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The Group of Five Bhikkhus

I would like to introduce the group of five bhikkhus, who we mentioned in the Dhammacakkapavatana Sutta and Anattalakkhana Sutta. They all accumulated perfections (paramis) in their previous existences. First I would like to talk about the paramis of the Venerable Abbasi Kondabba Thera. 

The Venerable Abbasi Kondabba

In the time of the Buddha Padumuttara, he was a householder, and seeing one of the bhikkhus given preference in seniority, he wished for a similar rank for himself in one of the future Buddhas’ Dispensations. Towards that end he did many wholesome kammas of piety, one of them being to build a golden chamber over the Buddha’s relics. Towards that end he also practised samatha and vipassana meditations whenever he got opportunities to do so during a hundred thousand years. According to the Apadana, he offered the first meal to the Padumuttara Buddha after his enlightenment.

In the time of the Vipassi Buddha he was a householder, Mahakala, and offered to the Buddha the first fruits of his field in nine stages of their produce. 

In his last birth, he was the son of a very rich brahmin family of Donavatthu near Kapilavatthu and was born before the Buddha Gotama. He came to be called by his family name, Kondabba. He was learned in the three Vedas, excelling in the science of physiognomy. After our Bodhisatta was born he was among the eight brahmins sent for to prognosticate the Bodhisatta’s future. Though he was yet quite a novice in Vedas, he declared definitely that the babe would be a Buddha. Therefore he lived awaiting the Bodhisatta’s renunciation. After he gave that prognostication he left the world with four others, Bhaddiya, Vappa, Mahanama and Assaji. Later they became known as the Pabcavaggiya, the group of five bhikkhus.

After renouncing the world, the Bodhisatta practiced all manner of severe austerities, which no man had previously undertaken, at Uruvela for six years. The Pabcavaggiya were his companions. Once he fell fainting and a deva informed his father, King Suddhodana, that he was dead. But King Suddhodana, relying on the prophecy of Kaladevila, refused to believe the news. Our Bodhisatta’s mother, now born as a devaputta in Tusita deva world, came to encourage him. Later, having realized the folly of extreme asceticism, he decided to abandon it, and started again to take normal food. Thereupon the Pabcavaggiya, disappointed, left him and went to Isipatana.

After the Enlightenment, the Buddha visited them at Isipatana, and preached the Dhammacakkapavatana Sutta. Kondabba and eighteen crores of brahmas won the Noble Fruit of the First Path Knowledge, i.e. they became Sotapannas, those who had entered the stream of Noble Ones. As he was the first among humans to realize the Dhamma, the Four Noble Truths, the Buddha praised him by saying “abbasi vata bho Kondabbo, abbasi vata bho Kondabbo” – “Kondabba has indeed understood! Kondabba has indeed understood!” In this way the Venerable Kondabba came to be known as Abbasi Kondabba – Kondabba Who Has Understood. He was the first to be ordained with the formula “ehi bhikkhu. Sakkhato dhammo. Cara brahmacariyam samma dukkhassa antakiriyaya.” -- Come, bhikkhu! Well proclaimed is the Dhamma. Live the holy life for the utter destruction of suffering. And he was the first to receive the higher ordination. Five days later when the Anattalakkhana Sutta was preached he became an arahant. Later, at Jetavana, amidst a large concourse of bhikkhus, the Buddha declared him to be the best of those who first comprehended the Dhamma. He was also declared to be preeminent among disciples of long-standing, rattabbu.

In the assembly of bhikkhus the Venerable Abbasi Kondabba sat behind the two chief disciples, who were setting in motion the wheel of the Dhamma after the Buddha. They paid respect to the Buddha as well as to him. So he found that his presence near the Buddha was becoming inconvenient to himself and others. He also found that his nephew Punna, after ordination in the Buddha’s Dispensation, would become the chief of those who were preaching the Dhamma. He went to his nephew, ordained him, and made him stay near the Buddha. Then he took permission from the Buddha to go and live on the banks of Mandakini in the Chaddanta Forest, where he stayed for twelve years.

When the Bodhisatta was born, he was thirty-five years old. When the Bodhisatta became the Enlightened One, he was seventy years old. He stayed in the forest for twelve years. The elephants in the forest took turns to bring him food and to look after him. He returned to the Buddha at the end of that period to pay the last respect and to obtain the Buddha’s leave for his Parinibbana. At that time he was eighty-two years old. Having bidden farewell to the Buddha, he returned to Chaddanta forest, where he took Parinibbana, the final cessation. We are told that all Himava, beings staying in the Himalayas, wept at his death. The obsequies were elaborately performed by eight thousand elephants with the Deva Nagadatta at their head. All the devas from the lowest to the highest brahma world took part in the ceremony, each deva contributing a piece of sandalwood. Five hundred bhikkhus, led by the Venerable Anuruddha, were present. The relics were taken to Veluvana monastery and handed over to the Buddha, who with his own hand deposited them in a silver cetiya that appeared from the earth. The Venerable Buddhagosa, the great commentator, stated that the cetiya still existed even in his time.

Several verses attributed to the Venerable Kondabba are given in the Theragatha, admonishing fellow celibates to lead the higher life, because every conditioned thing is impermanent, bound to suffering and void of soul. Here the higher life (brahmacariya) means threefold training (sasana-brahmacariya) and four Noble Paths (magga-brahmacariya). Threefold training (morality, concentration and wisdom) is the supporting cause to attain higher and higher Noble Paths.

On one occasion he preached to Sakka at the latter’s own request. Sakka expressed himself as greatly pleased because the sermon was worthy even of the Buddha. The Venerable Vavgisa once extolled his virtues with verses in the presence of the Buddha. He said:

“Enlightened in succession to the Buddha,

The elder Kondabba, of strong endeavour,

Is one who gains pleasant dwellings,

One who often gains the seclusions.

“Whatever may be attained by a disciple

Who practises the Master’s Teaching,

All that has been attained by him,

One who trained diligently.

“Of great might, a triple-knowledge man,

Skilled in the course of others’ minds—

Kondabba, a true heir of the Buddha,

Pays homage at the Teacher’s feet.”

The Venerable Bhaddiya Thera

Bhaddiya was the son of a brahmin family of Kapilavatthu. After our Bodhisatta was born, his father was one of the eight brahmins sent for to prognosticate the sign of Bodhisatta. His father was too old to become a recluse waiting for the time when the Bodhisatta became the Enlightened One. When Asita, Kaladevila, declared that Prince Siddhattha would become the Buddha, Bhaddiya and four other brahmins, headed by Kondabba, became recluses waiting for the Prince Siddhattha’s renunciation. Bhaddiya was also with Siddhattha during the six years of his ascetic practices at Uruvela. But being disappointed when the Bodhisatta began taking solid food, Bhaddiya left him and went to Isipatana together with his companions. The Buddha, after his enlightenment, preached the Dhammacakkapavatana Sutta to all of them at Isipatana. Bhaddiya became a Sotapanna on the first day of the quarter, i.e. the first day after the preaching of that Sutta. He was the second Sotapanna among human beings. He became an arahant on the fifth day of the quarter while listening to the Anattalakkana Sutta together with other Pabcavaggiyas.
The Venerable Vappa Thera

Vappa’s resolve to be among the first of the Buddha’s followers was taken in the time of Padumuttara Buddha. He accumulated enough paramis, perfections, towards that end such as giving alms, purification of virtue, samatha and vipassana meditation practices. In the past, he was sixteen times king, under the name of Mahadundubhi.

He was one of the Pabcavaggiyas in his last life. He was the son of Vasetha, a brahmin of Kapilavatthu. When Asita, Kaladevila, declared that Prince Siddhattha would become the Buddha, Vappa and four other brahmins headed by Kondabba, became recluses. Vappa was with the Siddhattha during the six years of his ascetic practices, but being disappointed when the Bodhisatta began taking solid food, he left him and went to Isipatana. The Buddha, after his enlightenment, preached to him and others the Dhammacakkapavatana Sutta. On the second day, after the expounding of that Sutta, he became a Sotapanna. One the fifth day after, Vappa and his companions became arahants, at the end of the Anattalakkhana Sutta.

The Venerable Mahanama Thera

The Venerable Mahanama Thera was one of the Pabcavaggiyas. He became a Sotapanna on the third day after the preaching of the Dhammacakkapavatana Sutta. He became an arahant on the day of the preaching of the Anattalakkhana Sutta, together with the other Pabcavaggiyas. The Venerable Mahanama once visited Macchikasanda, and there the householder Citta, seeing him begging for alms and pleased with his bearing, invited him to his home, offered him a meal, and listened to a sermon from him. Citta was greatly pleased with the Dhamma, and offered his pleasant garden of Ambatakavana to the Venerable Mahanama as a gift to the Savgha and built a great monastery there. Later, after listening to the Venerable Mahanama’s Dhamma talk on Salayatana-vibhatti, the explanation of internal and external six sense bases, Citta became an anagami, non-returner, one who would not return to the sensual world again.

The Venerable Assaji Thera

The Venerable Assaji Thera was the fifth of Pabcavaggiya bhikkhus. After the Buddha preached the Dhammacakkapavatana Sutta, he was the last on whom the eye of the Truth dawned. The Buddha had to discourse to him and to Mahanama while their three colleagues went for alms. He became a Sotapanna on the fourth day of the quarter. He became an arahant together with the others at the preaching of the Anattalakkhana Sutta. He was responsible for the conversation of Sariputta and Moggallana. Sariputta, in the course of his wanderings in search of Eternal Truth, saw the Venerable Assaji going for alms in Rajagaha, and being pleased with his demeanour, followed him till he had finished his round. Finding a suitable opportunity, Sariputta asked Assaji about his teacher and the doctrines he followed. Assaji was at first reluctant to preach him, because, as he said, he was but young in the Order. But Sariputta urged him to say what he knew, and the stanza which the Venerable Assaji uttered then, has, ever since, been famous, as representing the keynote of the Buddha’s teaching:

“ye dhamma hetuppabhava tesam hetum Tathagato aha,

tesabca yo nirodo, evamvadi Mahasamano.”

The meaning of this stanza is thus:

“The Tathagata preached the dukkha sacca dhammas as well as their origin, samudaya sacca. He also preached the remainderless cessation and the way of practice leading to the remainderless cessation of both of them. The Buddha, Mahasamana, preached such Dhamma.”

Sariputta immediately understood, became a Sotapanna, and hurried to give the glad tidings to Moggallana that he had succeeded in his quest.

The Venerable Sariputta held the Venerable Assaji in the highest veneration. We are told that from the day of this first meeting, in whatever quarter he heard that the Venerable Assaji was staying, in that direction he would extend his clasped hands in an attitude of reverent supplication, and in that direction he would turn his head when he lay down to sleep.

These Pabcavaggiya bhikkhus attained arahantship with four types of analytical knowledge. Because of this reason, they were sure to have fulfilled enough paramis in previous Buddhas’ Dispensations to gain their ends. If you want to be an arahant, you should also make an exertion to know the Four Noble Truths by emulating their examples.

May you know the Four Noble Truths as soon as possible!
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