a wise or discerning person. As the Buddha said, a
discerning person is one who is able to take into con-
sideration both modes of speaking. It behoves us
then to be careful and to study diligently in order to
acquire this ability to take account of both possible in-
terpretations, the one in terms of everyday language and
the other in terms of Dhamma language.

We shall now consider some examples of what
I mean.

The first example is the word “Buddha.” As
you know, the word “Buddha” in everyday language
refers to the historical Enlightened Being, Gotama
Buddha. It refers to a physical man of flesh and bone,
who was born in India over two thousand years ago,
died, and was cremated. This is the meaning of the
word “Buddha > in everyday language.

However, considered in terms of Dhamma lang-
uage the word “Buddha” refers to the Truth which
the historical Buddha realized and taught, the Dhamma
itself. The Buddha said: “He who sees the Dhamma
sees the Enlightened One. He who sees the Enlightened
One sees the Dhamma. One who sees not the Dhamma,
though he grasp at the robe of the Enlightened One,
cannot be said to have seen the Enlightened One.”
Now the Dhamma is something intangible. It is not
something physical, certainly not flesh and bones. Yet
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the Buddha said it is one and the same as the Enligh-
tened One. *“One who sees the Dhamma sees the Enligh-
tened One.” Anyone who fails to see the Dhamma
cannot be said to have seen the Enlightened One. So
in Dhamma language the Buddha is one and the same
as that Truth by virtue of which he became the Buddha;
and anyone who sees that Truth can be said to have
seen the true Buddha. To see just his physical body
would not be to see the Buddha at all and would bring
no real benefit.

During the Buddha’s lifetime the majority of
people were unfavorably disposed towards him. They
abused him and even did him physical harm. They
didn’t understand him because what they saw was only
his physical body, the outer shell, the Buddha of everyday
language. The real Buddha, the Buddha of Dhamma
language, is the Truth in his mind, knowing which he
became Buddha. When he said “ Who sees the Truth
sees me. Who sees me sees the Truth”, he was speaking
Dhamma language.

Again, the Buddha said: “The Dhamma and the
Vinaya ( Discipline), which I have proclaimed, have
demonstrated, these shall be your teacher when I have
passed away”’. So the real Buddha has not passed away,
has not ceased to exist. What ceased to exist was just
the physical body, the outer shell. The real Teacher,
that is, the Dhamma-Vinaya, is still with us. This is
the meaning of the word “Buddha” in Dhamma
language. The “Buddha” of everyday language is the
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physical man ; the “ Buddha” of Dhamma language is
the Dhamma itself, which made him Buddha.

Now we consider the word “Dhamma” or
“Dharma”. At the lowest level of everyday language:
this word is understood as referring to the actual books.
containing the scriptures, the “ Dhamma” in the book-
case. Or it may be understood as referring to the spoken
word used in expounding the Teaching. This is the
meaning of the word “ Dhamma” in everyday language,.
the language of a deluded person who has not yet seen.
the Dhamma.

In terms of Dhamma language the Dhamma is one
and the same as the Enlightened One. “ Who sees the
Dhamma sees the Enlightened One. Who sees the
Enlightened One sees the Dhamma.” This is the real
Dhamma. In the original Pali language the word
“Dhamma” was used to refer to all the intricate and
involved things that go to make up what we.call Nature..
Time will not permit us to discuss this point in detail
here so we shall mention just the main points. The
word “Dhamma ” embraces

1. Nature itself
2. The laws of Nature

‘3. Man’s:duty to act in accordance with the
laws of Nature

4. The benefits to be derived from this acting
in accordance with the laws of Nature.
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This is the wide range of meaning covered by the
word “ Dhamma”. It does not refer simply to books, or
palm-leaf manuscripts, or the voice of the preacher. The
word “ Dhamma” as used in Dhamma language refers
to something non-physical. This Dhamma is all-
embracing, it is profound, it includes all things, some
difficult to understand, some not so difficult.

Now we shall consider the word “Sangha”. In
everyday language the word ‘“Sangha” refers te the
community of monks, wearing the yellow robe and
wandering from place to place. This is the Sangha as
it is understood in everyday language, the language of
the unenlightened man who has not yet seen the Truth.
In Dhamma language the word *“Sangha” refers once
again to the Truth, the Dhamma itself. It refers to the
high qualities, of whatever kind and degree, that exist in
the mind of the monk, the man of virtue. There are
certain high mental qualities that make a man a monk.
The totality of these high qualities existing in the mind
of the monk is what is called the Sangha.

The Sangha of everyday language is the monks
themselves. The Sangha of Dhamma language is those
high qualities in the minds of the monks. The Sangha
proper consists of these four: the Stream-enterer
(Sotapanna), the Once.returner (Sakadagami), the
Non.-returner ( Anagami ), and the fully perfected man
or Arahant (‘Arahat). These terms too refer to mental
rather than physical qualities—because as to physical
frame these men are no different from anyone else.
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Where they do differ is in mental qualities. This is
what makes a man g Stream.enterer, Once-returner,
Non-returner, or Arahant, This is how the word
“Sangha” is to be understood in Dhamma language.

Now we come to the word “religion ”” (sasana).
In everyday language, the language of the undiscerning
man, the word “Religion” refers simply to temples,
monastery buildings, pagodas, saffron robes, and so on.
If there are pagodas and temples all over the place,
people say “ Ah! The religion is thriving!” This is
what “religion” means in everyday language.

In Dhamma language the word “religion’ refers
to the genuine Dhamma which can really serve man as a
point of support. The Dhamma which can really be
for man a point of support, which can really bring
about the end of this unsatisfactory condition (dukkha),
that Dhamma is the Religion. This is the meaning of
“religion” as that term is used in Dhamma language.
So to say that the religion is thriving is to say that that
very special something with the power to put an end to
the unsatisfactory condition is spreading and expanding
among men. To say that the religion is thriving
does not by any means imply progress in terms of
yellow robes. The religion in everyday language is
temples, monastery buildings, pagodas, yellow robes,
and so on; the religion in Dhamma language is the
Truth which can really serve man as a point of support.



9

Those who take the word “religion ” as meaning
the Teaching are nearer the - mark than those who take
it as standing for temples and so on. To consider
progress in religious study and instruction as true reli-
gious progress is correct up to a point. But it is not
good enough. To understand the religion as simply
the Teaching is still to understand it only in terms of
everyday language.

In terms of Dhamma language the religion is the
Life of Renunciation ( brahmacariya ), that is to say,
actually living one’s life in accordance with Dhamma.
It is this life of renunciation, which is “glorious in its
beginning, middle, and end.” By “life of renunciation”
the Buddha meant the way of practice that can really
put an end to this unsatisfactory condition. The glory
of its beginning is study and learning, the glory of its
middle is the practice, the glory of its end is the real
reward that comes from the practice. This is the
genuine life of renunciation, the religion of Dhamma
language.

Taken as everyday language * religion ” means at
best the teaching ; taken as Dhamma language it means
the life of renunciation, glorious in its beginning,
middle, and end. So the two meanings are very
different.

Looking now more closely at things, we shall
examine a word that relates to our day-to-day life, the
word “ work”. In everyday language the word “work”
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refers to the earning of alivirig. It is something we
can’t avoid. We have to work in order to eat,
to fill the belly, and also in part in order to get the
things we desire. . This unavoidable chore of earning
a living is what is meant by the word “work” taken
as everyday language. Taken as Dhamma language
“work ” refers to mind training (kammatthéna ), that
is, the practice of Dhamma. The actual practice of
Dhamma is The Work.

The average person, the man who has not seen
Dhamma, works out of necessity, in order to provide
himself with food and the things he desires. But for
the genuine aspirant, the man who has caught a glimpse
of Dhamma, work consists in putting the Dhamma into
practice. This kind of work has to be done sincerely,
earnestly, and diligently, with perseverence and discern-
ment. Many kinds of high qualities must be present if
it is to be completed successfully.

The work of everyday language can be considered
at ahigher level. Though our work may be of a worldly
nature, if we do it the right way, then ultimately that
work will teach us. It will bring us to an understanding
of the true nature of the mental life, it wili enable us to
recognize impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and non-
selthood ( anicca, dykkha, anaita ), it will bring us to
the Truth without our making any conscious effort in
that direction. So in Dhamma language “ work ” refers
to the practice that leads to the Truth to be found right
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in one’s own mind. Even the job of keeping the body
in a fit and clean condition, even this is a kind of
‘Dhamma practice, in so far as it has to be done with
a good discerning mind, a mind that is diligent and
industrious.

Summing up, “work” in everyday language means
earning a living out of necessity; “work” in Dhamma
language means putting the Teaching into practice. The
word * Kammatthana” (mind training) means work,
good solid Dhamma practice. This is the meaning of
“work ” in Dhamma language.

Let us say something more about “the life of
renunciation.” In everyday language, the language of
the average person who knows nothing of Dhamma, the
word “ renunciation” ( brahmacariya ) means no more
than abstaining from adultery. But in Dhamma
language “life of renunciation” refers to any kind of
purposeful giving up of a mental defilement ( kilesa ),
any form of abstinence rigorously adhered to. Regar-
dless of what kind of practice we undertake, if we
stick to it earnestly and strictly and without backs-
liding, then we are living the life of renunciation.
Renunciation doesn’t mean simply abstaining from
adultery. This is how everyday language and Dhamma
language differ in this case.

Now we make a big jump to the word “Nirvana”
( Nibbana ). In the everyday language of the ordinary
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man Nirvana is a place, a city. This is because
preachers often speak of “Nirvana the city of immorta-
lity,” or “This wonder-city of Nirvana.”” People
hearing this misunderstand it. ~They take it that
Nirvana is an actual city or town. What is more, they
even believe that it is a place abounding in all sorts of
good things, a place where one’s every wish is fulfilled
and everything one wants is immediately available.
They want to get to Nirvana because it is the place
where all wishes are granted. This is Nirvana in the
everyday language of foolish people, people who know
nothing of Dhamma. Yet this kind of talk can be
heard all over the place, not excluding temples.

In Dhamma language the word “ Nirvana ” refers
to the complete land absolute’ extinction of every kind
of defilement and unsatisfactory condition. At any
time when there is freedom from defilements ( kilesa )
and the unsatisfactory condition ( dukkha ) then there is
Nirvana. If defilements have been eradicated completely,
it is permanent Nirvana. It is the extinguishing and
growing cool of the fire of defilements and the unsatis-
factory condition. This is Nirvana in Dhamma language.
In everyday language Nirvana is a dream-city; in
Dhamma language Nirvana is the complete and utter
extinction of unsatisfactoriness, a state which can come
about right here and now. Think about it. In which
of these two ways is Nirvana understood by most
people, in particular by the old folk who come to listen
to sermons in temples?






