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Karma, Health and Buddhism

Over the years many commentaries have been
written to add clarity and understanding to the
teachings of Gautama Buddha, Buddhist monks and
nuns have taught and still teach his dharma (truth).
New schools of Buddhism based on culture and
meaning arose in every part of the world spreading
his message.

The Buddhist world view comprises a belief
in the law of karma stressing the correlation between
a deed and its subsequent consequences (vipaka).
Karma is the Buddhist idea that our actions from
current and previous lives affect our fortune in this
life. In particular, if we suffer in the current life, it
is due to negative action in the past. Likewise, if we
prosper, it is due to past positive acts, such as
compassion. The idea of karma extends to illness;
in simplification, sickness is attributed to negative
past action.

In the Buddhist perspective, good health is
the corelated effect of good karma in the past and
vice versa. This is to emphasize that there is a
relationship between morality and health. Health
depends on our lifestyle, that is, the way we think,
the way we feel, and the way we live. Illness is the
consequence of an unhealthy lifestyle, such as one
characterized by sensual indulgence, for example.
Thus, our good and bad health can be one of the
reasons behind our past karma or deeds.

This article will examine the relationship
between the Buddhist karmic effects on health.
Karma and Health

Karma (Pali: kamma) is Sanskrit term that
literally means “action” or “doing”. In the Buddhist
tradition, karma refers to action driven by intention
(cetana) which leads to future consequences. Those
intentions are considered to be the determining factor
in the kind of rebirth in samsara, the cycle of rebirth.
We are responsible for our actions. We are what we
have made and we shall be what we make.
Dhammapada asserts, “not in the sky, not in the midst
of sea, nor anywhere else on earth is there a spot
where a man may be freed from the consequences
of evil deeds” (verse 127). The text further says, “by
onselfevil is done, by oneself one suffers. By oneself
evil isundone, by oneself one is purified” (verse165).
Thus the doctrine of karma became an unescapable
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law of personal responsibility and retributive justice
based on one's action and health isn't escape from it.

Buddhism believes that health and disease
involve the overall state of a human being and are
interwoven with many nonmedical factors such as
economics, education, social and cultural milieu, and
ethics or morality. All of these conditional factors
need to be seriously taken to account in the
understanding of health and disease. Health is
therefore to be understood in its wholeness. It is the
expression of harmony within oneself, in ones social
relationship, and in relation to the natural environment.
To be concerned about a person's health means to be
concerned with the whole person, his or her physical,
mental, and moral dimensions, social, familial, and
work relationships, as well as the environment in
which the person lives and which acts on him or her.
Hence, the tendency to understand health only in
relation to particular parts of the human organism,
such as the defect, is unacceptable to Buddhism, In
the Buddhist holistic perspective, disease is the
expression of the disturbed harmony. Therefore,
healing in Buddhism is not the mere treatment of
these measurable symptoms. It is more an expression
of the combined efforts of the mind and the body to
overcome the disease than a fight between medicine
and disease. Its real aim is to enable one who is ill
to bring back harmony within onself and in ones
relationships with others and the natural environment.
In this context, healing is not an end in itself, rather,
it is a means by which medicine helps to serve the
value of human health and well being.

The emphasis on karma in relation to health
and disease does not lead to fatalism or to pessimism.
The law of karma does not rule with an iron hand or
bring a curse. This law only stresses the casual
relationship between cause and effect. It does not
entail complete determinism. To believe in karma is
to take personal responsibility for health. Health is
not give. It has to be gained by ones own efforts, and
should not blame others for the suffering one is
experiencing because of the disease. Besides, it may
be a comfort to think that our illness is no fault of
our present lives but the legacy of a far distant past
and that by our own attitudes and efforts toward
illness, good karmic effects can arise. The belief in
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karma also enables us to cope with the painful aspect
of life, for example, suffering from terminal illnesses
or a more malignant form of cancer with tranquility
and without fruitless struggle, without a negative and
depressed mental state. Such acceptance will also
enables us to overcome despair, endure the condition
to our final days, and thus die a peaceful death.

We can understand the role of karma in health
and illness as we look at the following cases. For
example, there are cases in which, although the
treatment given was successful, the patient died, and
other in which, in spite of ineffective treatment, the
patient lived. There are also cases of remarkable and
unexpected recoveries when modern medicine had
given up all hope of remission. Such cases strengthen
the belief that in addition to the physical cause of
disease, illness can also be the result of bad karma
in past lives. A disease with the karmic cause cannot
be cured until that karmic effect is exhausted. But
the karma of everyone is mystery both to oneself and
to others. Hense, no ordinary person can definiterly
know which disease is caused by karma. Therefore,
one has to be careful in imputing karma, especially
for disease, because it may lead to a fatalistic attitude
of not seeing any cure at all or giving up treatment
out of despair, Buddhism advises us that for practical
purposes we have to look upon all diseases even
though they are produced by mere physical causes.
This is because even if the disease has a karmic
cause, it should be treated.

We need to take advantage of whatever means
of curing and treatment are available cause we cannot
tell at what point the effect of bad karma will be
exhausted. Such treatment, even if it cannot produce
a cure, is still useful because appropriate physical
and psychologial conditions are needed for the
karmic effect to take place. The presence of a
predisposition to certain diseases through past karma
and the phsical condition to produce the disease will
provide the opportunity for the disease to arise. But
having a certain treatment will prevent a bad karmic
result from mainfesting fully. This kind of treatment
does not interfere with the working of the individual
karma but reduces its severity. The advice of
Buddhism to a person with an incurable disease is
to be a patient with the treatment and to perform
good deeds to mitigate the effects of the past bad
karma. At least the individual's effort to maintain or
recover is to do good karma itself, which will yield
good results.

— T e

The Buddhist karma view of health and
disease, encourages one to seek also the cause of
ones disease, pain and suffering within oneself, that
is, in relation to ones own lifestyle, decisions,
attitudes, and relationships that must be changed. It
also recoginzes the positive role of disease and
suffering in refining our spirit and in strengthening
our moral character, courage, self-understanding,
and sympathy towards others.

Conclusion:

The emphasis on the karmic cause of health
and diseases implies individual responsibility for
health and illness, as karma is created by choices we
made in past lives. Health is to be gained by
continuing personal efforts in this life. Good
practices (eg. Regular exercise, proper nutrition, etc)
lead to good health, whereas bad practices (eg. Poor
living habits, abusing the body and the mind) in this
and previous lives bring illiness. This sense of
personal responsibility is much needed in health care.
At present, with the invention of 'miracle drugs' and
the development of new technologies, many people
tend to have the illusion that all plain and suffering
in life can be eliminated and that all suffering is bad,
whether physical, mental, emotional, moral, or
spiritual. And by blaming it to external forces, people
seek external means (eg. Pills, injection therapies,
etc.) of alleviating suffering rather than examining
themselves and their own lives and seeking to change
what it is within themselves that has resulted in
illness.

Everybody needs to uphold health as the
highest value with insight and practical means to
promote health and healing and to deal with human
vulnerability to disease and suffering. The karmic
concept of health, disease, and healing is an
important Buddhist contribution to human well being
in this restless world.
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