Vinaya

The subject of today’s talk is the monastic rule of the bhikkhus, the Vinaya. One of the listen​ers today asked about how food should be offered to monks, and so it was thought to be a good idea to talk about the Vinaya in general first, after which to talk about particular Vinaya practices: perhaps next time. 

The Vinaya was laid down by The Buddha and comprises very many rules.  But to understand what the Vinaya is, we need first to look at why the Sa(gha was established.

Prince Siddhatta meditated under the Bodhi Tree, and at the end of the night, he had under​stood the Truth, the Dhamma.  Because of that understanding he was now an arahant and a Fully Enlightened Buddha.  He then went to see the five ascetics with whom He had prac​tised austerities, and gave them His first teaching, the ‘Dhammacakkapava((hana Sutta’.  At the end of the teaching, one of the five ascetics, the ascetic Ko(dañña, understood the Dhamma.  He then asked The Buddha for ordination.  The Buddha said: ‘Come, monk, well taught is the Dhamma, live the holy life for the complete end of suffering.’  The Venerable Ko(dañña was the first monk, and when the four other ascetics had ordained, there was a Sa(gha.  The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha were now in existence. 

When the five monks later became arahants, there were six arahants in the world.  The next arahant was the young man Yasa, who also ordained as a monk.  And when fifty-four of his friends had ordained and become arahants, there was a Sa(gha of sixty-one arahants in the world.  It was to the Sa(gha of sixty arahants, The Buddha said the famous words:

‘I, monks, am freed from all snares, both celestial and mundane.  And you monks, are freed from all snares, both celestial and mundane.  Walk, monks, on tour for the blessing of the manyfolk, for the happiness of the manyfolk, out of compassion for the world, for the wel​fare, the blessing, the happiness of devas and men.  Let not two (of you) go together.  Monks, teach the Dhamma, which is lovely at the beginning, lovely in the middle, and lovely at the end.’  With those words the Sa(gha dispersed to all four quarters.  What needs to be remembered here is that The Buddha was talking to a Sa(gha of arahants, fully enlightened monks.  

After some time , The Buddha realized it would be better if the monks could themselves ordain a man, and He gave instructions.  He said the candidate for ordination should shave off his hair and beard, should put on the yellow robes, should arrange his upper robe on his left shoulder, and should then do obeisance to the monks’ feet.  Afterwards the candidate should squat on his heels, raise his joined palms before him, and three times say: 

· Buddha( sarana( gacchāmi (To The Buddha for refuge I go.); 


· Dhamma( sarana( gacchāmi (To the Dhamma for refuge I go.); 

· Sa(gha( sarana( gacchāmi (To the Sa(gha for refuge I go)’. 

Whenever we utter these sacred words, we declare to ourselves and the world that we have taken The Buddha as our teacher, that we have taken the Dhamma He discovered and taught as our teaching, and that we have taken the Sa(gha He established, the Sa(gha of Noble Ones, as our model.  It is what a man does when he leaves the home life and takes ordina​tion as a bhikkhu. It is a procedure which has been followed ever since, and is used by all those whom we call Buddhists.  To be a Buddhist is to have taken refuge in The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha.  But what does that mean?

The Khuddakapātha, one of the authoritative Pā(i texts, explains that going for refuge to the Triple Gem is to have confidence in the enlightenment of The Buddha; confidence in the helpfulness of the Dhamma; and confidence in the Sa(gha as a field in which one can make much merit.  It says someone who has such confidence thinks: ‘This is my refuge, this is my highest value.’  As The Buddha says in the Dhammapada [v.192]: ‘This [the Triple Gem], indeed, is the safe refuge, this is the refuge supreme.  Having gone to such a refuge, one is released from all suffering.’

Such confidence in The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha is, of course, a must for ordination.  In fact, for a man to want to ordain, there has to be more than usual confidence in the Triple Gem, because when one wears the robes of the bhikkhu, when one carries the bowl of the bhikkhu, and when one has the shaven head of the bhikkhu, one is a symbol of The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha.  The robes are also called ‘the banner of the arahants’.  It is because of the robes, the bowl and the shaven head that people say: ‘That is a bhikkhu.’  It is because they believe he is a bhikkhu that the devotees give him the four requisites: robes, food, dwelling and medicine.  But as The Buddha once said to the bhikkhus:  ‘When you are asked, “What are you?”, you claim that you are recluses‘[sama(a]”.  Since that is what you are designated as, and what you claim to be, you should train thus: “We will practise the way proper to the recluse, so that our designations may be true, and our claims genuine, and so that the services of those whose robes, almsfood, dwelling and medicine we use shall bring them great fruit and benefit, and so that our going forth shall not be in vain, but fruitful and fertile.’  

What The Buddha is saying here is that the robes, the bowl and the shaven head alone do not make the bhikkhu.  It is the practice which makes the bhikkhu, the sama(a.

When The Buddha ordained the first monk, Kondañña, He said: ‘Come, monk, well taught is the Dhamma, live the holy life for the complete end of suffering.’  The holy life, Brahmacariyā, is the monk’s life, and as The Buddha says, it is lived for the complete end of suffering.  This is seen also in the ordination procedure for one who wants to go forth.  When a one wants to go forth, one has to ask a senior monk for ordination.  One’s request to the senior monk is: ‘Please, Venerable Sir, ordain me out of compassion, for the attainment of Nibbāna.’  In other words, the candidate is granted ordination by the Bhikkhu Sa(gha for the attainment of Nibbāna, which is the complete ending of suffering.  That is why the Sa(gha was established.  That is why the Sa(gha ordains men.  The Sa(gha was established for men, and later women, to put an end to suffering, by practising the Dhamma for the attainment of  Nibbāna.  And how does one attain Nibbāna?  By practising the Noble Eightfold Path.  The Buddha says [A.v 23]: ‘I will teach you, bhikkhus, both the life of the recluse and the aim thereof.  Listen. And what, bhikkhus, is the life of the recluse?  It is just this Noble Eightfold Path, namely, Right Understanding, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right Concentration.  This is called the life of the recluse.  And what, bhikkhus, is the aim of the life of the recluse?  The destruction of lust, the destruction of hatred, and the destruction of delusion are called the aim of the life of the recluse’. 

When The Buddha says, ‘the destruction of lust, the destruction of hatred, and the destruction of delusion’, He means of course Nibbāna.   The Noble Eightfold Path He mentions is made up of eight factors, which can be grouped into three: sīla, morality; samādhi, concentration; and pañña, wisdom.  The first grouping is thus sīla, morality.

A layperson’s sīla is minimum the five precepts.  The five precepts are the layperson’s Vinaya. The monk’s sīla is the 227 precepts of the Pātimokkha, and the many other Vinaya precepts in the Mahāvagga and Cullavagga: all laid down by The Buddha.  Because the monk started his ordination procedure by saying: ‘Buddha( sarana( gacchāmi; Dhamma( sarana( gacchāmi; [and] Sa(gha( sarana( gacchāmi’, the monk observes and respects all the rules of the Vinaya.  The Vinaya is fundamental to the monk’s life.  The Buddha says in the Dhammapada [v.375]: ‘Control of the senses, contentment, restraint according to the Pātimokkha: these form the basis of the holy life for the wise monk here [in this Dispensation].’  The Vinaya is thus an inextricable part of the monk’s life. But the monk does not observe and respect the Vinaya simply because The Buddha told him so.  The monk observes and respects the Vinaya because without observing and respecting the Vinaya he is cannot attain Nibbāna.  

Why can the monk not attain Nibbāna without observing the Vinaya?  Because if we want to attain Nibbāna, we need to meditate, and if we want to meditate, we need to observe sīla.  The Buddha explains [Vin.v,164): ‘The Vinaya is for the purpose of restraint, restraint is for the purpose of non-remorse, non-remorse for the purpose of gladdening, gladdening is for the purpose of happiness, happiness is for the purpose of tranquillity, tranquillity is for the purpose of bliss, bliss is for the purpose of concentration’.  The Buddha explains further, ending his explanation by saying how the end purpose is the attainment of Nibbāna.  

The first thing The Buddha said here was: ‘The Vinaya is for the purpose of restraint’.  Restraint means to refrain from doing something, to be controlled.  This is what we refer to when we as laypeople say, for example: ‘Pā(ātipātā verama(ī sikkhāpada( samādiyāmi.’  ‘I undertake the training precept of absention from killing living things.’  The Buddha said further: ‘Restraint is for the purpose of non-remorse’.  Remorse is to feel regret over something one has done, to wish one had not done it.  We feel remorse when we have done something bad.  With restraint, however, we control our actions in body, speech and mind, which means we do refrain from doing bad.  When we refrain from doing bad, there is nothing to regret, and so there is no remorse.  There is, as The Buddha says, non-remorse, which leads to gladdening, to happiness, to tranquillity, to bliss to concentration, and ultimately to Nibbāna.

Let us take a modern example.  Say we have a laywoman who has taken refuge in The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha, and has undertaken the five precepts.  She can because of those undertakings call herself a Buddhist, and this may bring her happiness.  Then one day she reads an advertisement which says it is good to kill insects with insect spray.  So she buys some insect spray and uses the insect spray to get rid of some insects at her local shrine hall. . . She will not be able to develop concentration.  Why?  Because having intentionally killed insects she has broken the first of her five precepts, and her refuge is thus no longer with The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha.  She took refuge with the advertising company which said it is good to kill insects with insect spray.  She is to all practical purposes no longer a Buddhist: she is a ‘Ridsect-ist’.  Were she an insincere and untruthful person, it would make no difference, and she would not be able to develop concentration anyway.  But if she were a sincere and truthful person, and tried to meditate, remorse would arise in her mind, and she would be unable to concentrate the mind.  Not only that, she would not even be able to be happy. To be able to be happy again, and be able to concentrate, the sincere and truthful woman would have to again take the three refuges, again take on the five precepts, and the next time she was annoyed at insects, she would have to recall her own words, her own undertaking, and restrain her hatred.  She would not intentionally kill any being of any kind.  With sufficient meditation, of course, she might be able to stop hating insects, and practise mettā towards all beings.  

This example had to do with a laywoman, how much more do these principles not apply to a bhikkhu?  A bhikkhu’s very reason for being a bhikkhu is to attain Nibbāna, this was why The Buddha established the Sa(gha.  When a man ordains as a bhikkhu, has had his head shaved, and has been given robes to wear and a bowl to carry, he has automatically taken on the Vinaya.  The bhikkhu is by his very existence obliged to keep The Buddha’s Vinaya very strictly.  The sincere and truthful bhikkhu is therefore afraid to intentionally break even the smallest rule laid down by The Buddha.  Why?  Because he knows that if he intentionally breaks a rule laid down by The Buddha, then although he is wearing the banner of the arahants and The Buddha, he has in fact taken refuge in his own comfort – in short, he has taken refuge in Māra rather than The Buddha.  A bhikkhu’s weaknesses are all Māra’s property and Māra’s delight.  As the Thai master, Ven. Ajahn Maha Boowa says, when a monk breaks his precepts, he has taken refuge in his defilements: ‘Kilesa( sarana( gacchāmi.’

Having fallen prey to his defilements, the sincere and truthful bhikkhu will have remorse, and having remorse, he will be unable to be happy, unable to have a peaceful mind, unable to develop concentration and ultimately be unable to do his job, namely to attain Nibbāna. The bhikkhu can purify himself in most cases by confessing his offence to another monk or to the Sa(gha, but if he makes a habit of not respecting each and every precept laid down by The Buddha, then he is clearly not a sincere and truthful bhikkhu, and will never be able to purify himself. 

Thus big is the danger to be found in a bhikkhu not observing and respecting The Buddha’s Vinaya.  This is why The Buddha says in the Dhammapada [v.311]: ‘Just as kusa grass wrongly handled cuts the hand, even so a recluse’s life wrongly lived drags him to hell.’  And this is why The Buddha’s advises the bhikkhus to be very, very careful.  He says in the ‘Ākankheyya Sutta’ [M.no.6]: ‘Bhikkhus, dwell possessed of morality, possessed of the Pātimokkha.  Restrained with the restraint of the Pātimokkha, perfect in conduct and resort, and seeing fear in the slightest fault, train yourselves by undertaking the training precepts.’   And in the Cullavagga [IX]of the Vinaya The Buddha says: ‘And even, Oh Bhikkhus, as the great ocean is stable and does not overflow its bounds, even so, Oh Bhikkhus, whatever training rule has been laid down by me for disciples, my disciples will not transgress it even for life’s sake.’

The Buddha says this because He knows it is only when a bhikkhu obeys his master The Buddha, when he trains himself according to The Buddha’s instructions, that he is able to attain the non-remorse, gladness, happiness, tranquillity, and concentration necessary to attain Nibbāna.  With the necessary concentration, the bhikkhu can attain the jhānas, can penetrate to ultimate reality, can see his past and future lives, can thereby understand dependent origination, and can therefore understand the Four Noble Truths, which is to realize Nibbāna.  It is in that capacity that the world says about the Bhikkhu Sa(gha: ‘Supa(ipanno bhagavato savakasa(gho; and in that capacity that bhikkhus are ‘ahunneyo, pahunneyo, dakkhinneyo, anjāli karaniyo: annutaram, puññakhetam lokassāti’: that is, ‘worthy of gifts, worthy of hospitality, worthy of offerings, and worthy of salutation: an incomparable field of merit for the world’.  

Thus, when the monk observes and respects the Vinaya, he has taken refuge in The Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sa(gha, he respects the law of truthfulness, he respects and benefits himself, and he respects and benefits those who seek to use him as a field of merit.

 Allow me please to close this talk with what is called the Ovāda Pā(imokkha.  The Ovāda Pā(imokkha was the Vinaya in the beginning of the life of the Sa(gha.  It was frequently recited by The Buddha, and was recited by all the past Buddhas too.  The Ovāda Pā(imokkha  is not long, it comprises only three stanzas in the Dhammapada, but it contains the essence of how a bhikkhus life should be led.  

In the first twenty years or so, of the Sa(gha’s existence, only the Ovāda Pā(imokkha was necessary, because the bhikkhus of that time were of the highest order.  It is a law of nature that when a Buddha arises in the world, the people who first approach him are of a high order and possess much merit: their pāramis are well developed, and they do not require much to attain Nibbāna.  In the beginning of the Sa(gha’s existnece, the bhikkhus will all have ordained for the right reason: to attain Nibbāna.  Many become arahants and some become arahants very quickly.  At that time, there is no need for many Vinaya rules, because it is in the nature of the bhikkhus to behave as true samanas.  It is only later, when the Bhikkhu Sa(gha begins to grow, and become famous, that men with less merit ordain.  Many of them do not ordain for the right reason, that is, they do not ordain to attain Nibbāna.  And those who do ordain for the right reason have more difficulty in reaching their goal.  They need, therefore, more guidance from The Buddha.  All the rules He lays down serve namely one purpose only, to help the bhikkhus attain Nibbāna: whatever his pāramis, the bhikkhu’s job and duty is to strive for Nibbāna.  The Ovāda Pā(imokkha remains, therefore, valid for all times.  The Buddha recommends that we call it to mind every day:  

[v. 183] ‘Sabbapāpassa akara(a(,

To avoid all evil,

          Kusalassa upasampadā, 

To cultivate good,

             Sacittapariyodapana(:

To cleanse one’s own mind:

            Eta( Buddhāna Sāsana(.

This is the teaching of the Buddhas.’

[v.184] ‘Khanti parama( tapo titikkhā,
Enduring patience is the highest austerity.

        Nibbāna( parama( vadanti Buddhā; “Nibbāna is supreme”, say the Buddhas.

        Na hi pabbajito parūpaghātī, 

He is not a true monk who harms another,

        Sama(o hoti para( vihe(hayanto.
Nor a real recluse who oppresses others.’

[v.185]
‘Anūpavādo anūpaghāto,

‘Not offending, not harming,


Pātimokkhe ca sa(varo,

Restraint according to the Pātimokkha,


Mattaññutā ca bhattasmi(,

Moderation in food,


Pantañ ca sayanāsana(,

Dwelling in solitude,


Adhicitte ca āyogo,


Meditating towards the higher mind:

Eta( Buddhāna Sāsana(.

This is the teaching of The Buddhas.’

Thank-you.
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