Ganakamoggallana


From the words of the Buddha in this sutta it is clear that the Blessed One is only a guide who shows the path to the deathless, and we ourselves must put forth effort to practise and reach the goal, as stated in the Dhammapada verse 276:

‘You yourself must make an effort. The Blessed Ones are only preachers. Those who follow the Path and practise meditation are freed from the bondage of Mara.’

The Buddha is definitely not an almighty person who can do everything, otherwise he should, out of his perfect loving-kindness and compassion, have made all beings in the world enlightened and released from the round of rebirths through his will power, working against the law of kamma and kamma-result. However, even he is the best teacher in the world he could not do that, as he says in the Dhammapada verse 165:

‘The evil is done by oneself; one suffers by oneself.

Evil is undone by oneself; one is purified by oneself.

Purity and impurity belong to oneself; no one can purify another.’

From these few days of meditation we know full well that it is very difficult to purify our mind. Even though a beginner knows that he must put forth effort, maintain mindfulness, develop concentration, and practise the meditation taught by the Buddha with due respect, his mind does not agree with what he wishes. His mind just falls asleep, wanders off into the past and future, moves here and there, and gives him much trouble against his wishes. Here we see that even his mind is not dear to himself and does not obey his command. An untrained mind is indeed uncontrollable as the Buddha says in the Dhammapada verse 35:

‘The mind is hard to check, swift, flits wherever it lists; to control it is good. A controlled mind is conducive to happiness.’

The Buddha, however, says in the verse above that a controlled mind is conducive to happiness. What happiness does the Buddha mean? It is the happiness of Nibbana, the happiness of suffering free, free from the sufferings of birth, ageing, sickness, death, grief, lamentation, pain, sorrow, and despair, which occur in every life since the beginningless of our faring on. Just like a sick person who has been suffering from a severe and painful illness for a long time will be greatly elated when the disease is cured, enjoying the happiness of the non-existence of the illness. So too, when a person attains Nibbana, there is the happiness of the non-existence of birth, ageing, sickness, death, etc., which have been causing us much distress since incalculable aeons ago. As regards how much and how long have we been suffering we can understand it from the Samyutta Nikaya, Nidanavagga, Anamatagga Samyutta:

At Savatthi, in Anathapindika’s Park:

Now a certain bhikkhu came to the Buddha… Seated at one side he said this to the Buddha: ‘How long, Lord, is an aeon?’

‘Long, bhikkhu, is an aeon. It is not easy to reckon how long by saying so many years, so many centuries, so many thousand centuries.’

‘Can it be told, Lord, by a parable?’

‘It can, bhikkhu,’ said the Buddha, ‘suppose, bhikkhu, there were a great crag, a hill one yojana wide, one yojana across, one yojana high without chasms or clefts, a solid mass. And a man at the end of every hundred years were to stroke it once each time with a Kasi cloth (made of silk). Well, that mountain in this way would be sooner done away with and ended than would an aeon. So long, bhikkhu, is an aeon. And of aeons thus long more than one has passed, more than a hundred, a thousand, a hundred thousand have passed.

‘How is this? Incalculable is the beginning, bhikkhu, of this faring on. The earliest point is not revealed of the running on, the faring on of beings cloaked by ignorance, tied to craving. Thus far enough is there, bhikkhu, for you to be repelled by all things of this world, enough to lose all passion for them, enough to be delivered therefrom.’

Furthermore this faring on is utterly unpleasant, beset with much suffering, as, in another sutta in the same vagga, the Buddha further says:

‘For may a long day did blood flow, was blood shed by the loss of your heads when you were oxen, born as oxen… when you were buffaloes, born as buffaloes… born as rams, as goats, as wild beasts, as fowls, as swine. The blood that has flowed, that has been shed by the loss of your heads as you have run on, fared on this long while is greater than the waters in the four oceans.

‘For many a long day did blood flow, was blood shed by the loss of your heads when you were seized as robbers, village-plunderers, highwaymen, or adulterers. The blood that has flowed, that has been shed by the loss of your heads as you have run on, fared on this long while is greater than the waters in the four oceans.’

What do you think: It is desirable or undesirable to undergo incessant birth and death? 

Why are beings entangled in the round of rebirths? It is because of their greed, hatred and delusion that they are bound to the round of rebirths. Because of greed they are attached to sensual pleasures, life, etc., and long for more sensual pleasures, longer life, etc. Because of hatred they hate poverty, suffering, blame, defame, etc., and long for prosperity, happiness, praise, fame, etc. Because of delusion they see the undesirable as desirable, suffering as happiness, non-self as self, and false as true. Because of those evil unwholesome states, the fools take delight in that which ought not to be delighted in, such as immorality, sensual enjoyment, frivolous talk, and all sorts of bad habit. The fools are fraudulent, deceitful, treacherous, haughty, hollow, personally vain, rough-tongued, loose-spoken, unguarded in their sense faculties, immoderate in eating, not greatly respectful of training, luxurious, careless, neglectful of seclusion, lazy, unmindful, unconcentrated, with straying minds, and devoid of wisdom. Since the incalculable aeons the fools have been given to the powers of greed, hatred, and delusion. They are the embodiment of greed, hatred and delusion, and those bad qualities are their character, habit and inner tendency. That is why they cannot free themselves from the round of rebirths, are subject to all sorts of suffering, and also inflict much suffering on others.

If you do not want to remain as a fool and wish to be free from all sufferings you should live in accordance with the Buddha’s teachings. You should first fulfil the training of virtuous conduct. As a monk or nun, you should keep the Patimokkha rules laid down by the Buddha without fail. The purification of virtue is the very basic thing that must be fulfilled all Buddhists because it is the foundation of all wholesome dhammas. If a person does not have the purification of virtue he can never attain higher states.

You should then guard your sense faculties. As stated in the Visuddhimagga, Chapter One, on seeing a visible object with the eye, a bhikkhu should not apprehend the sign of woman or man, or any sign that is a basis for defilement such as the sign of beauty, etc.; he stop at what is merely seen. He does not apprehend any aspect classed as hand, foot, smile, laughter, talk, etc., which has acquired the name ‘particular’ because of its particularizing defilements, because of its making them manifest themselves. He only apprehends what is really there. 

In terms of the faculty of mind, you should guard it against all unwholesome thoughts. You should not think of anything which is useless. Even though you think for a hundred years you cannot attain higher concentration, not to mention insight or Nibbana. Thus, while meditating it is wise to put other things aside and just concentrate on the meditation subject.

Having fulfilled the training of virtuous conduct, you should fulfil the training of concentration which is what you are trying now. The purpose of developing is to suppress the five hindrances of sensual desire, ill will, sloth and torpor, restlessness and remorse, and doubt, and thus purify the mind, making the mind pliable, workable, and upright. Then making the unadulterated concentration as vehicle, the mind which has been purified can penetrate into the ultimate reality, seeing all mentality and materiality as they really are, and finally attains Nibbana, the supreme bliss. If, however, a mind is not concentrated and purified, it is impossible to attain any insight, not to mention enlightenment, as the Buddha says in the Dhammapada verse 282:

‘Verily, from meditation arises wisdom. Without meditation wisdom wanes. Knowing this twofold path of gain and loss, let one so conduct oneself that wisdom may increase.’

Thus you should first put forth effort to purify your mind. I, however, can only advise you what to do. As to practise or not to practise, the decision is in your hand, because even the Buddha cannot force you to practise.

