Vinaya II

Today, we shall discuss the Vinaya a little further, particularly the question which was asked about offering food to bhikkhus. But first of all, once again, some background to put it into the right perspective.


In the latter part of The Buddha’s life, the Venerable Mahākassapa once asked Him [S. XVI §13]: ‘Why is it that there were formerly fewer precepts and more bhikkhus who became arahants, whereas today there are more precepts and fewer bhikkhus who become arahants?’  The Buddha replied:
When beings are in decline and the True Dhamma is waning, then are there more precepts and fewer bhikkhus become arahants.  There is no disappearance of the True Dhamma, Kassapa, till a counterfeit Dhamma appears in the world; but when a counterfeit Dhamma appears in the world, then is there a disappearance of the Dhamma.

The Buddha says further that this happens when there in the Bhikkhu Sa(gha appear hollow men.  And He says a ship may sink all at once, but the Dhamma will sink gradually.  He says five things lead to the adulteration and eventually the disappearance of the True Dhamma.

  Which five? It is  [1] when bhikkhus and bhikkunis, male and female lay-followers live in defiance of and are disrespectful towards the Teacher; [2] when bhikkhus and bhikkunis, male and female lay-followers live in defiance of and are disrespectful towards the Dhamma; [3] when bhikkhus and bhikkunis, male and female lay-followers live in defiance of and are disrespectful towards the Sa(gha; [4] when bhikkhus and bhikkunis, male and female lay-followers live in defiance of and are disrespectful towards the training (that is Vinaya practice); and [5] when bhikkhus and bhikkunis, male and female lay-followers live in defiance of and are disrespectful towards meditation (that is, Samatha and Vipassanā).


But, says The Buddha, when the  bhikkhus and bhikkhunis, male and female lay-followers live in reverence and docility towards the Teacher, the Dhamma, the Sa(gha, the training, and meditation, then will those five things lead to the continuation, purity and presence of the True Dhamma.  The Buddha is, in other words, speaking of the continuation, purity and presence of the Buddha Sāsana, because the Buddha Sāsana is reverence and docility towards those five things: nothing more and nothing less.
The Buddha makes it clear that the decline of the Sāsana starts in the Sa(gha: when hollow, empty and vain men appear as bhikkhus.  It started already in The Buddha’s own time.  But as He said, the Sāsana resides not only with the bhikkhus; it resides also with the male and female lay-followers.    


It is not only the bhikkhus who must learn the Dhamma and Vinaya, practise the Dhamma and Vinaya, and revere the Dhamma and Vinaya; the laypeople too must do so.  The laypeople need learn, practise and revere their own Vinaya, the five precepts, and at least reverethe Vinaya of the bhikkhus, the 227 precepts of the Pā(imokkha and other precepts laid down by The Buddha.  It is when the laypeople know, practise and revere their own Vinaya that they can say: ‘I have taken refuge in The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha: I am a Buddhist’.  When the laypeople revere the Vinaya of the bhikkhus, they help the bhikkhu practise and revere his Vinaya, so he too can say: ‘I have taken refuge in The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha’, and can say, ‘I am a son of the Sakyan.’  That is why it is good for the laypeople to know what is proper and improper for bhikkhus, what is allowable and unallowable: they help perpetuate the Sāsana by helping the bhikkhus live in reverence towards The Buddha, the Dhamma, the Sa(gha, the training, and meditation.  Without such distinctions how can the Bhikkhu Sa(gha be ‘supa(ipanno, ujupa(ipanno, ñāyapa(ipanno, sāmicipa(ipanno’? How can they be ‘of good conduct, of upright conduct, of right conduct, and proper conduct’?  How can they be ‘ahunneyo, pahunneyo, dakkhinneyo, anjāli karaniyo: annutaram, puññakhetam lokassāti’?  How can they be worthy of gifts, worthy of hospitality, worthy of offerings, and worthy of salutation: an incomparable field of merit for the world?’  They cannot, and must live only the glory of the past.

There is no merit to be made when a layperson gives a bhikkhu something which he is disallowed by The Buddha, which even The Buddha would not accept.  It is not meritorious for a layperson to help a bhikkhu live in defiance of The Buddha.  


What do you think?  Is it meritorious to give a bhikkhu a bottle of beer?  Would you give The Buddha a bottle of beer?  Is it meritorious to give a bhikkhu money?  Does The Buddha anywhere say that bhikkhus can handle money, can possess money or can ask for money or even hint at money?  Would you give money to The Buddha?  Is it meritorious to give bhikkhus food in the evening?  Did even The Buddha eat in the evening?  The answer to all the questions is ‘No, no, no.’  

When the male and female lay-followers know this, and when they act according to this knowledge, then can they make truly great merit.  A man who gives a bhikkhu five thousand US dollars to travel round the world teaching Dhamma does not make merit, but the man who drives the bhikkhu to the dentist downtown makes a lot of merit.  One helps the bhikkhu live in defiance of The Buddha, the other helps the bhikkhu live in obedience to The Buddha. Which one do you think helps perpetuate the Sāsana, and which one helps obliterate it?


It is only when the object given to the bhikkhu is pure and allowable that the layperson makes truly great merit.  The bhikkhu is namely The Buddha’s ambassador.  We may understand that by looking at the very first sutta of the Dīgha Nikāya.  There, The Buddha describes the rudiments of His own morality, His own sīla.  Some of the rudiments The Buddha gives about His own morality are [D.1 §9-10]:

Abandoning false speech, the ascetic Gotama dwells refraining from false speech. . . . Abandoning harsh speech, He refrains from it. . . . Abandoning idle chatter, He speaks at the right time, what is correct and to the point, of Dhamma and Vinaya. . . .  He eats once a day and not at night, refraining from eating at the wrong time.  He abstains from using garlands, perfumes, cosmetics, ornaments and adornments.  He avoids accepting gold and silver.

In the sutta which follows, where He describes the holy life in its totality, The Buddha explains how these many rudiments apply also to His bhikkhus. The Buddha says that when the bhikkhu observes these rudiments of morality, observes his sīla, the bhikkhu ‘sees no danger anywhere.  He experiences in himself the blameless bliss that comes from maintaining this Ariyan morality.  In this way . . . he is perfected in morality.’  

With that in mind, we can now look at some of the basic Vinaya rules regarding food.


The basic Vinaya rules regarding food are found in the heart of the Vinaya, the 227 rules which comprise the Pā(imokkha.  The Pā(imokkha was in its entirety laid down by The Buddha, and He provided also analyses for each rule. 

First of all, there is what is called kāla and vikāla: right and wrong time.  These two terms refer to the right and wrong time for a bhikkhu to eat.  The right time for a bhikkhu to eat is not from say five-thirty a.m till twelve o’clock, because they did not have clocks in The Buddha’s day.  The right time for eating starts in the early morning twilight, when the sun has breached the horizon, when there is light in the sky and visibility all around, and usually when the birds have begun to sing.  It is about half-an-hour before sunrise, and we can call it dawn.  Right time starts at dawn and ends at noon: when the sun is at its highest.  These times vary from week to week, from season to season, from country to country and from region to region.  Any time outside the right time for eating is the wrong time for eating. 

 

In the early years of the Sa(gha, the bhikkhus could eat whenever they liked.  But when the Sa(gha grew large and famous, men of less virtue ordained: many of them hollow men.  They found it difficult to do their duty, to train themselves so as to attain Nibbāna.  Many desired fame, honour and material gain, and many were easily led astray, forgetting that they were sons of the Sakyan, Sakyaputtā.  So The Buddha told the bhikkhus they should eat only once a day, or at least eat only during kāla, eat only in the morning,  as The Buddha did Himself.

  
When The Buddha told the bhikkhus they should eat only in the morning, there was a bhikkhu, Ven. Bhaddāli, who declared he would not follow The Buddha’s advice (M.65).  He said it was not possible for him to eat only in the morning.  Later he regretted and asked The Buddha to forgive him.  The Buddha chastised him at great length, telling him he was known by all as ‘one who does not fulfil the training in the Teacher’s Dispensation’ (the Sāsana).

The Buddha then asked Bhaddāli: ‘Bhaddāli, on that occasion, were you not an empty, hollow wrong-doer?’  Bhaddāli replied: ‘Yes, Venerable Sir.  Venerable Sir, a transgression overcame me, in that like a fool, confused and blundering, when a training precept was being made known by the Blessed One, I declared my unwillingness to undertake the training.’  The Buddha then explained to Bhaddāli that a bhikkhu who does not fulfil the training, ‘realises no superhuman state, and no distinction in knowledge and vision worthy of the noble ones.’  That is, he does not attain Nibbāna.  

 On another occasion, The Buddha says bhikkhus who do not follow His advice about eating are ‘misguided men’ who ‘show discourtesy towards [Him] as well as towards those bhikkhus desirous of training.’


First The Buddha told the bhikkhus to eat only in the morning, later He made it a Vinayarule.  The analysis of the Pā(imokkha ex​plains why.  Once a group of young bhikkhus went to a festival, and the people there gave them food.  The young bhikkhus ate after noon, and were criticized by other bhikkhus.  Rep​rimanding the young bhikkhus for their foolishness, The Buddha laid down the rule.  That Pā(imokkha rule says whatever bhikkhu eats or drinks staple or non-staple food outside the right time is guilty of what is called a Pācittiya offence.  If the bhikkhu commits this offence, his sīla is broken, and he is impure.  To purify himself, he must confess his offence to another bhikkhu

The Buddha made allowances for sick bhikkhus.  He allowed a bhikkhu who is sick and requires nourishment to eat what is called the sweets: honey, sugar or molasses, oil, butter and ghee.  These five things the sick bhikkhu can eat at any time of the day.  He can also drink water in which rice has been boiled and which has been strained, as well as meat broth, and fresh, strained fruit juices: these liquids he cannot keep beyond the dawn of the next day.  

So, if the doctor tells a bhikkhu he must have nourishment in the evening, there are a num​ber of ways in which the bhikkhu can do so, without breaking The Buddha’s precept about eating outside the right time; the bhikkhu can in that way remain pure in conduct, and can live blamelessly, having acted in obedience towards The Buddha. 

 
And how is the bhikkhu to get his food?  There was once a bhikkhu who lived in a cemetery.  He would eat the food that had been offered to the dead.  The laypeople objected and said: ‘How can this bhikkhu himself take our offerings for the dead and eat them?’  The bhikkhus heard of it, and modest bhikkhus said: ‘How can a bhikkhu bring food to his mouth which has not been given?’  Then The Buddha heard of it, and said to the bhikkhu: ‘How can you, foolish man, bring food to your mouth which has not been given?’  And He laid down the Pātimokkha rule that says it is an offence for a bhikkhu to bring food to his mouth which has not been given: tooth-sticks and water excepted.  


In the analysis in the Pā(imokkha The Buddha explains the word given.  He says the food is properly ‘given’ only when the following factors are fulfilled: 

· The food has been given with the body (The giver has, for example, given the food with one hand or both), or  

· The food has been given with something attached to the body (The giver has, for example, given the food with a spoon), or

· The food has been given by ‘throwing’ it (The giver has, for example, dropped the food into the bhikkhu’s bowl).

· The bhikkhu and the giver stand within hatthapāsa of each other.  Hatthapāsa means within arm’s reach.  It is defined as 2½ cubits.  A cubit is from one’s fingertips to one’s elbow.  2½ cubits are also reckoned as about 1.25 m.  The distance is not to be reckoned from the fingertips of the giver to the fingertips of the bhikkhu, but from body to body.  

· The bhikkhu has received the food with the body ( He has received it, for example, into one hand or both), or

· The bhikkhu has received the food with something attached to the body (He has received it into, for example, a bowl he is holding.)

The Buddha says the bhikkhu commits a Pācittiya offence for every mouthful of improperly offered he eats.


 The ancient and authoritative Commentary to the Vinaya gives further details.  Two of them could be mentioned here:

· The thing given cannot be so big and heavy that an average person cannot lift it.  For example, the food cannot all be put on a table and the table then lifted by more than one giver.  That food has not been properly given.

· The giver has to have indicated that he or she is giving the food.  That is, the giver has to make it clear to the bhikkhu that he or she is giving the food to the bhikkhu.

If just one of all these factors has not been fulfilled, the food is akappiya, not allowable, and the bhikkhu who wishes to preserve his sīla, his morality, cannot eat it.  If, for example, a layperson puts food on the ground beside the bhikkhu, and makes it clear that it has been given to the bhikkhu, it has according to The Buddha still not been given properly: the bhikkhu who respects The Buddha cannot partake of that food.  If, in another case, the bhikkhu is in doubt about whether the food has been offered properly, he will again not partake of it.  Most often, the bhikkhu does not say anything.  But when he gets back to his monastery he will remove the food which has not been properly offered, or which he is in doubt about.  If  possible, he will ask a layperson to offer that food to another bhikkhu, who can then hand it on to him; it has then become allowable, and only then can he eat it.


These rules may sound unnecessarily complicated to a layperson, but we need to always keep in mind why The Buddha established the Sa(gha.  He did not establish the Sa(gha for bhikkhus to eat. One does not need to ordain into the Bhikkhu Sa(gha to eat.  A layperson eats too, as does a chicken, a dog, a cow and a pig.  Food is indeed necessary for bhikkhus, but The Buddha established the Sa(gha for the bhikkhus to feed on the freedom of Nibbāna. 

That is why The Buddha says bhikkhus must before eating always reflect on their food.  He says (M.2 §14):

Reflecting wisely, [the bhikkhu] uses his alms food neither for amusement, nor for intoxica​tion, nor for physical beauty, nor for attractiveness, but only for the endurance and continuance of his body, for the ending of discomfort, and for sustaining the holy life (brahmacariyā).  [He reflects thus:] ‘Thus shall I put a stop to old feelings [of hunger], and not arouse new feelings [of over-eating], and I shall be healthy and blameless, and shall live in comfort.’


Elsewhere (S.XII,§63), to explain how bhikkhus should regard their food, The Buddha uses a simile.  He says it is as if a father and a mother were crossing a desert with their only, beloved child.  Then, before they had reached the end of their journey, their provisions ran out.  In desparation, they killed and ate their only and beloved child.  Giving the monks this simile, The Buddha asks them: ‘What do you think, bhikkhus?  Would the father and mother eat their only beloved child for amusement?  For intoxication?  For physical beauty?  For attractiveness?’, ‘Would they not take the food, monks, so as to survive until the desert was crossed?’, ‘Even so, bhikkhus, I declare should solid food be regarded.’

Ancient, authoritative Pāli texts on the bhikkhu’s path to Nibbāna say (Vsm.I,§92) the desert the bhikkhu is crossing is the desert of existence; that he crosses it by devotion to the three-fold training (sīla,samādhi, and paññā); and that his food is a necessity, just as the child’s flesh was a necessity for the mother and father to cross the desert.


 Eating serves thus only one purpose to the bhikkhu: as a necessary support for living the holy life.  As we know, the holy life is sīla,samādhi,and paññā.  A bhikkhu without pure sīla cannot be healthy and blameless, and so cannot develop samādhi.  And without samādhi, he cannot attain develop paññā, he cannot attain Nibbāna.

That is why The Buddha again and again exhorted the bhikkhus to live in reverence and docility towards the Teacher, the Dhamma, the Sa(gha, the training, and meditation.  Please allow me to close with one such exhortation, where The Buddha speaks against monks becoming too attached to robes, food, dwellings and medicine, and thereby neglecting their training (M.3).  He says: 

‘Bhikkhus, be my heirs in Dhamma (dhamma dāyāda), not my heirs in material things (āmisa dāyāda).’

Thank-you.

PAGE  
Page 5 of 5

