Questions and Answers (3)


Questions and Answers 3

Question 3-1: In one of the Sayadaw’s talks, the Sayadaw said that once our bodhisatta was a lion king, and he could communicate with other animals, such as elephant, hare, etc. Even among humankind we do face the problem of communication, how do different kinds of animal communicate between themselves?

Answer 3-1: I think it is due to our bodhisatta’s paramis, enabling him to communicate with other animals. For example, the Buddha spoke only in one language, but all people in the whole India with different vernaculars could understand him without difficulty.

Question 3-2: One of the easy ways to get the white kasina nimitta is to see other’s skull. Does it have other significance in choosing the skull as object?

Answer 3-2: Actually I do teach meditators to practise the white kasina with the white of the white skull, white flower, white stone, white cloth, etc. as object. In fact any white objects can serve as the basis of the white kasina.

Question 3-3: How to be mindful of oneself and external objects?

Answer 3-3: To be mindful of oneself and external objects, one should practise the four foundations of mindfulness. They are:

1. Mindfulness of the body,

2. Mindfulness of feeling,

3. Mindfulness of consciousness,

4. Mindfulness of dhamma.

The first foundation consists of Samatha and Vipassana meditation, whereas the latter three foundations consist of only Vipassana.

If you practise mindfulness-of-breathing, you are practising mindfulness of body. If you practise it continuously with respect, your mindfulness will become stronger and stronger, your concentration will become deeper and deeper, and your mind will become very quite and clear.

When you practise Vipassana, you can clearly see the internal and external mentality-and-materiality and their causes, in other words, you can clearly discern the internal and external body, feeling, consciousness and dhamma. Thus, if you want to be mindful of yourself and external objects, you should strive to develop strong and powerful concentration, and then practise Vipassana. It is the best if you can attain arahantship, because an arahant is always mindful.

Question 3-4: How to know that one has fallen into bhavavga? How to avoid falling into bhavavga?

Answer 3-4: In between two thought-processes there are many bhavavga arising and passing away. Even though you are listening to me now, there are many bhavavga arising and passing away in your mind; this is natural. Usually people cannot be aware of the bhavavga because their concentration is weak. But when they develop concentration up to access concentration, they will be able to understand that sometimes they do fall into bhavavga. They will feel as if their mind knew nothing. 

However they are still unable to see the bhavavga consciousness because the bhavavga consciousness take the object of near-death javana of past life as object. Only when they practise dependent-origination and are able to discern near-death javana together with its object in past life, they are able to discern the bhavavga consciousness.

Question 3-5: Somebody asks me, ‘Every Buddha statue has hairs, why monks and nuns’ heads are bald?’ And I was not able to answer. Could the Sayadaw help me answer this question?

Answer 3-5: In his last life, when our bodhisatta renounced the world at the bank of the Anoma River, he cut off his head hairs until they were all two finger-breadths in length. Since then his head hairs remained always two finger-breadths in length, and never became longer nor shorter. 

The Buddha allows bhikkhus and bhikkhunis to keep their hairs not longer than two finger-breadths. If their hairs are longer than two finger-breadths, they commit a dukkata offence. So if you are able to, you can, as you like, keep your hairs always two finger-breadths in length.

Question 3-6: Can every person practise meditation? Are there people who cannot get a nimitta even they have been practising for a long time? Is it due to their past bad kamma?

Answer 3-6: Yes, every person can practise meditation. However some may not be able to get a nimitta, and it may be due to their past kamma, lack of effort, lack of the guidance of a skilled teacher, wrong method, etc. or any combination of those causes.

Question 3-7: Is there merit for a layperson to make offering to a bhikkhu who has disrobed but still acts as a bhikkhu? If this kind of bhikkhu ordains people, what will be his kamma-result?
Answer 3-7: According to the Dakkhinavibhavga Sutta, even though the recipient is an animal or an immoral person, the giver still gain merit from his giving. However the merit is not superior because it is not purified by the recipient.

If a disrobed bhikkhu still wear robes and behave like a bhikkhu, he is considered as a thief because he steal the four requisites offered by lay-people. According to the vinaya rules laid down by the Buddha, he is considered as a parajika person and can never be ordained as a bhikkhu in the rest of his life.

Question 3-8: Some doubt that the teaching of Nibbana is a kind of annihilation view. Could the Sayadaw please explain the difference between them?

Answer 3-8: The wrong view of annihilation is the view which holds that a person will come to annihilated after death without having performed the appropriate causes. On the other hand, the Buddha teaches that effects arise according to their causes. When there are causes the appropriate effects will arise. For example, when there are ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional-formations and kamma, the resultant five aggregates will arise. The Buddha teaches also when there are no causes the effects will not arise. For example, when all ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional-formations and kamma are destroyed by the arahant path, the resultant five aggregates cannot arise. Thus the teaching of Nibbana is the middle way which shows that causes give rise to their effects in accordance to a natural fixed law. Furthermore if somebody thinks that there is no Nibbana even though the causes of ignorance, craving, etc. are destroyed, he is actually having the wrong view of eternity.

Question 3-9: The Buddha attained Buddhahood under the bodhi tree, and he was also an arahant. He attained the fourth path and fruition without having first attained the first three paths and fruitions. Are there any disciples who can attain the fourth path and fruition without having first attained the first three paths and fruitions?

Answer 3-9: It is not true. Our bodhisatta attained Buddhahood through the attainment of the four paths and fruitions. He attained the four paths and fruitions in one sitting, and in between two paths there occurred only a few insight knowledges. All those who attained arahantship did so through the attainment of the four paths and fruitions, so none of the Buddha’s disciples could attain arahantship without having first attained the three lower paths and fruitions.

Question 3-10: If a person has difficulty in practising paramattha sacca due to his lack in sammutti sacca, how should he remove the difficulty?

Answer 3-10: The Buddha says ‘A bhikkhu who has concentration can see things as they really are’, thus if you want to see the ultimate reality, you should develop strong and powerful concentration. You should also practise under the guidance of a skilled teacher.

Here, I shall tell you the story of the Venerable Culapanthaka. After becoming a bhikkhu the Venerable Culapanthaka practised under the guidance of his elder brother, arahant Mahapanthaka. However he could not even memorise a verse of four lines for the whole rains-retreat. The reason why he became a dullard is as follows: In the lifetime of Kassapa Buddha, the future Culapanthaka was a learned bhikkhu and a Dhamma teacher. Once he jeered at one of his student bhikkhus, a dullard. The bhikkhu felt ashame on account of his jeering and lost self-confidence in learning. Owing to that evil act the future Culapanthaka became a dullard in many of his future lives. Further, in his last life as Culapanthaka, he suddenly became a dullard after his novitiation. Hence he surprisingly forgot all that he had memorised as soon as he went on to the next portion.

Thinking that he had no potential to attain any path and fruition, his elder brother, the Venerable Mahapanthaka, asked him to disrobe. On hearing these discouraging words the Venerable Culapanthaka felt sad and cried.

At that time the Buddha was staying in the mango-grove monastery offered by the physician Jivaka. Seeing Culapanthaka’s plight and knowing that he would achieve liberation ‘on my visit’, the Buddha went to him and asked: ‘Dear son Culapanthaka, why are you weeping?’ ‘Because, Venerable Sir, my brother expels me,’ answered the Venerable Culapanthaka. ‘Dear son Culapanthaka, your brother does not possess the power of knowing intentions and inclinations of beings, but you are an individual to be led by a Buddha.’ With these encouraging words the Buddha gave him a piece of clean cloth created by his supernormal power. The Buddha added: ‘Dear son Culapanthaka, keep this in your hand and recite “rajo haranam, rajo haranam – this cloth is liable to take dirt, this cloth is liable to take dirt”, thus you meditate on it.’

The Venerable Culapanthaka sat down rubbing with his hand the cloth given by the Buddha and reciting ‘this cloth is liable to take dirt, this cloth is liable to take dirt.’ When he did the rubbing several times, the cloth began to get dirty. When he repeated the rubbing, the cloth became dirtier like a kitchen-cloth. As the time came for his wisdom to ripen, the law of extinction and destruction manifested itself to his mind. And he reflected: ‘This piece of cloth was originally white and clean. But on account its association with my body it is now full of dirt. My mind is also like this cloth. The mind originally pure and clean in its unperturbed state tends to become soiled on account of its association with unwholesome concomitant factors such as greed, hatred, delusion, etc. Having thus reflected on his person he proceeded to strive for mental concentration and gained the four fine-material jhanas. Using those jhanas as bases, he engaged in Vipassana meditation and attained arahantship together with the fourfold analytical knowledge and six kinds of psychic powers.

From the case of the Venerable Culapanthaka, we cannot say that a person of low intellectual cannot achieve any high attainment.

Question 3-11: The Buddha taught the Venerable Culapanthaka to attain arahantship through reciting the phrase ‘sweeping the floor’. How did it happen? Is that also a meditation subject? Can a person attain the eight attainments, four paths, and four fruitions by reciting ‘sweeping the floor’?

Answer 3-11: According to Theravada Canon, the Venerable Culapanthaka did not recite ‘sweeping the floor’, but ‘liable to take dirt’, as I just mentioned.

In one of his previous birth, Culapanthaka was a king. One day, while touring the city for inspection, his forehead sweated and he wiped out the sweat with a clean cloth. The cloth got dirty. The king then talked to himself, ‘Because of this impure body, such a clean cloth becomes impure, abandoning its own nature. Impermanent indeed are things conditioned!’ Thus he gained the perception of impermanence. Hence for the Venerable Culapanthaka the meditation subject of ‘liable to take dirt’ was a forceful contribution to his attainment of arahantship. Therefore the Buddha gave him the clean cloth as he saw the Culapanthaka’s previous good act and as he wish to urge him to engage in meditation on the subject that matched with that good act.

The Venerable Culapanthaka had been accumulating paramis for a hundred thousand aeons. He studied the Tipitaka and practised Vipassana up to the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations in many of his past lives, this is the natural fixed law for the arahants who attain arahantship together with the fourfold analytical knowledge and six kinds of psychic powers. In his last life, when he saw that the cloth became dirty, he immediately perceived the impermanence nature of conditioned things. Because of his past paramis and practices, he was also able to comprehend the impermanent nature of conditioned things. He was able to comprehend the suffering and non-self nature of the conditioned things, and thus attained arahantship.

Question 3-12: Some say that a person must first perform acts of merit before he devotes himself to meditation practice, otherwise he will face with many difficulties. Is it true?

Answer 3-12: It is true if the merits refer to that of past lives. There are two kinds of seed, the seed of knowledge (vijja) and the seed of conduct (carana). The seed of conduct refers to performing giving, practising virtuous conduct, developing concentration, etc. The seed of conduct accumulated in past lives produces the opportunity to have good parents, to meet good friends and teachers, and to meet the Buddha’s teachings. The seed of knowledge refers to practising the four-elements meditation, the discernment of materiality, the discernment of mentality, dependent-origination, and Vipassana. The seed of knowledge accumulated in past lives enables one to understand the Dhamma, especially the Four Noble Truths.

If a person has the seed of conduct but not the seed of knowledge, he will have the opportunity to meet the Buddha’s teachings, but cannot thoroughly understand the Dhamma. He is just like a man who has legs but blind. For example, during the Buddha’s time, there was a debater named Saccaka. Although the Buddha gave him two discourses he could not attain any path and fruition. In his mind he agreed to the Buddha that the five aggregates are impermanent and non-self, but he was not willing to agree it verbally. Even though the Buddha knew that he could not attain any path and fruition, he still gave him the two long discourses, because he foresaw that he would, after gaining the seed of knowledge, attain arahantship about four hundred years after his Parinibbana in Sri Lanka as a Mahathera named Mahakalabuddharakkhita.

If a person has the seed of knowledge but not the seed of conduct, he can understand the Dhamma if he meets the Buddha’s teachings, but it is difficult for him to meet the Buddha’s teachings. He is just like a man who has keen eye-sight but no legs. For example, King Ajatasattu had the potential to attain the path and fruition of stream-enterer while listening to the Sammabbaphala Sutta given by the Buddha, but he could not attain the path and fruition because did not meet the Buddha before he killed his father. Thus, owing to the deficiency of the seed of conduct, he could not meet the Buddha at the right time. Also during the Buddha’s time, once the Buddha saw an old beggar couple and smiled. The Venerable Ananda asked the Buddha what was the reason for his smile. The Buddha told him that if the couple practised the Dhamma in their first stage of life, the husband called the son of Mahadhanasetthi would have attained arahantship and his wife would have attained the path and fruition of non-returner. If they practised the Dhamma in their second stage of life, the husband would have attained the path and fruition of non-returner and the wife would have attained the path and fruition of once-returner. If they practised the Dhamma in the first part of their third stage of life, the husband would have attained the path and fruition of once-returner and the wife would have attained the path and fruition of stream-enterer. But they had become beggars, and too old and weak to practise the Dhamma, so they missed the opportunity practise the Dhamma and could not attain any path and fruition. Thus it is very important to have both seeds of conduct and knowledge, so that one have the opportunity to meet the Buddha’s teachings as well as to understand the Dhamma.

In terms of the merits in the present life, as I explained in one of my previous talk, it is not so important for those who can attain arahantship in this life. They should emphasize on the threefold training of virtuous conduct, concentration and wisdom, to strive for arahantship. The merit done in the present life cannot give them future benefits, because they have no future life to enjoy the benefits. However it is still important for those who still have to go through more rebirths in the round of rebirths.

Question 3-13: Some bhikkhuni says that if a woman aborts her baby, the departed baby and other departed enemies of her will be always around her. And they make her business fail, family quarrel, and make her ill and have cancer. Will those beings twenty-four hourly follow her and wait for the opportunity to take revenge?

Answer 3-13: The Buddha says that there are more babies who die in the womb than those who are born safely. When a baby dies in the womb, he will be reborn in one of the five destinations according to his kamma that ripens at his near death moment. If he is reborn in hell, animal world, human world, or deva world, he cannot be around his past mother. If he is reborn as a peta, most likely he is experiencing severe suffering and cannot be around his past mother as well. Only a certain peta may be around his past mother, but it is very difficult to determine which departed baby may do so. If the peta stay around his past mother, he cannot do great harms to her. What he can do is only to frighten her, to produce bad smell, etc. thus she should not be afraid of that.

What she should know is that she has done a bad kamma, because causing abortion is killing a human being. If this kamma ripens at her near death moment, she will be reborn in one of the four woeful states. However it is useless for her to cry for having done that, because what is done is done, and nobody can erase a kamma done. What she should do is to avoid doing the same bad kamma. If she can avoid doing all kinds of bad kamma but do good kamma, it will be better. She can perform giving and keep the five precepts. If she can practise Samatha or Vipassana it will be even better. And if one of these kamma ripens at her near death moment, she will be reborn in a happy destination. If she can attain the path and fruition of stream-enterer, she will certainly not be reborn in any woeful states in her future lives. To attain the path and fruition is still possible for her, as long as she never do any of the five weighty kamma of matricide, patricide, killing an arahant, shedding the blood of the Buddha, and causing schism in the Savgha. A good example is the Venerable Avgulimala. He killed many people when he was still a layman, but he was able to attain arahantship after becoming a bhikkhu. Thus the mother who aborted her baby before should not just worry about it, because it does not help to improve her life. Instead she should make full use of the rest of her life to do good.
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