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Today’s talk will also be about sorrow and grief, as it is a vast subject, and can be approached from many an angle.  The angle I have chosen today is to start with an account of when The Buddha talked to the wise young daughter of a weaver.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Once, The Buddha came to Ālavi, and the townspeople invited Him for dāna.  After the dāna, The Buddha gave them a Dhamma talk, and said to them: ‘Practise contemplation on death, saying to yourselves, “Uncertain is my life.  Certain is my death.  I shall surely die.  Death will be the termination of my life.  Life is unsure.  Death is sure.”’ And He told them that by contemplating death, one will have no fear when one’s last hour has come.

But the people who heard this teaching, from the lips of The Buddha Himself, did not heed his words, and went about their business as before.  All except the sixteen-year-old daughter of a weaver.  She said to herself: ‘Glorious indeed is the speech of The Buddhas; it is my duty to contemplate on death’, and she contemplated on death day and night.  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Three years later, The Buddha saw with His Buddha Eye that the weaver’s daughter was going to die that day, and that because she had contemplated death for full three years, she would attain the first path, if He went to see her.  So He went to Ā(avi, and when He arrived the townspeople again invited Him for dāna.  When the girl heard The Buddha had come, her heart was filled with joy, and she rejoiced at being able to once again behold The Buddha, and listen to the Dhamma.  But before she could go and see Him, her father told her to replenish the shuttle, so he could finish weaving a garment that was on the loom.  Obediently, the girl sat down and replenished the shuttle.  

In the meantime, The Buddha had partaken of his dāna, and all the people were waiting for Him to speak.  But He said, ‘I have travelled far for the sake of a certain girl; she is not yet here.  When she has arrived, I shall speak’.  So The Buddha sat in silence and waited, and the entire crowd too sat in silence and waited.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Meanwhile, the girl had replenished the shuttle, and she put it in her basket and set out for her father’s workshop.  On the way, she saw the crowd, and stopped to gaze at The Buddha.  The Buddha looked at her, and she understood that He wished her to go to Him.  So she put her basket down, went and did obeisance to Him, and then stood respectfully to one side.  The Buddha asked her four questions.  

He asked her: ‘Young girl, where have you come from?’ She said: ‘Venerable Sir, I don’t know.’  

The Buddha then asked her: ‘Where are you going?’ And again she answered, ‘Venerable Sir, I don’t know.’  

The Buddha’s third question was: ‘Don’t you know?’ And the girl answered, ‘Venerable Sir, I do know.’

And The Buddha’s last question was: ‘Do you know?’ And this time the girl answered, “Venerable Sir, I do not know’.

The people in the crowd grumbled and said: ‘Look at this weaver’s daughter, speaking to The Buddha as she pleases.  When He asked her, ‘Where have you come from?’, she should have answered, ‘I’ve come from the weaver’s house’, and when He asked her, ‘Where are you going?’, she should have answered, ‘I’m going to the weaver’s workshop’.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The Buddha then asked the girl: ‘Young girl, when I asked you, “Where have you come from?”, why did you say, “I don’t know.”?’  The girl said: ‘Venerable Sir, You do Yourself know that I have from my father, the weaver’s house, so I knew You meant, ‘Where did you come from when you were reborn here?’  And that I do not know.’  The Buddha praised the girl, saying: ‘Well said, well said, young girl.  You have answered my question correctly.’

He then asked her: ‘When I asked you, “Where are you going?”, why did you say, “I don’t know.”?’  The girl said: ‘Venerable Sir, You do Yourself know that, carrying the shuttle-basket in hand, I am going to the weaver’s workshop.  So I knew You meant: “When you go from here, where will you be reborn?”  And that I do not know either.’  Again The Buddha praised the girl for answering His question correctly.

He then asked: ‘When I asked you, “Don’t you know?”, why did you say, “I do know.”?’  Now the girl said: ‘Venerable Sir, I said, “I do know” because I do know that I shall die.’  Again The Buddha praised the girl for answering His question correctly.

Lastly, The Buddha asked her: ‘When I asked you, “Do you know?”, why did you say, “I do not know.”?’  This time the girl said: ‘Venerable Sir, I said, “I don’t know”, because the only thing I do know is that I shall surely die.  When I shall die, whether I shall die at night, during the day, whether I shall die in the morning or when else I shall die, that I do not know.’  And for the fourth time did The Buddha praise the girl for her correct answer.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The Buddha then said to the crowd: ‘So many of you failed to understand the words she spoke, all you could do was grumble.  For those who do not possess the Eye of Wisdom, they do not see, whereas those who do possess the Eye of Wisdom, they do see.’  And then The Buddha uttered a verse which is in the Dhammapada (v.174): Blind is this world; few are there here who see; like birds who escape from a net, only a few go to heaven.

 At His utterance, the young girl attained the path of stream-entry (sotapatti).  She then went to the weaver’s shop, there was an accident, she died, and was reborn in Tusita heaven.  Her father, who had not reflected on death, who had not been to see The Buddha, saw the bloodstained corpse of his beloved daughter on the ground, and was overcome with intense grief.  Wailing he went to see The Buddha, and told Him what had happened.  ‘Venerable Sir,’ he said, ‘Please, extinguish my grief.’  The Buddha said: ‘Grieve no more, layman.  You have in the round of sa(sāra, of which no beginning is known, shed more tears over the death of your daughter than there is water in the oceans of the world.’  And The Buddha spoke to the weaver about sa(sāra.  The weaver saw the Truth, his mind calmed down, he requested ordination as a monk, and not long after did he finish his duty as a monk: he became an arahant.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When The Buddha admonished the crowd, He spoke of those who see, and those who do not see.  The weaver’s daughter lived in the knowledge of death, she could see, was possessed of wisdom, and that was why she attained sotapatti, and escaped the net.  The crowd, who had had The Buddha Him-Very-Self before them, had paid no heed to His advice, had not lived in the knowledge of death, did not see, and grumbled at the wise girl’s answers.  Her father too had not lived in the knowledge of death, did not see, which was why he was overcome with grief.  His grief was, in other words, not because of his dead daughter, it was because of his blindness, because of his own stupidity.  He was wise enough, though, to seek The Buddha’s help. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The Buddha did not say, ‘Oh, poor man, how sad!  But never mind! You can have more children!’  Such words are the words of delusion, they are the words of Māra; the grieving father’s stupidity and potential for suffering would simply have been increased, nothing else.

Instead, The Buddha helped the grieving father understand the reality of sa(sāra and thereby helped him awaken wisdom.  It was because of wisdom that the weaver overcame his grief, and it was because of wisdom that he ordained as a monk, and it was because of wisdom that he as a monk worked hard at his meditation, and it was with the attainment of the Highest Wisdom that he eventually finished his duty as a monk, by with wisdom putting an end to all grief and all death.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

And where do stupidity and wisdom reside?  They reside in the mind.  Where do joy and grief reside?  They reside in the mind. When we have The Buddha to explain the Truth to us, we always come back to the mind.  He says in the very first pair of verses in the Dhammapada:  Mind precedes all states.  Mind is their chief; they are all mind-made.

Suffering begins in the mind, and suffering ends in the mind.  The ancient, authoritative Pā(i texts analyse, for example, sorrow (Vsm.XVI):
Sorrow is a burning in the mind in one affected by loss of relatives, and so on.  Although it means the same as grief, it has inner consuming as its characteristic; its function is to consume the mind completely.  It is evident as continual sorrowing.  Sorrow is suffering because suffering is inherent to sorrow, and because suffering is based on sorrow.  

And grief (Vsm.XVI):




Grief is mental pain.  Its characteristic is mental oppression.  Its function is to distress the mind.  It is evident as mental affliction.  Grief is suffering because suffering is inherent to grief, and because grief brings bodily suffering.  For those who are gripped by mental pain tear their hair, weep, thump their breast, and twist and writhe; they throw themselves head down, use the knife, swallow poison, hang themselves with a rope, walk into fire, and undergo many kinds of suffering. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sorrow is burning in the mind, and grief is mental pain.  Sorrow consumes the mind and grief oppresses the mind.  Sorrow just continues, and grief makes us weep and want to die, because we feel we cannot bear it.  Grief makes us mentally disturbed.  The Pā(i texts say further that grief is brought about because we try to resist the suffering which oppresses the mind (Vsm.XVI). 

The resistance that causes grief is stupidity resisting reality.  The more stupidity there is, the more suffering there is too.  This is why The Buddha says in the Dhammapada (v.43):  Neither mother, father, nor any other relative can do one greater good than one’s own well-directed mind.  And when He describes the fool, The Buddha says (v.62):  The fool worries, thinking, ‘I have children, I have wealth.’  Indeed, when he himself is not his own, how can children be his, how can wealth be his?

He himself is not his own, for he must die, but the foolish man or woman does not understand this.  The foolish man or woman takes refuge in sons and daughters, in husband and wife, in boyfriend and girlfriend, in house, in car, wealth and other material possessions.  The foolish man or woman does not for a moment consider that death is waiting round the corner; that we must as the weaver’s daughter know that we and others shall die, and know that we do not know when we and others shall die.  

It is impossible that we should not one day be separated from father, mother, son, daughter, boyfriend, girlfriend, grandfather, grandmother, friends and associates, even our pet fish in the aquarium and the dog who sleeps at our doorstep.  Either we go first, or they go first.  Sooner or later we part.

This is a law of life, it is the most apparent law of life, and is perhaps a one law of life we find difficult to accept.  Our inability to accept this simple all-encompassing law of life is the cause for our sorrow and grief.  We want safety and happiness, but because of our stupidity we find only danger, sorrow and grief.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The reason why we do not find the safety and happiness we seek is because we seek it in the wrong places.  The Buddha says (M.26):  Bhikkhus, there are these two kinds of search: the noble search and the ignoble search.  And what is the ignoble search?  Here, someone being himself subject to birth seeks what is also subject to birth; someone being himself subject to ageing seeks what is also subject to ageing; someone being himself subject to sickness seeks what is also subject to sickness; someone being himself subject to death seeks what is also subject to death; someone being himself subject to sorrow seeks what is also subject to sorrow; someone being himself subject to defilement seeks what is also subject to defilement.

The Buddha explains how it is the same things that are subject to birth, ageing, sickness, sorrow and defilement.  In the case of death, He says (ibid.): And what may be said to be subject to death?  Wife and children are subject to death, men and women slaves, goats and sheep, fowl and pigs, elephants, cattle, horses, and mares, gold and silver are subject to death.  These objects of attachment are subject to death; and one who is tied to these things, infatuated with them, and utterly committed to them, being himself subject to death, seeks what is also subject to death.

The Buddha is here explaining that we seek safety and happiness in things that are possessed of danger and unhappiness.  We seek, for example, happiness in another person; but that person is subject to birth, and because of birth, that person is subject to ageing, sickness, death, sorrow and defilement, and so that is what we will find when we seek happiness in another person.  It is like seeking mangoes in a banana tree; we will not find mangoes, we will find bananas.  It is not possible to find a mango growing from a banana tree; it is against the law of nature.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Everything we seek in the world, people, animals and inanimate objects, is subject to birth, sickness, death, sorrow and defilement.  The search for these things is the ignoble search.  The Buddha then explains the noble search (ibid.): And what is the noble search?  Here someone being himself subject to birth [ageing, sickness, death, sorrow and defilement], having understood the danger in what is subject to birth [ageing, sickness, death, sorrow and defilement], seeks the unborn [unageing, unailing, deathless, sorrowless, undefiled] supreme security from bondage: Nibbāna.  This is the noble search.

This is The Buddha’s domain, it is the Third Noble Truth, and is the goal of the Noble Eightfold Path.  The Buddha explains that even He, when He was still the worldling Prince Siddhattha, did as everyone else, and sought security and happiness in the world.  It was only upon reflection that he realized he should seek security elsewhere, and that was why he went forth.  That was why he left when he heard he had become a father.  He knew a son could become a bond to the world, and he left without even seeing his newborn son.  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

  The only way to deal with grief and sorrow once and for all is, as The Buddha says, to attain Nibbāna.  This was why He established a Sa(gha.  But very few of us are ready to take that step.  So we can start by taking smaller steps instead.  By understanding that Nibbāna is the termination of stupidity, we can take steps towards it by spending more time on developing wisdom, the noble search, and less time on developing stupidity, the ignoble search.  We can start to develop sīla (morality).  With sīla it is possible to develop samādhi (concentration), and with samādhi it is possible to develop paññā (wisdom).

With paññā we understand that everything in the world is anicca (impermanent).  When the law of impermanence manifests in ourselves, or in someone else, we do not resist the truth, because we have taken refuge in the Truth, in the Dhamma.  We have stopped taking refuge in dreams of everlasting life and happiness.  When the mind rests in The Truth, it does not resist the Truth and does not burn.  The weaver’s daughter reflected on the Truth, developed wisdom, saw the Truth and escaped.  Her grieving father listened with respect to The Buddha, he heard The Truth, he saw the Truth, and his mind no longer burned.  To see the truth with wisdom is the only way to overcome grief and sorrow: As The Buddha says in the Dhammapada (v.277) ‘All composites are impermanent’: when one sees this with wisdom, one turns away from suffering.  This is the path to purification.

An example of how wisdom overcomes grief and sorrow can be seen in a conversation the Venerable Sāriputta had with a lay-disciple (A.vii, 50) Her name was Uttarā, Nanda’s mother.  She was by The Buddha said to be chief female lay-disciple in meditation; such was her wisdom gained through meditation that she became a non-returner ().  

The Venerable Sāriputta went for alms at her house, and he praised her, when she told him a great deva had talked to her.  Her reply to his praise was (and please listen carefully, this is a mother talking): Venerable Sir, that is not the only marvellous thing that has happened to me, there is indeed another!  The king, for some reason, took by force and killed my only son, Nanda, who was dear and precious to me; yet when the boy was being seized and was seized, when he was being bound and was bound, when he was being killed and was killed, I knew no agitation in my mind. 

Just one of these things would be a nightmare to the ordinary mother, but because of powerful meditation, this woman knew no disquietude of mind at all.  Why?  Because, instead of taking refuge in her son, she had taken refuge in the Truth, the Dhamma.

The Truth, the Dhamma, is not subject to birth, ageing, sickness, death, sorrow and defilement.  It is a safe refuge.  

Towards the end of His life, once The Buddha got very sick (D.16).  When The Buddha had recovered, the Venerable Ānanda told Him that the sight of The Buddha so sick had made Ānanda feel as if he was drunk.  He said (ibid. 24): Lord, I lost my bearings and things were unclear to me because of the Lord’s sickness.

The Buddha then said:  Ānanda, I am now old, worn out . . . I have reached my sum of days; I am now eighty years of age. 

The Buddha is here telling Ānanda that He is old and has to pass away.  He is not superhuman; He is subject to the law of impermanence just as anyone else.  

The Buddha then said about the Sa(gha: Therefore, Ānanda, should you be islands to yourselves; should you be your own refuge, with no one else as your refuge; with the Dhamma as your island, with the Dhamma as your refuge, with no other refuge.

The Buddha told the Venerable Ānanda that the bhikkhus should not take refuge in the human being Buddha, the one who was now old and had to pass away.  So how can we think to take refuge in father and mother, son and daughter, husband and wife, boyfriend and girlfriend, house, car, computer, job, money, or even bhikkhu?  We must follow The Buddha’s advice and take refuge in The Dhamma Buddha, take refuge in sīla, samādhi, and paññā: in short, take refuge in our own kusala kamma of body, speech and mind. On that note, allow me please to close with a verse from the Dhammapada (v.302): 

Difficult is life as a monk; difficult it is to delight therein.  Also difficult and sorrowful is household life.  Suffering comes from association with non-equals; suffering comes from aimless wandering [in sa(sāra].  Therefore, do not be an aimless wanderer, a pursuer of suffering.           

Thank you.
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