 How to Overcome the Five Hindrances


How to Overcome the Five Hindrances

Introduction

Now I shall show you various ways to overcome the five hindrances which are great obstacles to many a meditator. First, I shall quote the very words of the Buddha to point out why it is important to overcome the five hindrances.

In the Book of the Fives of Avguttara Nikaya, the Buddha says thus:

‘There are five impurities of the mind impaired by which the mind is not pliant and wieldy, lacks radiant lucidity and firmness, and cannot concentrate well upon the eradication of the taints. What are these five impurities? They are: sensual desire, ill-will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and remorse, and sceptical doubt.

‘But if the mind is freed of these five impurities, it will be pliant and wieldy, will have radiant lucidity and firmness, and will concentrate well upon the eradication of the taints. Whatever state realizable by the higher mental faculties one may direct the mind to, one will in each case acquire the capacity of realization, if the conditions are fulfilled.’

In another sutta in the same book the Buddha says thus:

‘There are five impediments and hindrances, overgrowths of the mind that stultify insight. What five?

‘Sensual desire is an impediment and hindrance, an overgrowth of the mind that stultifies insight. Ill-will … sloth and torpor … restlessness and remorse … Sceptical doubt are impediments and hindrances, overgrowths of the mind that stultify insight.

‘Without having overcome these five, it is impossible for a bhikkhu whose insight thus lacks strength and power, to know his own true good, the good of others, and the good of both; nor will he be capable of realizing that superhuman state of distinctive achievement, the knowledge and vision enabling the attainment of sanctity.

‘But if a bhikkhu has overcome these five impediments and hindrances, these overgrowths of the mind that stultify insight, he can know his own true good, the good of others, and the good of both; and he will be capable of realizing that superhuman state of distinctive achievement, the knowledge and vision enabling the attainment of sanctity.’

Thus, to achieve the ultimate goal of every Buddhist, namely, the liberation from the round of rebirths, we must overcome the five hindrances. For when the mind is overcome by any of the five hindrances it is not concentrated. And an unconcentrated mind is weak and has no power to penetrate the ultimate mentality and materiality, or the five aggregates. But when the mind is free from the five hindrances it is concentrated, and can know and see things as they really are. Thus only when you have overcome the five hindrances and attained the purification of mind, you are able to further purify your view. That is why usually I teach meditators to practise Samatha meditation first.

Now I shall explain the five hindrances one by one.

1. Sensual Desire

In the Samyutta Nikaya the Buddha gives a simile to illustrate sensual desire, as follows:

‘If there is water in a pot mixed with red, yellow, blue or orange colour, man with a normal faculty of sight, looking into it, could not properly recognize and see the image of his own face. In the same way, when one’s mind is possessed by sensual desire, over-powered by sensual desire, one cannot properly see the escape from sensual desire which has arisen; then one does not properly understand and see one’s own welfare, nor that of another, nor that of both; and also texts memorized a long time ago do not come into one’s mind, not to speak of those not memorized.’

Usually a beginner meditator’s mind is very much troubled by sensual desire. Why? Because his mind is not used to live without sensual pleasures. Before he comes to meditate, his mind was constantly come into contact with various kinds of sensual object, such as movies, pleasant music, delicious food, and enjoyable social life. And his mind took great delight therein. But now there are no movies, no music, etc. to please his eyes, ears, etc., and thus his mind is just like a fish taken out from water and put on the dry ground, jumping about in distress and longing for water. Now in-and-out breath is just like the dry ground; it is too monotonous and unsatisfying to his mind which is ever longing for sensual pleasures. While sitting, instead of concentrating on the breath, he spends much of his time dwelling in past sensual pleasures that he enjoyed, or in future sensual pleasures that he expects to enjoy. But this is just a waste of time and is not helpful to mental cultivation. Even if he practises in this way for his whole life there will be no improvement for him. Thus, in order to overcome it he should avoid the cause which gives rise to sensual desire, and cultivate that which is conducive to fading away of sensual desire. In the Eka-Nipata of Avguttara Nikaya the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of sensual desire, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as the feature of beauty.

‘In him who pays unwise attention to the feature of beauty, sensual desire, if not already arisen, arises, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of sensual desire, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as the feature of repulsiveness.

‘In him who gives wise attention to the feature of repulsiveness sensual desire, if not already arisen, arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’

Herein, unwise attention is inexpedient attention, attention on the wrong track. Or it is attention which considers the impermanent as permanent, suffering as happiness, non-self as self, and the repulsive as beautiful. Wise attention is just the opposite of unwise attention.

In the Pathamasekha Sutta of the Itivuttaka the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, in regard to internal factors, I do not perceive another single factor so helpful as wise attention to a bhikkhu who is a learner, who has not attained perfection but lives aspiring for the supreme security from bondage. Bhikkhus, a bhikkhu who wisely attends abandons what is unwholesome and develops what is wholesome.’

For a bhikkhu who is a learner

There is no other thing so helpful

For reaching the highest goal

As the factor wise attention.

Wisely striving a bhikkhu may attain

The destruction of all suffering.

Further, the commentary of the Satipatthana Sutta says that there are six things are conducive to the abandonment of sensual desire:

1. learning how to meditate on repulsiveness;

2. devoting oneself to the meditation on repulsiveness;

3. guarding the sense doors;

4. moderation in eating;

5. noble friendship;

6. suitable conversation.

1. Learning How to Meditate on Repulsiveness

2. Devoting Oneself to the Meditation on Repulsiveness

As regards these first two things, there are two types of meditation on repulsiveness: one of them is Samatha meditation, and the other is Vipassana meditation. Samatha meditation on repulsiveness is further divided into two types: meditation on repulsiveness of the body with consciousness (savibbana-asubha) and without consciousness (avibbana-asubha). Savibbana-asubha is to meditate on the repulsiveness of the thirty-two parts of the internal and external bodies. This practice can remove the lust for animate beings. Avibbana-asubha is to meditate on the repulsiveness of the corpse. You should first meditate on the external corpse until your concentration is deep and five jhana factors are clear. Having succeeded in the external discernment, you can discern your own body, reflecting thus: ‘I will surely die one day. When I die my body will be as repulsive as that corpse.’ When your concentration is deep you will be able to see yourself as a corpse. Having succeeded in discerning the external and internal corpses, you can now take the person you have lust for as object, and discern his or her (future) corpse. By practising thus you will be able to remove your lust for him or her.

To practise Vipassana meditation on repulsiveness, you should first discern ultimate mentality and materiality, and then reflect on their repulsiveness related to repulsive colours, sounds, odours, etc. you should also reflect that the body is full of worms, and that it is the cesspit, hospital, and cemetery of those worms. Having discerned the internal and external repulsiveness, your lust for living beings is removed.

3. Guarding the Sense Doors: 

Once King Udena of Kosambi consulted the Venerable Pindola-Bharadvaja: ‘How can it come about, Bharadvaja, depending on what is it that these young bhikkhus, youthful, black-haired, with the bloom of youth, in the prime of life, never having enjoyed the pleasures of the senses, can practise the holy life fully and perfectly to the end of their days?’

‘It has been said, sire, by the Exalted One who knows and sees, the Arahant, the Fully Enlightened One: “Come bhikkhus, whatever woman is a mother, think of her just as a mother, whatever woman is a sister, think of her just as a sister, and whatever woman is a daughter, think of her just as a daughter.” That is how these young bhikkhus, youthful, black-haired, with the bloom of youth, in the prime of life, never having enjoyed the pleasures of the senses, can practise the holy life fully and perfectly to the end of their days.’

‘But, Bharadvaja, the heart is fickle. It may well be that at times thoughts of sensual desire arise towards those they think of just as mothers, just as sisters, just as daughters. Is there any other cause, any other reason whereby these young bhikkhus … can practise the holy life fully and perfectly to the end of their days?’

‘It has been said, sire, by the Exalted One …: “Come bhikkhus, contemplate this body, upwards from the soles of the feet, downwards from the top of the head, bounded by the skin, full of manifold impurities. There are in this body: hair of the head, hair of the body, nails, teeth, skin, flesh, sinews, bones, marrow, kidneys, heart, liver, membrane, spleen, lungs, intestines, mesentery, gorge, faeces, bile, phlegm, pus, blood, sweat, fat, tears, tallow, saliva, synovial fluid, urine. That is how these young bhikkhus …can practise the holy life fully and perfectly to the end of their days.’

‘Well, Bharadvaja, for those bhikkhus who train the body, virtuous conduct, mind and insight, that is easy, but for those who do not, it is difficult. Some times when a man thinks, “I will regard this as repulsive”, he comes to think of it as attractive. Is there any other cause, any other reason, whereby these young bhikkhus … can practise the holy life fully and perfectly to the end of their days?’

‘It has been said, sire, by the Exalted One …: “Come bhikkhus, guard your sense doors. Seeing an object with the eye, do not seize upon its appearance as a whole, nor on its details. Because anyone dwelling with the sense of sight uncontrolled, covetousness, grief and other evil, unwholesome states would flow into him. Therefore practise for the sake of its control, guard it and gain control over it. Having heard a sound…smelt an odour…taste a taste…felt a touch…cognized a mental object, do not seize upon its appearance as a whole, nor on its details. Because anyone dwelling with the sense of hearing…of smelling…of tasting…of touching…mind were uncontrolled, covetousness, grief and other evil, unwholesome states would flow into him. Therefore practise for the sake of its control, guard it and gain control over it.” That is how these young bhikkhus …can practise the holy life fully and perfectly to the end of their days.’

This is the way of guarding sense doors as taught by the Buddha in many suttas. Bhikkhus should guard their sense doors in this way, and women too should guard their sense doors in the same way. 

In order to show you further the important of guarding the sense doors, I shall quote the first sutta of the Avguttara Nikaya wherein the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know of no other single form by which a man’s heart is so enslaved as it is by that of a woman. Bhikkhus, a woman’s form obsesses a man’s heart. Bhikkhus, I know of no other single sound by which a man’s heart is so enslaved as it is by the voice of a woman. Bhikkhus, a woman’s voice obsesses a man’s heart.

Bhikkhus, I know of no other single odour…flavour…touch by which a man’s heart is so enslaved as it is by the odour, flavour and touch of a woman. Bhikkhus, a woman’s odour, flavour and touch obsess a man’s heart.

Bhikkhus, I know of no other single form, sound, odour, flavour and touch by which a woman’s heart is so enslaved as it is by the form, sound, odour, flavour and touch of a man. Bhikkhus, a woman’s heart is obsessed by these things

Thus you should guard your sense doors with great mindfulness. It is the best if you can be mindful of your meditation subject at all time, then your sense doors will be well guarded. If you are practising mindfulness-of-breathing you should not get bored with your breath, because it is just like your best friend who helps you get rid of defilements. Thus you must attend to it with respect. If you do so you are pay respect to the Dhamma, and thus a faithful disciple of the Buddha.

Here I shall quote a sutta from the Mahavagga of the Samyutta Nikaya to show you how to be a faithful disciple of the Buddha, living by his teachings. In the sutta the Buddha says thus:

‘Once upon a time, bhikkhus, a she-falcon suddenly swooped down and seized a quail. Then, bhikkhus, the quail, while it was being carried away by the she-falcon, thus lamented: “Just my bad luck and lack of merit! (It serves me right) for trespassing outside my own pasture into others’ property. If I had kept my own ancestral beat today, this she-falcon would have been no match for me, if it came to a fight.”

“But what is that pasture, quail, which is your own ancestral beat?”

“It is a field turned up by the ploughshare, a place all covered with clods.”

‘Then, bhikkhus, the she-falcon, without being stiff in her assertion of strength, nor caring to argue with the quail on her own strength, released the quail saying, “Off with you, quail, but even by going there you will not escape me.”

‘So, bhikkhus, the quail went off to a ploughed field, to a place all covered with clods, perched on a great clod and stood challenging the she-falcon, thus: “Now come on, you falcon! Now come on, you falcon!”

‘Then, bhikkhus, the she-falcon, without being stiff in her assertion of strength, nor caring to argue with the quail on her own strength, poising both her wings, swooped down upon the quail.

‘But, bhikkhus, as soon as the quail knew that the she-falcon had come too close to her, she slipped inside that very clod. And then, bhikkhus, the falcon shattered her breast thereon.

‘So it is, bhikkhus, with one who goes roaming out of his own pasture, in others’ property. Wherefore, bhikkhus, roam you not outside your own pasture, in others’ property. To those who so roam, bhikkhus, Mara will get access. In them, Mara will find a support.

‘And what, bhikkhus, is not one’s own pasture, but others’ property, in the case of a bhikkhu? It is the five kinds of sensual pleasures. What five?

‘Forms cognizable by the eye, desirable, charming, pleasant, delightful, passion-fraught and alluring. Sounds … odours … flavours … tangibles cognizable by the body, desirable, charming, pleasant, delightful, passion-fraught and alluring. This, bhikkhus, is not one’s own pasture, but others’ property, in the case of a bhikkhu.

‘Bhikkhus, do you range your own pasture, keep to your ancestral beat. To those who range their own pasture, who keep to their ancestral beat, Mara will get no access. In them Mara will find no support.

‘And what, bhikkhus, is a bhikkhu’s own pasture? What is his ancestral beat? It is the four foundations of mindfulness.’

Thus, if you are able to practise Vipassana meditation you should always develop the four foundations of mindfulness. In other words, you should discern the specific characteristics or general characteristics of mentality-materiality of the internal, external, past, future, and present. By practising in this way you are living by the advice of the Buddha. If you are still practising mindfulness-of-breathing, which falls under the foundation of mindfulness of body, you too are living by the advice of the Buddha.

4. Moderation in Eating

In the Sabbasava Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya the Buddha says thus:

‘How is he moderate in eating? Herein a bhikkhu takes his food after wise consideration: not for the purpose of enjoyment, of pride, of beautifying the body or adorning it; but only for the sake of maintaining and sustaining this body, to avoid harm and to support the holy life, thinking: “Thus I shall destroy the old painful feeling and shall not let a new one rise. Long life, blamelessness, and well-being will be mine.”’

5. Noble Friendship

As regards noble friendship, I shall quote another sutta from the Mahavagga of the Samyutta Nikaya:

At one time the Exalted One was staying amongst the Sakyas, at the Sakya market town of Sakkara. Then the Venerable Ananda approached the Exalted One, prostrated himself and sat down to one side. Sitting there the Venerable Ananda said to the Exalted One: ‘Half of this holy life, Lord, is friendship with the good, companionship with the good, association with the good.’

‘Do not say so, Ananda. Do not say that, Ananda. It is the whole of this holy life, this friendship, companionship and association with the good. Of a bhikkhu, Ananda, who is a friend, companion and associate of the good it is to be expected that he will cultivate and seriously practise the Noble Eightfold Path. … By taking me as a good friend, beings liable to birth are released from birth, beings liable to old age are released from old age, beings liable to death are released from death, and beings liable to sorrow, lamentation, suffering, grief and despair are released therefrom.

‘In this manner, Ananda, it should be understood how the whole of this holy life is friendship with the good, companionship with the good, association with the good.’

Further, in the Dutiyasekha Sutta of the Itivuttaka the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, in regard to external factors, I do not perceive another single factor so helpful as good friendship to a bhikkhu who is a learner, who has not attained perfection but lives aspiring for the supreme security from bondage. Bhikkhus, a bhikkhu who has a good friend abandons what is unwholesome and develops what is wholesome.’

When a bhikkhu has good friends,

And is reverential and respectful,

Doing what his friends advise,

Clearly comprehending and mindful,

He may progressively attain

The destruction of all fetters.

6. Suitable Conversation

In the Mahasubbata Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya the Buddha says thus:

‘When a bhikkhu abides thus, if his mind inclines to talking, he resolves: “Such talk as is low, vulgar, coarse, ignoble, unbeneficial, and which does not lead to disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, peace, direct knowledge, enlightenment, and Nibbana, that is, talk of kings, robbers, ministers, armies, dangers, battles, food, drink, clothing, beds, garlands, perfumes, relatives, vehicles, villages, towns, cities, countries, women, heroes, streets, wells, the dead, trivialities, the origin of the world, the origin of the sea, whether things are so or are not so: such talk I shall not utter.” In this way he has full awareness of that.

‘But he resolves: “Such talk as deals with effacement, as favours the mind’s release, and which leads to complete disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, peace, direct knowledge, enlightenment, and Nibbana, that is, talk on wanting little, on contentment, seclusion, aloofness from society, arousing energy, virtue, concentration, wisdom, deliverance, knowledge and vision of deliverance: such talk I shall utter.” In this way he has full awareness of that.’

Other Ways

These are the six things helpful in conquering sensual desire. Other than those things, the jhana factor of one-pointedness, the faculty of mindfulness and enlightenment factor of mindfulness, too, are helpful in conquering sensual desire.

To give you an example of how should mindfulness be developed, I shall quote a sutta from the Mahavagga of the Samyutta Nikaya:

Once the Exalted One was dwelling in the Sumbha country at Sedaka, a township of the Sumbha people. There the Exalted One addressed the bhikkhus:

‘Suppose, bhikkhus, a large crowd of people flock together, crying: “The beauty-queen! The beauty-queen!” And if that beauty-queen is also a highly gifted performer as to dancing and singing, a still larger crowd would flock together, crying: “The beauty-queen is dancing; she is singing!”

‘Then comes a man, who wishes to live and does not wish to die, who desires happiness and abhors suffering. The people say to him: “Look here, man! Here is a bowl filled to the brim with oil. You must carry it round between the large crowd and the beauty-queen. A man with uplifted sword will follow behind your back, and wherever you spill even a little drop of the oil, there itself he will chop off your head!”

‘Now, what do you think, bhikkhus? Would that man, without paying attention to that bowl of oil, solicit heedlessness from outside?’

‘Surely not, Lord.’

‘Well, bhikkhus, this parable I have given to make the meaning clear. And its significance is this: “The bowl filled to the brim with oil”, bhikkhus, is a term for mindfulness of body.

‘Wherefore, bhikkhus, thus must you train yourselves: “Mindfulness of body should be cultivated by us, shall be made much of, made a vehicle, a ground-plan. It shall be made effective, well-acquainted, and consummate in us.” Thus, bhikkhus, must you train yourselves.’

To show you why we must be heedful in every moment of our life, I shall quote the Padutthacitta Sutta of the Itivuttaka wherein the Buddha says thus:

‘Here, bhikkhus, some person has a corrupt mind. Having examined his mind with my mind, I know that if this person were to die at this time, as if carried there he would be placed in hell. What is the reason for that? It is because his mind is corrupt. It is because of the mind’s corruption that some beings here, when the body perishes, are reborn after death in a state of misery, a bad bourn, a state of ruin, hell.’

Here, I shall give you a few examples to illustrate the above sutta. Suppose a man sees a beautiful woman and thinks, ‘Oh, how beautiful is this woman! Oh, how fine is her hands!’ etc. And if he dies at that very moment, he will be reborn in one of the four woeful states. Similarly, if a woman dies at the moment of the arising of a lustful thought through seeing a man, she also will be reborn in one of the four woeful states. At any time, if a person dies at the moment of the arising of an unwholesome thought, such as a lustful thought and an angry thought, he will certainly be reborn in one of the four woeful states. You see, even an unwholesome thought is of such power and is so terrible. And we have in a day more wholesome thoughts or more unwholesome thoughts? Please think about it. And can you say for sure that you won’t be reborn in any woeful state in your next life? Please think about it. I think you should have known that the Venerable Devadatta had the eight attainments and five mundane psychic powers, but finally he still fell into the Avici Hell due to his bad kamma. And now, do you have the eight attainments and five mundane psychic powers?

Thus, for your own sake, even though you cannot be ever mindful you should still try your best to be mindful in every moment throughout the day, whether you are walking, standing, sitting, or lying down. You should always be mindful of your breath, four elements, thirty-two parts of the body, kasina, mentality, materiality, or the twelve factors of dependent origination, depending on which meditation subject you are practising. If you practise continuously in this way, owing to the strength of repetition your concentration and mindfulness will become stronger and stronger. This is just like boiling water. If you boil a pot of water for a few minutes and then stop to let it cool down. Again, at the second time you boil the water for a few minutes and then stop to let it cool down. Even if you boil the water in this way for a hundred times or a thousand times, the water cannot reach the boiling point. If, however, you boil it continuously without stop, before long it will reach the boiling point. Similarly, if you practise meditation for a few weeks or months and then go back. Again, the second time you practise for a few weeks or months and then go back, without continuing your meditation practice. And if you practise meditation while sitting but engage in doing something else in between sittings, that will be worse. Even you practise in this way for your whole life you may not be able to attain any path and fruition. But if you practise continuously with respect for many months or years, then it is likely for you to achieve the end. If you really wish for your own welfare, I think you know what to do.

2. Ill-Will

In the Samyutta Nikaya the Buddha gives a simile to illustrate ill-will, as follows:

‘If there is a pot of water heated on the fire, the water seething and boiling, a man with a normal faculty of sight, looking into it, could not properly recognize and see the image of his own face. In the same way, when one’s mind is possessed by ill-will, over-powered by ill-will, one cannot properly see the escape from ill-will which has arisen; then one does not properly understand and see one’s own welfare, nor that of another, nor that of both; and also texts memorized a long time ago do not come into one’s mind, not to speak of those not memorized.’

In the Eka-Nipata of Avguttara Nikaya the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of ill-will, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as the feature of disgusting.

In him who pays unwise attention to the feature of disgusting, ill-will, if not already arisen, arises, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of ill-will, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as the mind’s deliverance through loving-kindness.

In him who gives wise attention to loving-kindness which liberate the mind ill-will, if not already arisen, arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’

The discourse on the Overcoming of Ill-will in the Book of the Fives of Avguttara Nikaya is as follows:

‘Bhikkhus, these are the five ways of overcoming ill-will. Whenever ill-will is arisen in a bhikkhu it should altogether be overcome. What are the five?

‘Should ill-will arise at any time in a person, loving-kindness should be developed in him…compassion should be developed in him…equanimity should be developed in him…the state of without mindfulness and reflection in regard to the object producing anger should be developed in him…consciousness of the fact of one’s own kamma as one’s own property should be developed in him…Thus should ill-will be overcome in that person. Indeed, these are five ways of overcoming ill-will. Wherever it is arisen in a bhikkhu, it should be overcome entirely.’

Generally ill-will or anger is of two types, namely, aggressive anger and depressive anger. To overcome the first type of anger, cultivation of loving-kindness is the best method, because they are of two extremes and cannot co-exist. Since only a mind can arise in a thought moment, when the thought of loving-kindness arises the thought of anger cannot arise, and vice versa. Thus, if you have loving-kindness, anger will be unable to arise. If you frequently cultivate loving-kindness, gradually it will become a part of your character, and you will not get angry easily.

Here, I shall give an example to explain the method of ‘the state of without mindfulness and reflection in regard to the object producing anger should be developed in him’. Suppose, while walking on a road you see a heap of stinking excrement. Is it necessary for you to take it up and put it into your pocket, and then get angry with its stink and blame that why it makes your clothes dirty? Of course it is unnecessary. You need only walk pass it, and need not heed it at all. Similarly, a foolish evil person is just like a heap of stinking excrement. You need not think about him to look for trouble which brings no good for either party. You should ask yourself thus: Is getting angry helpful to meditation? If it were then you should get angry. But it is impossible. So why get angry then?

As regards depressive type of anger which includes all kinds of grief, sadness, lamentation, despair, etc, you should reflect in the same way. That is to say, if depression was helpful to meditation, then you should develop it. In fact, it is not helpful to meditation, but harmful. Thus, why should we be so stupid as to fall into this utterly unhelpful and harmful depression? The Buddha, the Venerable Sariputta, the Venerable Mahamoggallana, all arahants and non-returners never grief, feel sad, lament and despair. Why do we not learn from those wise, noble persons? In short, grief, sadness, lamentation and despair belong to the weakling, and it is not worthy for us to develop them.

Again, the commentary of the Satipatthana Sutta says that there are six things helpful in conquering ill-will:

1. learning how to meditate on loving-kindness;

2. devoting oneself to the meditation of loving-kindness;

3. considering that one is the owner and heir of one’s kamma;

4. frequent reflection on it;

5. noble friendship;

6. suitable conversation.

In Chapter Nine of the Visuddhimagga there is a detailed treatment on how to overcome ill-will. Because it is very helpful to know it I shall reproduce it here:

If resentment arises in him when he applies his mind to a hostile person because he remembers wrongs done by that person, he should get rid of the resentment by entering repeatedly into loving-kindness (jhana) towards any of the first-mentioned persons, (namely, a dear person, a very dear person and a neutral person) and then, after he has emerged each time, directing loving-kindness towards that person.

But if it does not die out in spite of his efforts, then,

Let him reflect upon the Saw

With other figures of such kind,

And strive, and strive repeatedly, to leave resentment far behind.

He should admonish himself in this way: Now, you who get angry, has not the Blessed One said this, ‘Bhikkhus, even if bandits brutally severed limb from limb with a two-handled saw, he who entertained hate in his heart on that account would not be one who carried out my teaching’ (M.i,129) ? and this,

‘To repay angry men in kind

Is worse than to be angry first;

Repay not angry men in kind

And win a battle hard to win.

The weal of both he does promote,

His own and then the other’s too,

Who shall another’s anger know

And mindfully maintain his peace’ (S.i,162)?

And this, ‘Bhikkhus, there are seven things gratifying and helpful to an enemy that happen to one who is angry, whether woman or man. What seven? Here, bhikkhus, an enemy wishes thus for his enemy “Let him be ugly.” Why is that? An enemy does not delight in an enemy’s beauty. Now this angry person is a prey to anger, ruled by anger; though well bathed, well anointed, with hair and beard trimmed and clothed in white, yet he is ugly, being a prey to anger. This is the first thing gratifying and helpful to an enemy that befalls one who is angry whether woman or man. Furthermore, an enemy wishes thus for his enemy, “Let him lie in pain”…“Let him have no good fortune”…“Let him not be wealthy”…“Let him not be famous”…“Let him have no friends”…“Let him not on the break up of the body, after death, reappear in a happy destiny in the heavenly world”. Why is that? An enemy does not delight in an enemy’s going to a happy destiny. Now this person is a prey to anger, ruled by anger; he misconducts himself in body, speech and mind. Misconducting himself thus in body, speech and mind, on the break up of the body, after death, he reappears in a state of loss in an unhappy destiny in perdition, in hell, being a prey to anger’ (A.iv,94)? And this, ‘As a log from a pyre, burnt at both ends and fouled in the middle, serves neither for timber in the village nor for timber in the forest, so is such a person as this I say’ (A.ii,95;Iti.90)? If you are angry now, you will be one who does not carry out the Blessed One’s teaching; by repaying an angry man in kind you will be worse than the angry man and not win the battle hard to win; you will yourself do to yourself the things that help your enemy; and you will be like a pyre log.

If his resentment subsides when he strives and makes effort in this way, it is good. If not, then he should remove irritation by remembering some controlled and purified state in that person, which inspires confidence when remembered.

For one person may be controlled in his bodily behaviour with his control in doing an extensive course of duty known to all, though his verbal and mental behaviour are not controlled. Then the latter should be ignored and the control in his bodily behaviour remembered.

Another may be controlled in his verbal behaviour, and his control known to all – he may naturally be clever at welcoming kindly, easy to talk with, congenial, open-countenanced, deferential in speech and he may expound the Dhamma with a sweet voice and give explanations of Dhamma with well-rounded phrases and details –, though his bodily and mental behaviour are not controlled. Then the latter should be ignored and the control in his verbal behaviour remembered.

Another may be controlled in his mental behaviour, and his control in worshipping at shrines, etc., evident to all. For when one who is uncontrolled in mind pays homage at a shrine or at a bodhi tree or to Elders, he does not do it carefully, and he sits in the  Dhamma-preaching pavillion with mind astray or nodding, while one whose mind is controlled pays homage carefully and deliberately, listens to the Dhamma attentively, remembering it, and evincing the confidence in his mind through his body or his speech. So another may be only controlled in his mental behaviour, though his bodily and verbal behaviour are not controlled. Then the latter should be ignored and the control in his mental behaviour remembered.

But there may be another in whom not even one of these three things is controlled. Then compassion for that person should be aroused thus: Though he is going about in the human world now, nevertheless after a certain number of days he will find himself in [one of] the eight great hells or the sixteen prominent hells. For irritation subsides too through compassion.

In yet another all three may be controlled. Then he can remember any of the three in that person, whichever he likes; for the development of loving-kindness towards such a person is easy.

And in order to make the meaning of this clear the following sutta from the Book of Fives [of Avguttara Nikaya] should be cited in full: ‘Bhikkhus, there are five ways of dispelling annoyance whereby annoyance arisen in a bhikkhu can be entirely dispelled’ (A.iii,186-190).

But if irritation still arises in him in spite of his efforts, then he should admonish himself thus:

‘Suppose an enemy has hurt

You now in what is his domain,

Why try yourself as well to hurt

Your mind? – That is not his domain.

In tears you left your family.

They had been kind and helpful too.

So why not leave your enemy,

The anger that brings harm to you?

This anger that you entertain

Is gnawing at the very roots

Of all the virtues that you guard –

Who is there such a fool as you?

Another does ignoble deeds,

So you are angry – How is this?

Do you then want to copy too

The sort of acts that he commits?

Suppose another, to annoy,

Provokes you with some odious act,

Why suffer anger to spring up,

And do as he would have you do?

If you get angry, then may be

You make him suffer, may be not;

Though with the hurt that anger brings

You certainly are punished now.

If anger-blinded enemies

Set out to tread the path of woe,

Do you by getting angry too

Intend to follow heel to toe?

If hurt is done you by a foe

Because of anger on your part,

Then put your anger down, for why

Should you be harassed groundlessly?

Since states last but a moment’s time

Those aggregates, by which was done

The odious act, have ceased, so now

What is it you are angry with?

Whom shall he hurt, who seeks to hurt

Another, in the other’s absence?

Your presence is the cause of hurt;

Why are you angry, then, with him?’

But if resentment does not subside when he admonishes himself thus, then he should review the fact that he himself and the other are owners of their kamma.

Herein, he should first review this in himself thus: Now what is the point of your getting angry with him? Will not this kamma of yours that has anger as its source lead to your own harm? For you are the owner of your deeds, heir of your deeds, having deeds as your parent, deeds as your kin, deeds as your refuge; you will become the heir of whatever deeds you do. And this is not the kind of deed to bring you to full enlightenment, to undeclared enlightenment or to the disciple’s grade, or to any such position as the status of brahma or Sakka, or the throne of a Wheel-turning Monarch or a regional king, etc., but rather this is the kind of deed to lead to your fall from the Dispensation, even to the status of the eaters of scraps, etc., and to the manifold suffering in the hells, and so on. By doing this you are like a man who wants to hit another and picks up a burning ember or excrement in his hand and so first burns himself or makes himself stink.

Having reviewed ownership of deeds in himself in this way, he should review it in the other also: And what is the point of his getting angry with you? Will it not lead to his own harm? For that venerable one is owner of his deeds, heir of his deeds, …he will become the heir of whatever deeds he does. And this is not the kind of deed to bring him to full enlightenment, to undeclared enlightenment or to the disciple’s grade, or to any such position as the status of brahma or Sakka, or the throne of a Wheel-turning Monarch or a regional king, etc., but rather this is the kind of deed to lead to his fall from the Dispensation, even to the status of the eaters of scraps, etc., and to the manifold suffering in the hells, and so on. By doing this you are like a man who wants to throw dust at another against the wind and only covers himself with it.

For this is said by the Blessed One:

‘When a fool hates a man that has no hate,

Is purified and free from every blemish,

Such evil he will find comes back on him,

As does fine dust thrown up against the wind’ (Dhp.125).

But if it still does not subside in him when he reviews ownership of deeds in this way, then he should review the special qualities of the Master’s former conduct.

Here is the way of reviewing it: Now you who have gone forth, is it not the fact that when your Master was a Bodhisatta before discovering full enlightenment, while he was still engaged in fulfilling the perfections during the four incalculable ages and a hundred thousand aeons, he did not allow hate to corrupt his mind even when his enemies tried to murder him on various occasions? For example, in the Silavant Jataka (1,261) when his friends rose to prevent his kingdom of three hundred leagues being seized by an enemy king who had been incited by a wicked minister in whose mind his own queen had sown hate for him, he did not allow them to lift a weapon. Again when he was buried, along with a thousand companions, up to the neck in a hole dug in the earth in a charnel ground, he had no thought of hate. And when, after saving his life by a heroic effort helped by jackals scrapping away soil when they had come to devour the corpses, he went with the aid of a spirit to his own bedroom and saw his enemy lying on his own bed, he was not angry but treated him as a friend, undertaking a mutual pledge, and he then exclaimed:

‘The brave aspire, the wise will not lose heart;

I see myself as I had wished to be.’

And in the Khantivadi Jataka he was asked by the stupid king of Kasi ‘What do you preach, monk?’, and he replied ‘I am a preacher of patience’; and when the king had him flogged with scourges of thorns and had his hands and feet cut off, he felt not the slightest anger. (Ja.iii,39)

It is perhaps not so wonderful that an adult who had actually gone forth into homelessness should have acted in that way; but also as an infant he did so. For in the Cula-Dhammapala Jataka his hands and feet were ordered to be lopped off like four bamboo shoots by his father, king Mahapatapa, and his mother lamented over him thus:

‘Oh Dhammapala’s arms are severed

That had been bathed in sandalwood;

He was the heir to all the earth;

O king, my breath is choking me!’ (Ja.iii,181)

Then his father, still not satisfied, commanded that his head be but off as well. But even then he had not the least trace of hate, since he had firmly resolved thus: ‘Now is the time to restrain your mind; now, good Dhammapala, be impartial towards these four persons, that is to say, towards your father who is having your head cut off, the man who is beheading you, your lamenting mother, and yourself.’

And it is perhaps not so wonderful that one who had become a human being should have acted in that way; but also as an animal he did so. For while the Bodhisatta was the elephant called Chaddanta he was pierced in the navel by a poisoned shaft. But even then he allowed no hate towards the hunter who had wounded him to corrupt his mind, according as it is said:

‘The elephant, when struck by the stout shaft,

Addressed the hunter with no hate in mind:

“What is your aim? What is the reason why

You kill me thus? What can your purpose be?”’ (Ja.v,51)

And when the elephant had spoken thus and was told ‘Sir, I have been sent by the king of Kasi’s queen to get your tusks’, in order to fulfil her wish he cut off his own tusks whose gorgeous radiance glittered with the flashes of the six-coloured rays and gave them to him.

And when he was the Great Monkey, the man whom he had pulled out of a rocky chasm thought,

‘Now this is food for human kind

Like other forest animals,

So why then should a hungry man

Not kill the ape to eat? [I ask.]

I’ll travel independently

Taking his meat as a provision;

Thus I shall cross the waste, and that

Will furnish my viaticum.’ (Ja.v.71)

Then he took up a stone and dashed it on his head. But the Monkey looked at him with eyes full of tears and said,

‘Oh act not so, good sir, or else

The fate you reap will long deter

All others from such deeds as this

That you would do to me today’

and with no hate in his mind and regardless of his own pain he saw to it that the man reached his journey’s end in safety.

And while he was the Royal Naga Buridatta when he had undertaken the Uposatha precepts and was lying on the top of an ant-hill, though he was [caught and] sprinkled with medicinal charms resembling the fire that ushers in the end of an aeon, and was put into a box and treated as a play-thing throughout the whole of Jambudipa, yet he had no trace of hate for that brahman, according as it is said,

‘While being put into the coffer

And being crushed down with his hand,

I had no hate for Alambana

Lest I should break my precept vow.’ (Cariyapitaka 85)

And when he was the Royal Naga Campeyya he let no hate spring up in his mind while he was being cruelly treated by a snake charmer, according as it is said,

‘While I was living in the Law

Observing the Uposatha

A snake charmer took me away

To play with at the royal gate.

Whatever hue he might conceive,

Blue and yellow, and red as well,

So in accordance with his thought

I would become what he had wished;

I would turn dry land into water,

And water into land likewise.

Now had I given way to wrath

I could have seared him into ash,

Had I relaxed mind-mastery

I should have let my virtue lapse;

And one who lets his virtue lapse

Cannot attain the highest goal.’

And when he was the Royal Naga Savkhapala, while he was being carried along on a carrying pole by the sixteen village boys after they had wounded him in eight places with sharp spears and inserted thorn creepers into the wounds’ orifices, and while, after threading a strong rope through his nose, they were causing him great agony by dragging him along bumping his body on the surface of the ground, though he was capable of turning those village boys to cinders with a mere glance, yet he did not even show the least trace of hate on opening his eyes, according as it is said:

‘On the fourteenth and the fifteenth too, Alara,

I regularly kept the Holy Day,

Until there came those sixteen village boys

Bearing a rope and a stout spear as well.

The hunters cleft my nose, and through the slit

They passed a rope and dragged me off like that.

But though I felt such poignant agony,

I let no hate disturb my Holy Day.’ (Ja.v,172)

And he performed not only these wonders but also many others too such as those told in the Matuposaka Jataka (Ja,iv,90). Now it is in the highest degree improper and unbecoming to you to arouse thoughts of resentment, since you are emulating as your Master that Blessed One who reached omniscience and who has in the special quality of patience no equal in the world with its deities.

But if, as he reviews the special qualities of the Master’s former conduct, the resentment still does not subside in him, since he has long been used to the slavery of defilement, then he should review the suttas that deal with the beginninglessness [of the round of rebirths]. Here is what is said: ‘Bhikkhus, it is not easy to find a being who has not formerly been your mother…your father…your brother…your sister…your son…your daughter’ (S.ii,189-190). Consequently he should think about that person thus: ‘This person, it seems, as my mother in the past carried me in her womb for ten months and removed from me without disgust as if it were yellow sandalwood my urine, excrement, spittle, snot, etc., and played with me in her lap, and nourished me, carrying me about at her hip. And this person as my father went by goat paths and paths set on piles, etc., to pursue the trade of merchant, and he risked his life for me by going into battle in double array, by sailing on the great ocean in ships and doing other difficult things and he nourished me by bringing back wealth by one means or another thinking to feed his children. And as my brother, sister, son, daughter, this person gave me such and such help. So it is unbecoming for me to harbour hate him in my mind.

But if he is still unable to quench that thought in this way, then he should review the advantages of loving-kindness thus: Now you who have gone forth into homelessness, has it not been said by the Blessed One as follows: ‘Bhikkhus, when the mind-deliverance of loving-kindness is cultivated, developed, much practised, made the vehicle, made the foundation, established, consolidated, and properly undertaken, eleven blessings can be expected. What are the eleven? A man sleeps in comfort, wakes in comfort, and dreams no evil dreams, he is dear to human beings, he is dear to non-human beings, deities guard him, fire and poison and weapons do not affect him, his mind is easily concentrated, the expression of his face is serene, he dies unconfused, if he penetrates no higher he will be reborn in the Brahma World’ (A.v,342). If you do not stop this thought, you will be denied these advantages.

But if he is still unable to stop it this way, he should try resolution into elements. How? Now you who have gone forth into homelessness, when you are angry with him, what is it you are angry with? Is it head hairs you are angry with? or body hairs? or nails?…or is it urine you are angry with? Or alternatively, is it the earth element in the head hairs etc., you are angry with? or the water element? or the fire element? or is it the air element you are angry with? Or among the five aggregates or the twelve bases or the eighteen elements with respect to which this venerable one is called by such and such a name, which then, is it the materiality aggregate you are angry with? or the feeling aggregate, the perception aggregate, the formations aggregate, the consciousness aggregate you are angry with? Or is it the eye base you are angry with? or the visible-object base you are angry with?…or the mind base you are angry with? or the mental-object base you are angry with? Or is it the eye element you are angry with? or the visible-object element? or the eye-consciousness element?…or the mind element? or the mental-object element? or the mind-consciousness element you are angry with? For when he tries the resolution into elements, his anger finds no foothold, like a mustard seed on the point of an awl or a painting on the air.

But if he cannot effect the resolution into elements, he should try the giving of a gift. It can either be given by himself to the other or accepted by himself from the other. But if the other’s livelihood is not purified and his requisites are not proper to be used, it should be given by oneself. And in the one who does this the annoyance with that person entirely subsides. And in the other even anger that has been dogging him from a past birth subsides at the moment, as happened to the senior elder who received a bowl given to him at the Cittalapabbata Monastery by an almsfood-eater elder who had been three times made to move from his lodging by him, and who presented it with these words ‘Venerable sir, this bowl worth eight ducats was given me by my mother who is a lay devotee, and it is rightly obtained; let the good lay devotee acquire merit’. So efficacious is this act of giving. And this is said:

‘A gift for taming the untamed,

A gift for every kind of good;

Through giving gifts they do unbend

And condescend to kindly speech.’

This is what is given in the Visuddhimagga regarding how to get rid of resentment. But it ceases to arise again only when the path of non-return is attained.

3. Sloth and Torpor

In the Samyutta Nikaya the Buddha gives a simile to illustrate sloth and torpor, as follows:

‘If there is a pot of water, covered with moss and water plants, then a man with a normal faculty of sight, looking into it, could not properly recognize and see the image of his own face. In the same way, when one’s mind is possessed by sloth and torpor, over-powered by sloth and torpor, one cannot properly see the escape from sloth and torpor which has arisen; then one does not properly understand and see one’s own welfare, nor that of another, nor that of both; and also texts memorized a long time ago do not come into one’s mind, not to speak of those not memorized.’

In the Eka-Nipata of Avguttara Nikaya the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of sloth and torpor, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as listlessness, lassitude, lazy stretching of the body, drowsiness after meal and mental sluggishness.

In him who is of sluggish mind, sloth and torpor, if not already arisen, arises, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of sloth and torpor, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as the element of rousing one’s energy, of exertion, and of continuous exertion.

In him who energetically strives, sloth and torpor arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’

The commentary of the Satipatthana Sutta states that there are six things conducive to the abandonment of sloth and torpor:

1. knowing that overeating is a cause of it;

2. changing the bodily posture;

3. thinking of the perception of light;

4. staying in the open air;

5. noble friendship;

6. suitable conversation.

These things too are helpful in conquering sloth and torpor:

1. The Recollection of Death

Such as: ‘Today the effort should be made; who knows if tomorrow death will come?’

2. Perceiving the Suffering in Impermanence

As stated in the Avguttara Nikaya: ‘In a bhikkhu who is accustomed to see the suffering in impermanence and who is frequently engaged in this contemplation, there will be established in him such a keen sense of the danger of laziness, idleness, lassitude, indolence and thoughtlessness, as if he were threatened by a murderer with drawn sword.’

3. Joy

As stated in the Samyutta Nikaya: ‘When the mind is sluggish, it is not the proper time for cultivating the following factors of enlightenment: tranquillity, concentration and equanimity, because a sluggish mind can hardly be aroused by them.

‘When the mind is sluggish, it is the proper time for cultivating the following factors of enlightenment: investigation of dhamma, energy and joy, because a sluggish mind can easily be aroused by them.’

4. Contemplation of the Spiritual Journey

As stated in the Visuddhimagga: ‘I have to tread that path which the Buddhas, the Paccekabuddhas and the Great Disciples have gone; but by an indolent person that path cannot be trodden.’

5. Contemplation of the Master’s Greatness

As stated in the Visuddhimagga: ‘Full application of energy was praised by my Master, and he is unsurpassed in his injunctions and a great help to us. He is honoured by practising his Dhamma, not otherwise.’

6. Contemplation on the Greatness of the Heritage

As stated in the Visuddhimagga: ‘I have to take possession of the Great Heritage, called the Good Dhamma. But one who is indolent cannot take possession of it.’

7. How to Stimulate the Mind

As stated in the Visuddhimagga: How does one stimulate the mind at a time when it needs stimulation? If due to slowness in the application of wisdom or due to non-attainment of the happiness of tranquillity, one’s mind is dull, then one should rouse it through reflecting on the eight stirring objects. These eight are: birth, decay, disease and death; the suffering in the worlds of misery; the suffering of the past rooted in the round of rebirths; the suffering of the future rooted in the round of rebirths; the suffering of the present rooted in the search for food.

8. How to Overcome Sleepiness

Once the Exalted One spoke to the Venerable Mahamoggallana thus: ‘Are you drowsy, Moggallana? Are you drowsy, Moggallana?’ – ‘Yes, Venerable sir.’

‘(1) Well then, Moggallana, at whatever thought torpor has befallen you, to that thought you should not give attention, you should not dwell on it frequently. Then it is possible that, by so doing, torpor will disappear.

‘(2) But if, by so doing, that torpor does not disappear, you should think and reflect within your mind about the Dhamma as you have heard and learnt it, and you should mentally review it. Then it is possible that, by so doing, torpor will disappear.

‘(3) But if, by so doing, that torpor does not disappear, you should learn by heart the Dhamma in its fullness, as you have heard and learnt it, and you should mentally review it. Then it is possible that, by so doing, torpor will disappear.

‘(4) But if, by so doing, that torpor does not disappear, you should shake your ears, and rub your limbs with the palm of your hand. Then it is possible that, by so doing, torpor will disappear.

‘(5) But if, by so doing, that torpor does not disappear, you should get up from your seat, and after washing your eyes with water, you should look around in all directions and look upwards to the stars in the sky. Then it is possible that, by so doing, torpor will disappear.

‘(6) But if, by so doing, that torpor does not disappear, you should firmly establish the perception of light: as it is by day, so also by night; as it is by night, so also by day. Thus with a mind clear and unobstructed, you should develop a consciousness which is full of brightness. Then it is possible that, by so doing, torpor will disappear.

‘(7) But if, by so doing, that torpor does not disappear, you should, conscious of that which is before and behind, walk up and down, with your senses turned inwards, with your mind not going outwards. Then it is possible that, by so doing, torpor will disappear.

‘(8) But if, by so doing, that torpor does not disappear, you may lie down on your right side, taking up the lion’s posture, covering foot with foot – mindful, clearly conscious, keeping in mind the thought of rising. Having awakened again, you should quickly rise, thinking: “I won’t indulge in the enjoyment of lying down and reclining, in the enjoyment of sleep!”

‘Thus, Moggallana, you should train yourself!’

9. Reflection on the Five Threatening Dangers

In the Book of the Fives of Avguttara Nikaya the Buddha says that there are five threatening dangers:

‘If, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu perceives these five threatening dangers, it is enough for him to live heedful, zealous, with a heart resolute to achieve the unachieved, to attain the unattained, to realize the unrealized. Which are these five dangers?

‘(1) Here, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu reflects thus: “I am now young, a youth, young in age, black-haired, in the prime of youth, in the first phase of life. But a time will come when this body will be in the grip of old age. But one who is overpowered by old age cannot easily contemplate on the Teachings of the Buddha; it is not easy for him to live in the wilderness or a forest or jungle, or in secluded dwellings. Before this undesirable condition, so unpleasant and disagreeable, approaches me, prior to that, let me muster my energy for achieving the unachieved, for attaining the unattained, for realizing the unrealized, so that, in the possession of that state, I shall live happily even in old age.”

‘(2) And further, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu reflects thus: “I am now free from sickness free from disease, my digestive power functions smoothly, my constitution is not too cool and not too hot, it is balanced and fit for making effort. But a time will come when this body will be in the grip of sickness. But one who is sick cannot easily contemplate on the Teachings of the Buddha; it is not easy for him to live in the wilderness or a forest or jungle, or in secluded dwellings. Before this undesirable condition, so unpleasant and disagreeable, approaches me, prior to that, let me muster my energy for achieving the unachieved, for attaining the unattained, for realizing the unrealized, so that, in the possession of that state, I shall live happily even in sickness.”

‘(3) And further, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu reflects thus: “Now there is an abundance of food, good harvests, easily obtainable is a meal of alms, it is easy to live on collected food and offerings. But a time will come when there will be a famine, a bad harvest, difficult to obtain will be a meal of alms, it will be difficult to live on collected food and offerings. And in a famine people migrate to places where food is ample, and there habitations will be thronged and crowded. But in habitations thronged and crowded one cannot easily contemplate on the Teachings of the Buddha; it is not easy for him to live in the wilderness or a forest or jungle, or in secluded dwellings. Before this undesirable condition, so unpleasant and disagreeable, approaches me, prior to that, let me muster my energy for achieving the unachieved, for attaining the unattained, for realizing the unrealized, so that, in the possession of that state, I shall live happily even in a famine.”

‘(4) And further, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu reflects thus: “Now people live in concord and amity, in friendly fellowship as mingled milk and water and look at each other with friendly eyes. But there will be a time of danger, of unrest among the jungle tribes when the country people mount their carts and drive away and fear-stricken people move to a place of safety, and there habitations will be thronged and crowded. But in habitations thronged and crowded one cannot easily contemplate on the Teachings of the Buddha; it is not easy for him to live in the wilderness or a forest or jungle, or in secluded dwellings. Before this undesirable condition, so unpleasant and disagreeable, approaches me, prior to that, let me muster my energy for achieving the unachieved, for attaining the unattained, for realizing the unrealized, so that, in the possession of that state, I shall live happily even in time of danger.”

‘(5) And further, bhikkhus, a bhikkhu reflects thus: “Now the Order of bhikkhus lives in concord and amity, without quarrel, lives happily under one teaching. But a time will come when there will be a split in the Order. And when the Order is split, one cannot easily contemplate on the Teachings of the Buddha; it is not easy for him to live in the wilderness or a forest or jungle, or in secluded dwellings. Before this undesirable condition, so unpleasant and disagreeable, approaches me, prior to that, let me muster my energy for achieving the unachieved, for attaining the unattained, for realizing the unrealized, so that, in the possession of that state, I shall live happily even when the Order is split.”

In the Cara Sutta of the Itivuttaka the Buddha gives a definition of a lazy bhikkhu and an energetic bhikkhu. In which he says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, if while walking a sensual thought or a thought of ill-will or a thought of cruelty arises in a bhikkhu, and if he tolerates it and does not reject it, does not dispel it and get rid of it and bring it to an end, that bhikkhu who in such a manner is lacking in ardour and unafraid of wrongdoing is called constantly lazy and indolent. If while standing … If while sitting … If while lying down a sensual thought or a thought of ill-will or a thought of cruelty arises in a bhikkhu, and if he tolerates it and does not reject it, does not dispel it and get rid of it and bring it to an end, that bhikkhu who in such a manner is lacking in ardour and unafraid of wrongdoing is called constantly lazy and indolent.

‘But if while walking … standing … sitting … lying down a sensual thought arises in a bhikkhu and he does not tolerate it, but rejects it, dispels it, gets rid of it and brings it to an end, that bhikkhu who in such a manner is ardent and afraid of wrongdoing is called constantly energetic and resolute.’

Whether walking or standing,

Sitting or lying down

Whoever thinks such thoughts

That are evil and worldly – 

He is following a wrong path,

Infatuated with delusive things.

Such a bhikkhu cannot reach

Enlightenment which is supreme.

Whether walking or standing,

Sitting or lying down,

Whoever overcomes these thoughts,

Delighting in the quelling of thoughts – 

Such a bhikkhu is able to reach

Enlightenment which is supreme.

As a bhikkhu or bhikkhuni you are supported by lay people. To idle away your life after taking the food offered by the faithful is a shame. Thus you must be as energetic as what the Buddha says.

4. Restlessness and Remorse

In the Samyutta Nikaya the Buddha gives a simile to illustrate restlessness and remorse, as follows:

‘If there is a pot of water, stirred by the wind, agitated, swaying and producing waves, a man with a normal faculty of sight, looking into it, could not properly recognize and see the image of his own face. In the same way, when one’s mind is possessed by restlessness and remorse, over-powered by restlessness and remorse, one cannot properly see the escape from restlessness and remorse which has arisen; then one does not properly understand and see one’s own welfare, nor that of another, nor that of both; and also texts memorized a long time ago do not come into one’s mind, not to speak of those not memorized.’

In the Eka-Nipata of Avguttara Nikaya the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of restlessness and remorse, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as unrest of mind.

In him who is of troubled mind arises restlessness and remorse, if not already arisen, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of restlessness and remorse, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as tranquillity of mind.

In the tranquil-minded restlessness and remorse arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’

The commentary of the Satipatthana Sutta states that there are six things conducive to the abandonment of restlessness and remorse:

1. knowledge;

2. questioning;

3. understanding of disciplinary rules;

4. association with those more experienced and older than oneself in the practice of things like virtue;

5. noble friendship;

6. suitable conversation.

In explanation it is said as follows: Restlessness and remorse disappear in him who learns in the spirit and in the letter one, two, three, four or five Nikayas. This is how one gets over restlessness and remorse by knowledge. Questioning means: inquiring much about what is befitting and not, according to the practice of the Order. In him who does this, too, restlessness and remorse disappear. Then these twin evils disappear in him who has got the mastery of the Vinaya due to practical application of and conversance with the nature of the Rule of the Buddha’s Order. This is the understanding of the disciplinary rules. Association with those more experienced and so forth; the going to the presence of and the conversing with virtuous elders in the Order. By such visits mental restlessness and remorse disappear in one. Noble friendship: association with experts of the Vinaya like the Venerable Upali, the first of the great masters of the Vinaya in the Order of the Buddha. In such company restlessness and remorse disappear. Suitable talk in this connection refers particularly to matters of disciplinary practice by which one comes to know what is befitting and what is not. By this restlessness and remorse vanish in one. Therefore, is it said that six things lead to the abandonment of restlessness and remorse, but the restlessness cast out by these things finally ceases to arise in the future through the attainment of the Arahant Path, and the remorse cast out by these things finally ceases to arise in the future through the attainment of the path of non-return.

Restlessness is a great problem to many meditators, especially those who come from cities or big towns. Their mind is really discursive and cannot concentrate even for a minute or two. Owing to their habit, their mind is just like a monkey, jumping here and there. However, even they think and think for a hundred years there will be no improvement. Thus, if they really want to have improvement in meditation they must restrain and calm down their mind. There is no other way. They have to put aside all minor and grand wandering thoughts, and just do one thing: concentrate on the meditation subject.

In the Meghiya Sutta the Buddha says that a bhikkhu should cultivate mindfulness-of-breathing for cutting off discursive thoughts. How is the discursive thought cut off by mindfulness-of-breathing? I shall give you a simile to illustrate it.

Suppose there is a wild bull which is caught by a bull trainer. When the bull trainer wants to tame the bull, he will set a firm pole and use a strong rope to tie the bull to the pole. At first the bull will be very restless and will move here and there. However, being tied to the pole by a strong rope it is unable to run away. It can only turn round and round around the pole. After some time, being tired and knowing that it is futile to try running away, it will sit down quietly by the pole. And thus it is tamed.

Herein, the wild bull is like the untrained, restless mind. The pole is like in and out breath. And the strong rope is like strong mindfulness. Although the mind is restless initially, after some time it will settle down on the breath when it is continuously tied to the breath by mindfulness.

Thus, if your mind is of restless nature you should practise mindfulness-of-breathing continuously in all postures. If you practise so with great respect for the Dhamma, before long your mind will become quiet and concentrated. This is not mere talking. From my teaching experience, there are many meditators, who were once unable to stop the turbulent flow of thinking, successful in attaining jhana through practising mindfulness-of-breathing. And you should have confidence in yourselves that you too are able to do so.

5. Sceptical Doubt

In the Samyutta Nikaya the Buddha gives a simile to illustrate sceptical doubt, as follows:

‘If there is a pot of water which is turbid, stirred up and muddy, and this pot is put into a dark place, then a man with a normal faculty of sight, looking into it, could not properly recognize and see the image of his own face. In the same way, when one’s mind is possessed by doubt, over-powered by doubt, one cannot properly see the escape from doubt which has arisen; then one does not properly understand and see one’s own welfare, nor that of another, nor that of both; and also texts memorized a long time ago do not come into one’s mind, not to speak of those not memorized.’

In the Eka-Nipata of Avguttara Nikaya the Buddha says thus:

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to cause the arising of sceptical doubt, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its strengthening and increase, as unwise attention.

In him who gives not wise attention arises sceptical doubt, if not already arisen, or, if already arisen, is liable to strengthening and increase.’

‘Bhikkhus, I know not of any other single thing of such power to prevent the arising of sceptical doubt, if not already arisen, or, if arisen, to cause its abandonment, as wise attention.

In him who gives wise attention sceptical doubt arises not, or, if arisen, it is abandoned.’

Of the six things conducive to the abandonment of doubt, the first three and the last two are identical with those given for sloth and torpor. The fourth is as follows:

Firm conviction concerning the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Savgha.

One can cast away sceptical doubt by means of these six things, but it finally ceases to arise in the future only when it is destroyed by the attainment of the first stage of sainthood.

Excerpts from the Samabbaphala Sutta

And Its Commentary

First I shall give you an excerpt from the Samabbaphala Sutta of the Digha Nikaya wherein the Buddha says to King Ajatasattu thus:

‘Having abandoned covetousness for the world, he dwells with a mind free from covetousness; he purifies his mind from covetousness. Having abandoned ill-will and hatred, he dwells with a benevolent mind, sympathetic for the welfare of all living beings; he purifies his mind from ill-will and hatred. Having abandoned sloth and torpor, he dwells perceiving light, mindful and clearly comprehending; he purifies his mind from sloth and torpor. Having abandoned restlessness and remorse, he dwells at ease within himself, with a peaceful mind; he purifies his mind from restlessness and remorse. Having abandoned sceptical doubt, he dwells as one who has passed beyond doubt, unperplexed about wholesome states; he purifies his mind from sceptical doubt.

‘Great king, suppose a man were to take a loan and apply it to his business, and his business were to succeed, so that he could pay back his old debts and would have enough money left over to maintain a wife. He would reflect on this, and as a result he would become glad and experience joy.

‘Again, great king, suppose a man were to become sick, afflicted, gravely ill, so that he could not enjoy his food and his strength would decline. After some time he would recover from that illness and would enjoy his food and regain his bodily strength. He would reflect on this, and as a result he would become glad and experience joy.

‘Again, great king, suppose a man were locked up in a prison. After some time he would be released from prison, safe and secure, with no loss of his possessions. He would reflect on this, and as a result he would become glad and experience joy.

“Again, great king, suppose a man were a slave, without independence, subservient to others, unable to go where he wants. After some time he would be released from slavery and gain his independence; he would no longer be subservient to others but a free man able to go where he wants. He would reflect on this, and as a result he would become glad and experience joy.

‘Again, great king, suppose a man with wealth and possessions were travelling along a desert road where food was scarce and dangers were many. After some time he would cross over the desert and arrive safely at a village which is safe and free from danger. He would reflect on this, and as a result he would become glad and experience joy.

‘In the same way, great king, when a bhikkhu sees that these five hindrances are not abandoned within himself, he regards that as a debt, as a sickness, as confinement in prison, as slavery, and as a desert road.

‘But when he sees that these five hindrances have been abandoned within himself, he regards that as freedom from debt, as good health, as release from prison, as freedom from slavery, and as a place of safety.

‘When he sees that these five hindrances have been abandoned within himself, gladness arises. When he is gladdened, rapture arises. When his mind is filled with rapture, his body becomes tranquil; tranquil in body, he experiences happiness; being happy, his mind becomes concentrated.

‘Quite secluded from sensual desire, secluded from unwholesome states, he enters and dwells in the first jhana … the second jhana … the third jhana … the fourth jhana.’

Here I shall give you the excerpts of commentary which comments on the similes of the five hindrances and the abandonment thereof mentioned in the above passages:

One who has taken a loan from others and squandered it cannot defend himself when they tell him to pay back his debt, speak to him harshly, bind him and beat him; he must endure this all, and his debt is the reason he must endure it. Similarly, if someone becomes excited by sensual desire towards someone else and takes (that person) as an object of a mind associated with craving, then he must endure it all when that person speaks to him harshly, binds him and beats him; his sensual desire is the reason he must endure it. An example is the case of women beings by the house owners. Thus sensual desire should be regarded as a debt.

A man, having taken a loan, applies it to his business and achieves success. He thinks, ‘This debt is a root impediment,’ so he pays back the loan together with the interest and has the promissory note torn up. From then on no one sends him a messenger or a letter (reminding him of his debt). When he sees his creditors he may rise up from his seat or remain seated, as he wishes. Why? Because he is no more bound to them, no more dependent on them. Similarly, a bhikkhu thinks, ‘Sensual desire is a root impediment,’ so he develops six things and abandons the hindrance of sensual desire. When he has thus abandoned sensual desire, then just as the man free from debt experiences no fear or consternation when he sees his creditor, so the bhikkhu experiences no attachment or bondage towards any external object. Even if he sees divine forms no defilement assails him. Therefore the Exalted One says that the abandonment of sensual desire is like freedom from debt.

One who is afflicted with a bile disease, if he is given such things as honey and sugar, will not enjoy their taste because of his bile disease. He will spit them out thinking they are bitter. Similarly, if one with a mind of ill-will is exhorted even slightly by his benevolent preceptor or teacher, he will not accept the exhortation. He will reject it, saying ‘You oppress me too much!’ and depart. Just as the man afflicted with a bile disease cannot enjoy the taste of honey and sugar, so one afflicted with anger cannot enjoy the flavour of the Buddha’s dispensation, that is, the happiness of jhana, etc. Thus ill-will should be regarded as a sickness.

A man afflicted with a bile disease suppresses that disease with a preparation of medicines. From then on he enjoys the taste of such things as honey and sugar. Similarly, a bhikkhu thinks, ‘Ill-will is a major cause of harm,’ so he develops six things and abandons the hindrance of ill-will. When he has thus abandoned ill-will, then just as the man who has recovered from the bile disease eats such things as honey and sugar and relishes their taste, so the bhikkhu, having respectfully received the training rules such as the promulgations concerning conduct, etc., trains himself in them and relishes them. Therefore the Exalted One says that the abandonment of ill-will is like good health.

On a festival day a man bound in prison cannot see either the beginning, middle, or end of the festival. If he is released the next day, and hears, ‘Oh, there was a delightful festival yesterday! Oh, such dances and songs!’ he cannot give a reply. For what reason? Because he did not enjoy the festival himself. Similarly, if a bhikkhu is overcome by sloth and torpor when a preaching of the Dhamma through variegated methods is taking place, he cannot understand its beginning, middle, or end. When the preaching is over he hears others speaking praise of it, ‘Oh, what a preaching of the Dhamma! Such arguments and similes!’ but he cannot give a reply. For what reason? Because he was overcome by sloth and torpor and did not enjoy the Dhamma talk. Thus sloth and torpor should be regarded as confinement in prison.

A man is placed in prison on a festival day. On a later festival day he thinks, ‘Previously, due to my own heedlessness, I was bound in prison, and thence I did not enjoy the festival. Now I will be heedful.’ Thus he becomes heedful, so that his foes do not get the chance (to have him imprisoned). Having enjoyed the festival, he utters the joyful exclamation, ‘Oh, what a festival! Oh what a festival!’ Similarly, a bhikkhu thinks, ‘Sloth and torpor are a major cause of harm,’ so he develops six things and abandons the hindrance of sloth and torpor. When he has thus abandoned sloth and torpor, then just as the man freed from imprisonment enjoys the beginning, middle, and end of the festival even for a week, so the bhikkhu enjoys the beginning, middle, and end of the festival of Dhamma, and attains Arahantship together with the analytical knowledges. Therefore the Exalted One says that the abandonment of sloth and torpor is like release from prison.

A slave, even when playing at a festival, may be told: ‘There is some urgent task for you to do. Go there quickly! If you do not go, I will cut off your hands and feet, your ears or your nose!’ Thus he goes quickly and does not get to enjoy the beginning, middle, or end of the festival. For what reason? Because he is subservient to others. Similarly, when one who is unskilled in the Vinaya has entered the forest for seclusion, he may incur some minor disciplinary offence, even perceiving unallowable meat as allowable. Then he has to abandon his seclusion. Why? Because he has been overcome by restlessness and remorse. Thus restlessness and remorse should be regarded as slavery.

A slave, with the help of a friend, gives money to his master and frees himself from slavery. From then on he can do whatever he wishes to. Similarly, a bhikkhu thinks, ‘Restlessness and remorse are a major cause of harm,’ so he develops six things and abandons the hindrance of restlessness and remorse. When he has thus abandoned restlessness and remorse, then just as a free man can do whatever he wishes to and no one can forcibly prevent him from doing so, so the bhikkhu happily practises the way of renunciation, and restlessness and remorse cannot forcibly prevent him from doing so. Therefore the Exalted One says that the abandonment of restlessness and remorse is like freedom from slavery.

A man travelling along a desert road, having seen the opportunity for thieves to plunder and kill people, becomes anxious and frightened even by the sound of a twig or a bird, thinking ‘Thieves have come.’ He goes forward (a little), stops, and turns back. The places in which he stops are more numerous than those in which he walks. He reaches a place of safety with trouble and difficulty, or he may not reach it at all. Similarly, if doubt about the eight cases has arisen in someone, he will go on doubting ‘Is the Teacher an Enlightened One or not?’ and will not be able to resolve (his doubt) and accept it in faith. Not being able to do so, he does not reach the path or fruit. Thus, just as the traveller on the desert road, by doubting whether or not there are thieves, repeatedly arouses wavering and vacillation, lack of conviction and consternation, and creates an obstacle to his reaching a place of safety, so by doubting whether or not the Teacher is an Enlightened One, one repeatedly arouses wavering and vacillation, lack of conviction and consternation, and creates an obstacle to one’s reaching the plane of the noble ones. Thus doubt should be regarded as a desert road.

A strong man, having taken his valuables in hand, might travel through a desert fully armed, accompanied by his retinue. Thieves, having seen him even from afar, would flee. Having safely crossed the desert and arrived at a place of safety, he would become joyful and exuberant. Similarly, a bhikkhu thinks, ‘Doubt is a major cause of harm,’ so he develops six things and abandons the hindrance of doubt. When he has thus abandoned doubt, then just as the strong man fully armed, accompanied by his retinue, is fearless, and taking no more account of thieves than of grass, safely leaves the desert and arrives at a place of safety, to the bhikkhu crosses the desert of misconduct and arrives at the supreme place of safety – the deathless, the great Nibbana. Therefore the Exalted One says that the abandonment of doubt is like a place of safety.

The phase from the abandonment of sensual desire up to the experiencing of happiness by one tranquil in body is said to be the preliminary meditative development, not absorption. But the case when the mind of one who is happy becomes concentrated, both preliminary concentration and absorption concentration are intended, for happiness is the cause for absorption just as it is for the development of access, and because the absorption of the first jhana etc. is achieved by means of the cause-and-effect relationship. Or else, like the preliminary happiness, the happiness of absorption is also a cause for absorption concentration.

This is the explanation from the commentary.

Do Not Stop Before Reaching the Goal

Although the five hindrances can be suppressed by jhana and temporarily abandoned by insight knowledge, they are still bound to arise in future if they are not uprooted by path knowledges. Thus you should not stop striving before the attainment of any path knowledge. Otherwise when you lose your jhana and insight knowledge, various kinds of harm may befall you. In order to illustrate the importance of continuous striving until the noble path and fruition, I shall relate a story recorded in the Sammoha-vinodani, the commentary of the Vibhavga:

An Elder who had destroyed the cankers, it seems, thought to pay homage at the Great Shrine and the Great Bodhi Tree [at Anuradhapura]. Accompanied by a novice who was possessed of attainments as carrier [of his things], he came from the country to the Great Monastery and entered the Piyavga cell. When the Order of Bhikkhus was paying homage to the shrine in the evening, he did not go out to pay homage. Why? Those who have destroyed the cankers hold the Three Jewels in great veneration. Therefore when the Order of Bhikkhus had returned from paying homage, at the hour when people eat their evening meal, he went out alone without informing the novice, intending to pay homage to the shrine.

The novice thought: ‘Why does the Elder go out alone at an unusual hour? I will find out.’ And he went out following in his preceptor’s footsteps. Unaware of his presence due to non-adverting, the Elder went up into the enclosure of the Great Shrine by the south gate. The novice, following in his footsteps, went up too. As the Elder gazed up at the Great Shrine, he entered upon rapture with the Enlightened One as object and, concentrating his whole mind, he paid homage to the Great Shrine with great joy and delight. Seeing the way he paid homage, the novice thought: ‘My preceptor pays homage with great gladness in his heart. What if he were to get flowers and make an offering?’

After paying homage, the Elder arose and stood with his hands held together above his head looking up at the Great Shrine. The novice made his presence known by coughing. The Elder turned and, looking at him, asked: ‘When did you come?’

‘When you were paying homage to the shrine, Venerable Sir. You have paid homage to the shrine with great gladness. What if you were to get flowers to offer worship?’

‘Yes, novice. Elsewhere there is no such collection of relics as in this shrine. Who would not offer worship at such an unrivalled great monument as this after getting flowers?’

He said: ‘Wait, Venerable Sir. I shall return.’ And thereupon he entered into jhana and, going by miraculous power to the Himalayas, he filled his water strainer with brightly-coloured scented flowers. And before the Elder had reached the west entrance of the shrine from the south entrance, he placed the water strainer full of flowers in his hand and said: ‘Offer worship, Venerable Sir.’

The elder said: ‘These flowers are much too few, are they not?’

‘Go, Venerable Sir, and offer them reflecting on the qualities of the Enlightened One.’

The elder ascended by the stairway of the west entrance and began to make the offering of flowers on the terrace of the inner railing. The railing terrace was filled. The flowers fell down and filled the second terrace knee-deep. Descending from there, he offered worship at the foot-rail. That he filled. Finding it full, he came down scattering them on the ground below. He filled the whole shrine enclosure. When that was full he said: ‘Novice, the flowers are not yet finished.’

‘Turn the water strainer upside down, Venerable Sir.’

Turning it upside down, he shook it and the flowers were finished. He gave the water strainer back to the novice and, three times circumambulating to the right the shrine together with the Elephant Wall, he paid homage at the four gates. As he was returning to the cell, he thought: ‘How gifted with miraculous powers is this novice! Will he be able to preserve his miraculous potency?’ And, seeing that he would not, he said to the novice: ‘Novice, now you are mighty with the miraculous powers. But later on, after such powers have disappeared, you will drink rice gruel kneaded by the hand of a blind weaver girl.’

It was through the fault of youth that he was not stirred by his preceptor’s words to ask him: ‘Expound a meditation subject to me, Venerable Sir.’ And he came away as though he had not heard, thinking: ‘What on earth is my preceptor saying?’

After paying homage at the Great Shrine and the Great Bodhi Tree, the Elder had the novice take his bowl and outer robe, and they came in the course of time to the Great Monastery of Kutelitissa.

The novice did not set out on the alms-round following in his preceptor’s footsteps; but after asking: ‘Which village are you going to, Venerable Sir?’ when he know that his preceptor would have arrived at the village gate, he took his own and his preceptor’s bowls and robes and, going through the air, he gave the Elder his bowl and outer robe and went into [the village] for alms. Each time the Elder warned him: ‘Novice, do not act thus. The miraculous powers of the ordinary man are inconstant and unstable; by getting an unsuitable visible datum as object they are at once broken. And after the loss of a peaceful attainment one cannot continue firm in the life of purity.’ But the novice thought: ‘What on earth is my preceptor saying?’ and did not wish to hear. He went on doing as before.

Paying homage at shrines, the Elder went in course of time to the Kupavena Monastery. While the Elder dwelt there too, the novice went on doing as before. Then one day a beautiful weaver’s daughter in the flush of youth went out from the village of Kupavena, and she went down into a lotus pool and gathered flowers, singing [as she did so]. But just then the novice was going [through the air] above the lotus pool and, like the blind fisherman in the riddle, he was caught in the sound of her song. At once his miraculous powers vanished and he was [left] like a crow with clipped wings. But in virtue of the peaceful attainment he did not fall straight into the water, but like a slowly sinking cotton seed he drifted to rest on the bank of the lotus pool.

He went swiftly to give his preceptor his bowl and robe and turned back. [Thinking:] ‘It is just as I foresaw; [even] if he is obstructed he will not come back,’ the Elder said nothing and went into [the village] for alms.

The novice went and stood on the bank of the lotus pool waiting for her to come up from the water. She had seen the novice going through the air and [now] that he had returned and was waiting she know it was surely on her account that he had become dissatisfied. ‘Step back, novice,’ she said. He did so. She came out of the water and, after putting on her clothes, went to him. ‘What is it, Venerable Sir?’ she asked.

He related his story. With many arguments she pointed out the dangers of the house life and the benefits of the life of purity [but] for all her cajoling she was unable to dispel his dissatisfaction. [Thinking:] ‘It is through me that he has lost such miraculous powers; it is not right to abandon him now,’ she told him to wait there. She went home and recounted to her parents what had happened. They too came and, although they warned him in many ways, since he would not heed their words they said: ‘Do not consider us to be of a superior family. We are weavers. Will you be able to do weavers’ work?’ The novice said: ‘Lay disciple, if I become a layman I would do either weavers’ work or basket work. What of that? Do not begrudge me a mere cloth [to clothe me as a layman].’

After giving him a cloth to wrap round his loins, the weaver took him home and gave him his daughter. After learning to do weavers’ work, he worked in the hall together with the weavers. The wives of the others prepared food early in the morning and brought it [to the hall]. His wife did not come straightaway. While the others left their work and were eating, he sat fiddling with the shuttle. Later on she came. He scolded her: ‘You have been very long coming!’

And when they know that [a man’s] mind is bound up in themselves, women treat him as a slave, even if he is a Wheel Turning Monarch. So she answered thus: ‘In other people’s houses, wood and leaves and salt and things are kept and there are helpers and servant who come in from outside. But I am alone. You do not know what there is or what there is not in your house. If you want to, eat; if you don’t want to, don’t eat.’

He said: ‘Not only do you bring the food when it is afternoon but you wound me with words!’ And falling into a rage and seeing nothing else to strike her with, he pulled the shuttle stick out of the shuttle and threw [it at her]. Seeing it coming, she turned half round. Now the end of the shuttle stick was sharp and as she was turning round it entered the corner of her eye and stuck there. She at once raised both hands to her eye. Blood flowed from the wound.

At that moment he remembered his preceptor’s words. He began to cry out loud, saying: ‘It was on account of this that my preceptor said: “In the time to come you will drink rice gruel kneaded by a blind servant girl.” Now what was foreseen by the Elder will come true. Ah, how far-seeing he was! Alas!’

So some said: ‘Enough, friend, do not cry. A broken eye cannot be mended by crying.’

He said: ‘I was not crying for that reason. But rather on account of this thing [that my preceptor said].’ And he told them all that had happened.

From the above story we know that the ceasing of tranquillity and insight does lead to harm. And you must not follow this pitiful example but practise continuously until you attain the noble path and fruition.

Living by the Dhamma

It is appropriate for me to end my talk here with the sutta called ‘Living by the Dhamma’ of the Book of the Fives of Avguttara Nikaya:

Now a certain bhikkhu visited the Exalted One, saluted him and sat down at one side. So seated, he said to the Exalted One: ‘Lord, they say: Living by the Dhamma, living by the Dhamma! Lord, how does a bhikkhu live by the Dhamma?’

‘Bhikkhu, consider the bhikkhu who masters the Dhamma: the sayings, psalms, catechisms, songs, solemnities, speeches, birth stories, marvels and runes – he spends the day in that mastery; he neglects to go apart (for meditation) and devotes not himself to calm himself. Bhikkhu, that bhikkhu is said to be swift to master, but he lives not by the Dhamma.

‘Again, consider the bhikkhu who teaches others Dhamma in detail, as he has heard it, as he has mastered it – he spends the day in convincing others of the Dhamma; he neglects to go apart (for meditation) and devotes not himself to calm himself. Bhikkhu, that bhikkhu is said to be swift to convince, but he lives not by the Dhamma.

‘Again, consider the bhikkhu who gives in full a repetition of Dhamma, as he has heard it, as he has learned it – he spends the day in repeating it; he neglects to go apart (for meditation) and devotes not himself to calm himself. Bhikkhu, that bhikkhu is said to be swift to repeat, but he lives not by the Dhamma.

‘Then consider the bhikkhu who turns his mind to the Dhamma, ponders over it, reflects on it, as he has heard it, as he has learned it – he spends his day in thinking about the Dhamma; he neglects to go apart (for meditation) and devotes not himself to calm himself. Bhikkhu, that bhikkhu is said to be swift to think, but he lives not by the Dhamma.

‘But, bhikkhu, take the case of the bhikkhu who masters the Dhamma: the sayings, psalms and so forth, and spends not the day in that mastery, neglects not to go apart (for meditation) and devotes himself to calm himself. Verily, bhikkhu, such a bhikkhu is one who lives by the Dhamma.

‘Bhikkhu, thus, verily, have I declared one swift to master, one swift to convince, one swift to repeat, one swift think and one who lives by the Dhamma.

‘Bhikkhu, what should be done by a teacher for his disciples, seeking their good, from compassion and out of pity, that has been done by me for you. (Behold) these tree-roots, these empty places, bhikkhu. Meditate, bhikkhu, and be not slothful; reproach not yourself afterwards. This is our command to you.’

This is what is said by the Buddha in the above sutta called ‘Living by the Dhamma’.

May you practise meditation diligently and thereby live by the Dhamma.
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