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The Removal of Distracting Thoughts

(Vitakkasanthana Sutta)

Tonight I would like to discuss with you on the Removal of Distracting Thoughts or the Vitakkasanthana Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya.

Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was living at Savatthi in Jeta’s Grove, Anathapindika’s Park. There he addressed the bhikkhus thus: ‘Bhikkhus.’ － ‘Venerable Sir,’ they replied. The Blessed One said this:

‘Bhikkhus, when a bhikkhu is pursuing the higher mind, from time to time he should give attention to five signs. What are the five?

[In the above passage, the ‘I’ refers to the Elder Ananda who recited the Sutta Pitaka of the Pali Canon at the first Council of arahants held at Rajagaha after the passing away of the Buddha.

What is ‘a bhikkhu is pursuing the higher mind’? Here, consciousness connected with the practice of the ten courses of skilful action (dasa-kusala-kamma-patha) is referred to as just wholesome consciousness. Superior to that is the consciousness of the eight attainments forming a basis for the development of insight. This superior consciousness is the higher mind. Some say that the consciousness associated with insight is the higher mind. ‘A bhikkhu is pursuing’ means who is diligently occupied with the training of higher mind.

‘Signs’ are practical methods or reasonable ways. ‘From time to time’ means on different occasions. As regards this, is not the subject of meditation to be reflected on always, without putting it aside even for a moment? Why did the Buddha say ‘from time to time’?

There are thirty-eight subjects of meditation classified in the text. When a bhikkhu has selected one of these, which appeals to him, and is seated, there is no reflection on these five signs so long as imperfections do not appear. When an imperfection appears, the danger should be driven away by means of these signs. Pointing out this the Buddha said: ‘From time to time…’]

In the sutta the Buddha further says:

‘Here, bhikkhus, when a bhikkhu is giving attention to some sign, and owing to that sign there arise in him evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion, then he should give attention to some other sign connected with what is wholesome. When he gives attention to some other sign connected with what is wholesome, then any evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated. Just as a skilled carpenter or his apprentice might knock out, remove, and extract a coarse peg by means of a fine one, so too… when a bhikkhu gives attention to some other sign connected with what is wholesome…his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated.

[The commentary explains the above passage as follows:

‘Connected with desire’ means associated with lust. And the field (khetta) and the object of the three obsessive thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion should be known.

The eight kinds of consciousness associated with greed are the field of obsessive thoughts connected with desire. The two kinds of consciousness associated with hatred are the field of obsessive thoughts connected with hate. Even the twelve kinds of unwholesome consciousness are the field of obsessive thoughts connected with delusion.

To all three kinds of obsessive thought, living beings and inanimate things are the object, since these obsessive thoughts come into being in regard to living beings and inanimate things viewed unimpartially by way of liking and disliking them. Viewing unimpartially is the laying hold of an object with unwise attention through looking on ignorantly in a worldly way.

(What is ‘the laying hold of an object with unwise attention’? To think that man, woman, gold, silver, etc. exist is unwise attention. Why? Because in terms of ultimate reality there are only mentality and materiality, but no man, woman, gold, silver, etc. Thus if you still see man, woman, gold, silver, etc you are laying hold of them with unwise attention through looking on ignorantly in a worldly way.)

The clause ‘he should give attention to some other sign connected with what is wholesome’ means an object connected with what is wholesome, different from the object which arouses evil unwholesome thoughts, should be paid attention to.

Here the explanation of the term ‘different object’ is as follows:

When a thought connected with desire for living beings arises, the development of repulsiveness (asubha-bhavana) is a different object, and when a thought connected with desire for inanimate things arises, the comprehension on impermanence is a different object.

When greed arises in regard to living beings with thoughts like the following: ‘This one’s hands are beautiful,’ ‘This one’s feet are beautiful,’ one should think by way of repulsiveness thus: To what are you attached? Are you attached to the hair of the head, the hair of the body, nails, teeth, skin…or urine?

This body held up by three hundred bones, bound with nine hundred nerve strings, plastered over with nine hundred lumps of flesh, wrapped completely in a wet skin, covered with the colour of the cuticle, drips filth from the nine open sores and the ninety-nine thousand pores of the hairs of the body. It is filled with a collection of bones, is bad-smelling, contemptible, repellent, and is the sum of the thirty-two parts. There is neither essence nor excellence in it. To one who thinks thus of the repulsive nature of the body, the greed connected with living beings is cast out. Therefore the different object is the thinking on the object which produces greed, by way of the meditation on the repulsive nature of the body.

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. In 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.

When there is greed for inanimate things like bowls and robes it is cast out through reflection of two kinds of bringing about detachment for inanimate things, namely, those on ownerlessness and temporariness, taught in the section of the enlightenment factors in the commentary to the Satipatthana Sutta.

‘This bowl gradually ends up as broken pieces, having changed colour, become old, developed cracks and holes or having smashed up; this robe, having faded, worn out will have to be thrown away with the end of a stick, after it is used as a rag to wipe the feet with. If these had an owner, he would prevent them from being destroyed. In this manner should the reflection on ownerlessness be done. And the reflection on temporariness should be done with the thought that these cannot last long, that these are of brief duration.

Therefore, for the thinking on the object which produces greed, the reflection of impermanence is the different object.

When a thought connected with hate towards living beings arises, the development of loving-kindness (metta-bhavana) is a different object, and when a thought connected with hate for inanimate things arises, the four-elements meditation is a different object.

When there is hatred towards living beings, loving-kindness should be developed as taught in the discourse on the Overcoming of Ill-will, the instruction with the Parable of the Saw, and the like. In one developing loving-kindness, hatred vanishes. Therefore the development of loving-kindness is the different object for the object which produces anger.

The discourse on the Overcoming of Ill-will in the 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 hate 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.’

Further, when one gets angry with the stump of a tree, a thorn, grass or leaves one should ask oneself: With whom are you angry? Is it with the earth-element or the water-element? Or who is it that is angry? Is it the earth-element or the water-element?

To one who pay attention to the elements anger in regard to inanimate things vanishes. Therefore the reflection of the elements of the object is the different object for the thought which produces anger.

When a thought connected with delusion concerning living beings or things arises, the fivefold reliance associated with the Dhamma is the different object.

The fivefold reliance is:

1. 
The practice of living under the guidance of a teacher.

2. 
The work of learning the Dhamma.

3. 
The work of inquiring into the meaning of the Dhamma 
learnt.

4.
The act of listening to the Dhamma at suitable time.

5.
The work of inquiring into what are and what not causes.

Through dependence on these five things or through resorting to these five expedients delusion is eliminated.

In the following ways also a bhikkhu’s delusion is eliminated:

When he, while learning, becomes energetic through the thought: The teacher punishes him who does not learn at the proper time, him who does not recite well and him who does not recite at all.

When he, while inquiring from esteemed and respected bhikkhus, after going into their presence: ‘Reverend Sir, how is this? What does this mean?’ dispels doubts.

When to him the meaning of various passages becomes clear while listening carefully to the Dhamma, after going to a place where the Dhamma is expounded to the public.

While he becomes expert in discerning the cause of a thing from what is not its cause saying thus: ‘This is the reason for this; this in not the reason’. For instance, he knows that the eye, visible object, light and so forth are the reasons for eye-consciousness and not for ear-consciousness.

Further, evil unwholesome thoughts are surely eliminated in one practising any one of the thirty-eight subjects of meditation; but lust, hatred, and delusion which are eliminated by their direct opposite, by what is contrary to them, namely, these five signs or practical methods are thoroughly eliminated.

It is like this: A fire may surely be put out after it is being struck with firebrands, earth and branches, but when it is extinguished with water which is directly opposed to it, it is extinguished well. In the same way lust, hatred, and delusion which are eliminated by the five signs mentioned at the beginning of the sutta are well eliminated.

As regards the clause ‘just as a skilled carpenter or his apprentice might knock out, remove, and extract a coarse peg by means of a fine one’ in the sutta, a fine peg is a peg of heartwood, finer than some peg one wishes to take out of a board. A coarse peg is an incongruous peg in a board or plank of sandalwood or of a heartwood.

The mind of the bhikkhu intent on the higher mind is like the plank of sandal heartwood; the evil unwholesome thoughts are like the incongruous peg; the wise attention on the object of meditation on things such as repulsiveness is like the fine peg. The removal of evil unwholesome thoughts by different signs such as meditation on repulsiveness is like the removal of the coarse peg with the fine peg.

This is the explanation from the commentary.]

Here I would like to explain this method of removing of the coarse peg with the case of The Venerable Nanda.

After becoming a bhikkhu The Venerable Nanda was dissatisfied with the holy life because the words of his queen Janapadakalyani were always ringing in his ears: ‘O my Lord, come back to me soon.’ The Buddha knew the distress of The Venerable Nanda. To give immediate relief to his boredom and despair, the Buddha said to him: ‘Come, Nanda, let us pay a visit to the celestial world.’ ‘Venerable Sir, the celestial world is accessible to powerful beings only. How would I be able to visit there?’ said The Venerable Nanda. ‘Nanda, just make your wish to go there. You will get there and see celestial things.’

The Buddha’s objective was to allay the pangs of attachment in The Venerable Nanda’s mind by strategy. Then, taking The Venerable Nanda by the arm, the Buddha by means of his supernormal powers took The Venerable Nanda to Tavatimsa deva world. And on the way the Buddha let him notice a decrepit old female monkey sitting on the stump of a burnt tree in a burnt paddy field, with her nose, ears and tail burnt away.

At the Tavatimsa deva world the Buddha showed celestial maidens who had crimson feet like the colour of the feet of the pigeon, who were entertaining Sakka, the King of devas. Then the Buddha said: ‘Nanda, do you see those five hundred celestial maidens whose feet are crimson like the colour of the pigeon’s feet?’

‘I do, Venerable Sir!’

‘Now, answer my question honestly. What do you think of this: Who is more beautiful as between one of these damsels and your ex-wife, Sakyan Princess Janapadakalyani? Who is more attractive?’

‘Venerable Sir, as compared to these celestial maidens, Janapadakalyani would seem to me just like the decrepit old female monkey we saw on the way. She counts no more as a woman. She cannot stand beside these girls who are far superior to her, much more lovely and attractive than she.’

‘Nanda, take up your bhikkhu practice well. Make yourself happy in the Teaching. I assure you that if you do so you will have these five hundred celestial maidens.’

‘Venerable Sir, if the Blessed One assures me of getting these lovely girls with crimson feet, I will make myself happy in the Teaching and stay with the Blessed One.’

Then the Buddha brought him back to Jetavana monastery. Form the time he got back to the Jetavana monastery, The Venerable Nanda arduously pursued bhikkhu practice, with the object of getting celestial maidens. Meantime, the Buddha had given instructions to bhikkhus to go about The Venerable Nanda’s meditation place and say: ‘A certain bhikkhu is said to be striving hard in bhikkhu practice to get celestial maidens under the assurance of the Blessed One.’ The bhikkhus said: ‘Very well, Venerable Sir.’ And they went about within earshot from The Venerable Nanda, saying: ‘The Venerable Nanda is said to be striving hard in bhikkhu practice to get celestial maidens. The Blessed One is said to have given him the assurance that five hundred celestial maidens with crimson feet like the colour of the pigeon’s feet will be his prize.’

‘O what a mercenary bhikkhu The Venerable Nanda is!’

‘O what a dignified purchaser The Venerable is!’

When The Venerable Nanda heard those stinging epithets ‘mercenary’ and ‘dignified purchaser’ being applied to his name, he was greatly agitated: ‘Ah, how wrong I have been! How unbecoming a bhikkhu am I! Owing to my lack of control of my sense faculties I have become the laughing stock of my companion bhikkhus. I must guard my sense faculties well.’ From then on The Venerable Nanda trained himself to be mindful with clear comprehension in all things that he looked at, whether looking east, west, south, north, upwards, downwards, across, or at any intermediate point of the compass. He did not allow any thought of greed, hatred, or other unwholesome thoughts arise in him due to whatever he saw. By restraining himself with respect to his sense faculties to a most exacting degree, his pursuit of bhikkhu practice culminated in Arahatship not long afterwards.

Here, the attraction of celestial maidens is like a fine peg, removing The Venerable Nanda’s attachment towards his ex-wife who is like a coarse peg. Why? Because his ex-wife was the object of sensual pleasure that had been possessed by him. This kind of sensual object is coarse. On the other hand, the celestial maidens were the objects of sensual pleasure that he did not possess. They were only his imagination that he would possess them in the future; this kind of sensual object is finer than the former.

Further the contempt of his companion bhikkhus is like a fine peg, removing The Venerable Nanda’s attachment towards celestial maidens who are like coarse pegs. Why? Because although the celestial maidens were finer than his ex-wife, they were still coarse as compared to the contempt of his companion bhikkhus. Thus the Buddha removed his coarser attachment, one after another, by means of finer attachment and contempt.

In the sutta the Buddha further says:

‘If, while he is giving attention to some other sign connected with what is wholesome, there still arise in him evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion, then he should examine the danger in those thoughts thus: “These thoughts are unwholesome, they are reprehensible, they result in suffering.” When he examines the danger in those thoughts, then any evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated. Just as a man or a woman, young, youthful, and fond of ornaments, would be horrified, humiliated, and disgusted if the carcass of a snake or a dog or a human being were hung around his or her neck, so too…when a bhikkhu examines the danger in those thoughts…his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated.

[As regards the above passage, the commentary explains thus:

If the meditator who, like a person shocked by the carcase slung round his neck by an enemy who has brought it, thinks wisely, by himself, of these evil unwholesome thoughts as blamable and productive of suffering, in many ways, the evil unwholesome thoughts are eliminated in him.

The evil unwholesome thoughts are blamable and product of suffering in many ways, because of their being produced through unskilfulness, because of their being opposed to skill, because of their unhealthiness through being afflicted with the disease of sense-desire called worldliness, because of their being subject to the censure of the wise, because of their loathsomeness, because of the unpleasantness of their results, and because of their nature of bringing about no satisfaction.

But he who is unable to think wisely by himself should see his teacher and tell the teacher about the troubles in meditation. Or he should see his preceptor, a respected fellow bhikkhu or the chief of the order for the same purpose. Or he should ring the bell, assemble even the order of bhikkhus and inform the order of the troubles. For, at a meeting of many persons, there surely will be one learned man who will explain to him who is troubled: ‘Thus should the disadvantages of these thoughts be understood’, or he will check these thoughts of the person troubled in meditation with the talk that is intended for the removal of desire for the body and so forth.

This is the explanation of the commentary.]

In this case I would to relate to you the story of Channa Thera. After the Mahaparinibbana of the Buddha, the Savgha gave him the ‘noble punishment’ according to the Buddha’s instruction. After he got the punishment he tried meditation hard. He could properly discern materiality and mentality, in another word, the five aggregates. He could clearly comprehend the impermanent, suffering, and non-self nature of each aggregate by his insight knowledge. While he was seeing the impermanent and non-self nature of the aggregates, he thouhgt thus: “O all are impermanent and non-self (anicca and anatta). But there are wholesome and unwholesome dhammas which had been done by these anatta-dhammas. Who will enjoy the results of them? Is there no one who will enjoy them?”

In this way he could not remove the wrong view of annihilation (uccheda-ditthi) and the wrong view of eternity (sassata-ditthi). The thinking of ‘Who will enjoy them?’ is the wrong view of eternity. The thinking “If all are impermanent, there will be no one who will enjoy them.” is the wrong view of annihilation. 

So he went to Venerable Ananda and informed his difficulties. The Venerable Ananda taught him the Kaccanagotta Sutta which shows the practice of dependent-origination completely. After listening to this Dhamma, the Venerable Channa became a stream-enterer. Thus, this kind of right understanding can remove various kinds of wrong views. So he who is unable to think wisely by himself should see the teacher and tell him his troubles regarding meditation. The skilled teacher will show him the way leading to the cessation of defilements.

In the sutta the Buddha further says:

‘If, while examining the danger in those thoughts, there still arise in him evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion, then he should try to forget those thoughts and should not give attention to them. When he tries to forget those thoughts and does not give attention to them, then any evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated. Just as a man with good eyes who did not want to see forms that had come within range of sight would either shut his eyes or look away, so too…when a bhikkhu tries to forget those thoughts and does not give attention to them…his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated.

[As regards the phrase ‘should try to forget those thoughts and should not give attention to them’, the commentary explains that those evil unwholesome thoughts should just not be remembered, not be dwelt upon. One should be occupied with something else.

Just as a man who does not want to see a certain object, shuts his eyes, just so should the bhikkhu, in whom an evil unwholesome thought arises while he is meditating on the subject of meditation to which he resorts repeatedly, occupy himself with something else. By doing that his evil unwholesome thought is eliminated. When that evil unwholesome thought is eliminated he should again sit down to meditate on the subject of meditation he is keeping to, the preliminary object of meditation to which he repeatedly resorts.

If the evil unwholesome thought is not eliminated he should recite aloud some composition of the Dhamma explanation he knows by heart. If when being occupied with something else in this way, too, it is not eliminated, he should take out from his bag a manual, if he has one, in which the virtues of Buddha and the Dhamma are written and by reading it occupy himself with something else.

If by that, too, it is not eliminated, he should take out of the bag such things like the pair of fire-sticks and by turning his attention to them, saying, ‘This is the upper fire-stick, this is the lower,’ and so forth occupy himself with something else.

If by that, too, it is not eliminated, he should, having taken out the receptacle, by contemplating the requisites thus, ‘This is the awl; this is the pair of scissors; this is the nail-cutter; this is the needle,’ occupy himself with something else.

If by that, too, it is not eliminated, he should occupy himself with something else by darning the worn-out parts of the robe. So long as the evil unwholesome thought is not eliminated, he should by doing various skilful actions occupy himself with something else. When it is eliminated he should again sit down to meditate on the subject he is keeping to.

But building work should not be begun. Why? Because when the evil unwholesome thought is destroyed there will be no time for reflection on the meditation subject. But wise ones of old destroyed evil unwholesome thought having done building work too.

This is a story connected with building activity. The preceptor of Tissa, the novice, it is said was staying at the great monastery of the city of Tissa (Tissamahavihara) in South-East Ceylon.

‘Reverend Sir,’ said the novice to the preceptor, ‘I am dissatisfied.’ Then the elder, having known the novice’s latent tendency and his particular meditation-device, said to the novice: ‘Water for bathing is scarce in this monastery. Take me to Cittalapabbata.’ The novice did that. There at Cittalapabbata the elder told him: ‘This monastery is very largely property made over to the use of the Order as a whole. Make me a personal dwelling place.’

‘Good, Reverend Sir,’ said the novice. He began to do three things at once. The learning of the Samyutta Nikaya from the beginning, the clearing of a cave on a hill and work on the preliminary stage of practice on the meditation on fire; and reached absorption in the meditation subject, learned the Samyutta Nikaya to the end, and finished clearing the cave. Having done all, he informed the preceptor about the completion of the tasks. The preceptor said: ‘Novice, it was done by you with difficulty. Today you yourself first stay there.’

The novice, while staying that night in the cave, having obtained suitable weather conditions, developed insight, reached arahatship and passed away just there.

Having taken his bones, the people built a shrine. To this day that shrine is known as the shrine of the elder Tissa.]

In the sutta the Buddha further says:

‘If, while he is trying to forget those thoughts and is not giving attention to them, there still arise in him evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion, then he should give attention to the removal of the source of those unwholesome thoughts. When he gives attention to the removal of the source of those unwholesome thoughts, then any evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated. Just as a man walking fast might consider: “Why am I walking fast? What if I walk slowly?” and he would walk slowly; then he might consider: “Why am I walking slowly? What if I stand?” and he would stand; then he might consider: “Why am I standing? What if I sit?” and he would sit; then he might consider: “Why am I sitting? What if I lie down?” and he would lie down. By doing so he would substitute for each grosser posture one that was subtler. So too…when a bhikkhu gives attention to the removal of the source of those unwholesome thoughts, then any evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated.

[As regards the above passage, the commentary explains thus:

The source of the evil unwholesome thoughts and the source of the source should be reflected on by the meditator thus: What is the cause of this evil unwholesome thought? What is its condition? By what reason has it arisen?

He investigates: ‘Owing to what reason or cause do I walk fast?’ And he thinks thus: ‘What profit is there to me by this fast walking? I shall walk slowly and so on.’

The man’s walking fast is comparable to the bhikkhu’s entry into the state of evil unwholesome thought; the walking slowly to the cutting off of evil unwholesome thought-conduct; the standing to the descent of the meditation subject into the bhikkhu’s mind with the cutting off of evil unwholesome thought-conduct; the sitting down to the attainment of arahatship through the development of insight; the lying down to passing the day in the attainment of the fruit that has Nibbana as its object.

In him, who goes to find the source and the source of that source of evil unwholesome thoughts questioning himself thus: ‘Possessed of what cause, due to what condition, are the evil unwholesome thoughts?’ there is a slackening of evil unwholesome thoughts. When the slackening of evil unwholesome thought-conduct reaches its highest point, evil unwholesome thoughts are entirely dissolved.

The meaning should be brought out through the Daddabha Jataka.

It is said that a ripe vilva fruit having been cut off from its stalk, fell close to the ear of a hare which was asleep at the foot of the vilva tree. Getting up on hearing that noise, it thought: ‘The earth is being destroyed,’ and fled. The other beasts which were in front of him, fled, too, seeing the hare’s flight.

At that time the bodhisatta was a lion and he thought: ‘The earth is destroyed at the end of an aeon. In the interval between the beginning and the end of an aeon there is no destruction of the earth. Now let me after going from source to source find out.

The lion questioned each animal separately beginning with the elephant. When he came to the hare, he asked: ‘Dear, did you see the earth being destroyed?’ The hare said: ‘Yes, lord.’ The lion said: ‘Come, friend, show.’ The hare said: ‘I am not able, sire.’ Saying, ‘Hey, come; do not fear,’ the lion using gentle speech alternately with firm speech took the hare along with him.

The hare standing not far from the vilva tree said: ‘May there be blessing to you! In that place in which I stayed, it echoed. I do not know why it echoed.’

The bodhisatta told the hare: ‘You stay here’, and went up to the tree. He saw where the hare had lain, saw the ripe fallen vilva fruit and looking upwards saw the fruit-stalk from which the fruit had fallen and concluded as follows: ‘This hare whilst lying asleep here got the idea that the earth was being destroyed when he heard the sound of the fruit that fell near his ear.’ Then he questioned the hare to see if the facts he had found out were true. The hare said: ‘Yes, lord,’ confirming the lion’s conclusions. The lion, thereupon, uttered this stanza:

‘The hare ran, after hearing the echoing sound of the vilva fruit that fell; having listened to the hare’s words, the army of frightened beasts ran.’

After that the bodhisatta comforted the beasts saying: ‘Do not fear.’

Thus evil unwholesome thoughts are eliminated in him who goes investigating things from source to source.

This is the explanation of the commentary.]

In the sutta the Buddha further says:

‘If, while he gives attention to the removal of the source of those unwholesome thoughts, there still arise in him evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion, then, with his teeth clenched and his tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth, he should beat down, constrain, and crush mind with mind. When, with his teeth clenched and his tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth, he beats down, constrains, and crushes mind with mind, then any evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated. Just as a strong man might seize a weaker man by the head or shoulders and beat him down, constrain him, and crush him, so too…when, with his teeth clenched and his tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth, a bhikkhu beats down, constrains, and crushes mind with mind, then any evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated.

[As regards the above passage, the commentary explains as follows:

Just as if a brawny man, a person with great physical strength, should, having caught hold of a weaker one by head or body, restrain, subdue and beat down that weaker person, to make him wearied, exhausted and faint; just so, should the evil unwholesome thoughts be checked by the bhikkhu who wrestles with the evil unwholesome thoughts having overcome them saying, ‘Who are you and who am I,’ and after whipping up great energy saying, ‘Let the flesh and blood of this body dry up; let skin, sinews and bones remain.’ To point out the foregoing meaning, the Buddha gave the simile of the strong man.]

In the sutta the Buddha further says:

‘Bhikkhus, when a bhikkhu is giving attention to some sign, and owing to that sign there arise in him evil unwholesome thoughts connected with desire, with hate, and with delusion, then when he gives attention to some other sign connected with what is wholesome, any such evil unwholesome thoughts are abandoned in him and subside, and with the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated. When he examines the danger in those thoughts…When he tries to forget those thoughts and does not give attention to them…When gives attention to the removal of the source of those unwholesome thoughts…When, with his teeth clenched and his tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth, he beats down, constrains, and crushes mind with mind, any such evil unwholesome thoughts are abandoned in him and subside. With the abandoning of them his mind becomes steadied internally, quieted, brought to singleness, and concentrated. This bhikkhu is then called a master of the courses of thought. He will think whatever thought he wishes to think and he will not think any thought that he does not wish to think. He has severed craving, flung off the fetters, and with the complete penetration of conceit he has made an end of suffering.’

That is what the Blessed One said. The bhikkhus were satisfied with and delighted in the Blessed One’s words.

[The commentary calls the above passage the division of summing up.

As a teacher of archery having taught the art of the five weapons to a prince come from a foreign country spurs him on thus: ‘Go and take up the rulership of your country,’ after showing him what ought to be done with the five weapons thus: ‘If robbers meet you on the way, use the bow; if that is destroyed or broken, use the spear, the sword…and go free.’ And having done this, having gone to his own country taken up the rulership, the prince enjoys the fortune of sovereignty.

In just the same way the Buddha taught what is in these five sections while spurring on the bhikkhu intent on the higher mind towards the realization of saintship.

If to the bhikkhu who is intent on the higher mind objects productive of unwholesomeness arise during his meditation he, having established himself in the instruction of the section of the ‘different object’ and checked those evil unwholesome thoughts will reach saintship after developing insight; unable to do it in that way, he will do it by the instruction of the section on disadvantages; unable to do it in that way he will do it by the instruction of the section on non-attention and non-reflection; unable to do it in that way too, by the instruction of the section of searching the cause; unable to do it in that way too, by the instruction of the section of restraining he will develop insight and reach saintship.

As regards the clause ‘this bhikkhu is then called a master of the courses of thought’, it is explained as follows:

He is called one who is expert of control in the courses taken by the turns of thought, one who is conversant with the art of control in the courses taken by the turns of thought.

Formerly he was not able to think as he wanted and thought what he did not want to think about. Now, owing to his expertness in the control of thought, he is able to think as he wishes. Therefore it was said: ‘He will think whatever thought he wishes to think and he will not think any thought that he does not wish to think.’ And he has cut off all craving.

Conclusion

Therefore, whenever any evil unwholesome thoughts arise, you should remove those thoughts with the five signs taught in this sutta. In this way, you can prevent unwholesome deeds, practise only wholesome deeds, and make progress in your meditation.
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