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Defilements and Their Abandonment

Among the obstacles to be overcome in purifying the mind are the ten defilements, kilesas: greed, hate, delusion, conceit false views, skeptical doubt, restlessness, torpor, lack of moral shame and lack of moral fear. All are rooted in delusion, mental blindness to the true nature of reality. Sense-desire, an aspect of greed, is the most pervasive pollutant, followed by aversion, an aspect of hate. Both arise as responses to objects perceived as pleasant or unpleasant when presented to the senses.

In two brief suttas the Buddha identifies the role of the pleasant and unpleasant object in causing the arising, increase, non-arising and abandonment of sense-desire. The subject of the first sutta is the pleasant or desirable object.

"Bhikkhus, I know not any other single thing that can be the cause of the arising of sensual desire that has not arisen, and the cause of more becoming and the increase of sensual desire that has already arisen, than the pleasant object. In him, Bhikkhus, who pays attention to the pleasant object in an improper manner, sensual desire that has not arisen arises, and sensual desire that has already arisen becomes more or increases."

The second sutta is on the unpleasant or undesirable object "Bhikkhus, I know not any other single thing that can be the cause of non-arising of sensual desire that has not arisen, and the cause of abandoning of sensual desire that has already arisen, than the unpleasant object. In him, bhikkhus, who pays attention to the unpleasant object in a proper manner, sensual desire that has not arisen does not arise, and sensual desire that has already arisen is abandoned."

The Commentary on the Suttas is longer than the verses. In addition to explaining the texts, it includes stories that illustrate each explanation. These accounts describe the perseverance and disciplined efforts of early monks who abandoned the defilements.

According to the Commentary, sense-desire arises because of "lack of practice", meaning not yet experienced. It does not arise for two reasons: lack of practice and lack of an enjoyable object. In other words, sense-desire does not arise because either it has not been experienced or there is no cause for it to arise.

Paying attention "in an improper manner" means regarding impermanence as permanent; suffering as pleasure; impersonality, anatta, as personality, atta; unpleasantness as pleasantness. This is called unwise attention, or unwise reflection. Exercising unwise reflection, one leaves the mind open to defilements. Paying attention in a proper manner means the opposite—seeing impermanence as impermanent; suffering as suffering; anatta as anatta, and unpleasantness as unpleasant. It means seeing things as they really are. When one has wise reflection, he can avoid the arising of akusala or defilements.

While the pleasant object is the cause of the arising of sensual pleasure, and the unpleasant object is the cause of its non-arising, proper or improper attention is the key factor. We may not control the process of objects impinging on the senses, but with proper attention we can control the mind’s response. Whether the object is perceived as pleasant or unpleasant, if there is wise reflection, sense-desire will not arise. But if there is improper attention, unwise consideration, it will give rise to sense-desire or other defilements.

The Commentary says that lack of practice, or lack of experience, which prevents the arising of sense-desire, is due to "performing the duties". This phrase refers to the monastic tasks undertaken by bhikkhus. Indeed, there is no opportunity for sensual lust to arise in monks while they are fully concentrated on performing their duties. And, by the same means, lust that has already arisen can be abandoned. The bhikkhu who has thus abandoned lust for some time can even free himself from the round of defilements and attain sainthood.

In the following stories the Commentary shows various reasons and ways to abandon the defilements. It should be understood that abandonment does not necessarily mean total eradication. It also means temporary removal—subduing them, not allowing them rise to the surface, but just putting them off. But when the defilements can be put off for a long time, total removal is possible, if other conditions are favorable. One opportunity for prolonged abandonment is when a monk is occupied in the performance of duties. The story of Vilavga Tissa there is given as an example.

Vilavga Tissa was born in a family of hunters in the Rohanatanagama, the place of alms round for the bhikkhus of Gamindabala Mahavihara, a great monastery in Sri Lanka. After attaining puberty he got married. Resolving that he would always support his wife and children, he placed in the forest a hundred traps, arranged a hundred nooses, and set up a hundred snares. In this way he committed much evil.

One day, taking fire and salt from home, he went into the forest and killed a deer that was caught in a trap. He then cooked the meat in embers and ate it. Being very thirsty, he went to the Gamindabala Mahavihara for water. But even though there were ten pots of water on the water-stand, he did not get enough to quench his thirst. So he wondered aloud, "How is it that, in a dwelling place for so many bhikkhus, there is no water to quench the thirst of those who come?"

Hearing his words, Culapindika Tissa Thera, a monk, went t to him. On seeing that the pots on the water-stand were full of water, the Thera thought, "This man might be a ghost, even while alive." However, he lifted a pot and poured water into the stranger's hands, saying, "Upasaka, if you are thirsty, drink water." But all of the water that Vilanga Tissa drank vanished as though poured into a red-hot pot. He drank from all the pots, but still his thirst could not be quenched. Because he had done much akusala, he was getting the result of it in that very same lifetime,

Then the Thera said to him, "Upasaka, you have done so clear a misdeed that even now you have become a ghost. What will the result be?" His meaning was, what will happen when you die from this life?

Hearing these words, Vilanga Tissa repented. After paying homage to the Thera, he destroyed the traps, nooses and snares in the forest, and went home in great haste. He looked at his children and wife, destroyed his instruments of hunting, and set free the birds and deer of the forest. Then he returned to the Thera and asked for ordination.

"Difficult is the ascetic life. Upasaka, how will you take up the ascetic life?" asked the Thera.

He replied, " Venerable sir, having seen such a condition for myself, how should I not take up the life of a bhikkhu?" Having suffered the bad results of akusala already, he had decided that he could not remain a lay person, and wanted to become a monk.

And so the Thera taught him the tacapabcaka meditation, the traditional meditation given to a person for ordination as a novice. "Tacapabcaka" means contemplation on the five parts of the body---head hair, body hair, nails, teeth, and skin. The Thera gave this instruction while cutting off the new renunciate's hair, and then ordained him.

As a novice, Vilanga Tissa rejoiced in performing the duties, and learned the words of the Buddha. One day he heard this passage from the Devadaduta Sutta, the discourse on death’s messengers: "Bhikkhus, the guardians of hell throw that evil-doer again into the great hell." Alarmed, he asked the Thera, "They again throw such a being who has suffered such a great deal of pain into the great hell?"

"Yes, novice, very great indeed is the greater hell," replied the Thera.

"Venerable sir, is it possible to see the great hell?" asked the novice.

"Hard is it to see. I shall show you something that resembles it," said the Thera, and ordered him to assemble the other novices.

When they all had gathered, the Thera told them to make a heap of wet firewood on a rock. Remaining seated, he then exercised his psychic power. He took out from the great hell a small particle of hellfire, the size of a firefly or a glowworm, and threw it into the heap of firewood. No sooner did the small particle of fire land on the heap than it burned the wet wood to ashes. So hot and powerful was the hellfire that it consumed the heap of firewood in an instant.

Seeing this, Vilanga Tissa asked, "Venerable sir, how many burdens are there in this Sasana?" 'Burdens' here means responsibilities. Everyone who joins the Order asks how many duties or responsibilities there are for a monk.

"My dear, there is the burden of practicing insight (vipassana) and the burden of learning-the texts," replied the Thera. There are two responsibilities for monks. One is to practice meditation, and the other is to study the teachings of the Buddha, to study the texts.

"Venerable sir, learning the texts is the work of one who is able to do so, but my confidence is based upon seeing suffering. I will take up the burden of practicing vipassana. Please give me an object of meditation." He paid homage to the Thera and sat down.

Monks have many duties. They have duties to perform for their teachers, for their pupils, and when going out for alms; to perform when at the monastery, to perform when about to go on a journey, to perform at the refectory, to perform even in the toilet. So there are a great many duties. And this monk, this newly ordained monk, was fond of them all.

The Thera thought, "This bhikkhu is dutiful," and, emphasizing the importance of duties, gave him a talk on meditation. 

Undertaking the meditation, Vilanga Tissa practiced vipassna and also fulfilled the duties. One day he would perform his duties at Cetovepulla Vihara, one monastery; the next day at Gamindabala Vihara, another monastery; the following day at Gocaragamindabala Vihara. Alternating in this way he performed his monastic duties at the three monasteries.

When his exertions led to fatigue and drowsiness, he would feel slack in performing his duties, and afraid that he might fall asleep. In order to keep himself from falling asleep, he would wet a bundle of straw, put it on his head, and dip his feet into water. Once, after performing his duties at Cetovepulla Vihara for two watches of the night, he felt tired. At dawn while he was trying to avoid sleep by putting the bundle of wet straw on his head, he heard a novice on the slope of the east hill reciting Arunavatiya Sutta:

"Make an effort in calmness and insight.... Try hard. Set forth energy in the teaching of the Buddha. Thus you destroy the army of death, as a bull elephant does the reed house. He who heedful in this Dhamma Vinaya (the dispensation of the Buddha) will abandon the rounds of rebirth and make an end of suffering."

He then thought, "This Sutta might have been set forth by the Buddha for such an energetic bhikkhu like me." Experiencing joy, piti, he developed jhana. Taking the jhana as a basis, he established himself in the fruition of non-returner, anagami. And with further successful effort he attained the fruition of Arahantship, together with the fourfold analytical knowledge.
At the time of his death, parinibbana, Vilanga Tissa wished to reveal his attainment, and uttered the following: "Putting the wet bundle of straw on the head, I walked. The fourth stage have I attained. Doubt on this I have none. Thus, in such a person, the defilements have been abandoned by performing duties."

While a monk is performing duties he gets no chance to have sensual thoughts, no chance to look upon desirable or pleasant objects as pleasant. While he is engrossed in his duties sense-desire and the other defilements do not arise. They are stilled, subdued. And they remain subdued throughout meditation when it is practiced well. In the case of Vilanga Tissa they remained abandoned from the time he undertook duties until he became an Arahant. Occupying oneself with performing duties is one way the defilements can be abandoned.

There is no opportunity for defilements to arise in some bhikkhus while they are learning, reciting, teaching, or explaining the texts. They can be abandoned or put off by engaging in learning and study, for there is no chance for sense-desire or other defilements to arise at that time. The bhikkhu who permanently abandons the defilements in this way frees himself from the rounds of rebirth and attains the fruition of Arahatta.

Maliyadeva was one such monk. During his third rainy season after becoming a monk, he was learning the texts and also practicing vipassana at Mandalarama Mahavihara in the village of Kala. One day while he was going about, a laywoman asked, "Son, which village do you live in?"

He replied, "Upasika, I am learning the texts at Mandalarama Mahavihara."

"If so, son, as long as you learn the texts please always take meals here," said the laywoman, inviting him to take meals at her house every day.

He accepted the invitation, and for the three months of the rainy season had his regular meals there. After each meal, wishing to say thanks, he would utter, "May you be happy! May y be free from suffering!" He spoke only these two sentences, nothing more, and would go away. Hut wishing to do her a great favor, during this time he "respected the rice" by increased efforts in meditation and learning the texts. And by the end of the rainy season his defilements were gone, and he had attained the fruition of Arahatta together with the fourfold analytical knowledge.

At the end of the rainy season there is a ceremony called the pavarana, in which monks invite each other to point out their wrongdoings, if any. People also gather at the monastery to pay homage to the monks and hear the Dhamma. On the appointed day, Maliyadeva was approached by the resident Mahathera, who said, "My dear Mahadeva, there will be a big gathering of people today at the monastery. Bestow upon them the gift of Dhamma." And the Thera consented to give the discourse.

The young novices of the monastery gave the news to the laywoman, saying, "Your son will give the religious discourse today. Go to the monastery and listen to it."

The laywoman thought the novices were making fun of her monk, because she was sure that he could not give a religious talk. So she said, "Sons, by no means do all bhikkhus know how to deliver religious discourses. For such a long time the only religious discourse my son has been delivering is just two sentences—'May you be happy! May you be free from suffering!' Please don't make fun of him."

But they persuaded her, saying, "Upasika, please, never mind whether you know or not. Go to the monastery and listen to the Dhamma."

Taking flowers and unguents the laywoman went to the monastery, paid homage, and sat on one side of the assembly to listen to the Dhamma. First the daytime teacher and the Pali text reciter rose in turn from their seats and spoke. Then Maliyadeva Thera, sitting on the preacher's seat and holding a wonderful fan, delivered a series of Dhammas. (It is customary for preaching monks to hold a fan in front of themselves so they don’t look at the audience. In Burma the fan is so big they can cove: themselves with it.)

The monk thought, "I have expressed gratitude to the upasika for the last three months with the two sentences 'May you be happy! May you be free from suffering!' Today I shall explain their meaning in accordance with the Tipitaka." He set forth the Dhamma and continued speaking all night. Now that he had become an Arahant, he could speak at length. At dawn, when the religious discourse ended, the great upasika, the female lay devotee, attained the fruition of Sotapanna by listening to the Dhamma talk of her monk.

This monk abandoned the defilements by way of learning, learning the texts. 

There is another story about a monk named Tissabuddhi Thera, who was learning Vinaya at that same great monastery. Once while going for alms round, he went into the village and looked at a woman, the object of the opposite sex. Sensual desire arose in him. He did not move his foot from where it stood. He spilled the rice gruel from his bowl into the bowl of his attendant novice. Then he worried that if his thought developed it would cause him to sink deep into the four woeful states.

On his return from the village he went to his teacher. After paying homage to him, he sat at one side and said, "I have an illness. If I am unable to cure it, I shall come back. Otherwise I shall not come back: Please consider my request to set aside the day-study and the evening study, but not the morning-study." Having said this, he went to another monk, Malayavasi Mahasavgharakkhita Thera.
The Thera was busy building the walls of his leaf-roofed hut. Without even looking at his visitor he said, "My dear, keep your bowls and robes in order."

"Venerable sir, I have an illness. If you can cure it, I shall keep my bowls and robes in order," said Tissabuddhi.

"My dear, you have come to him who can cure the illness. Keep them in order," said the Thera.

The obedient bhikkhu thought, "Our teacher would not speak this way without knowing something." So he put his bowls and robes in order, performed duties to the Thera, paid homage to him, and sat at one side. Then the Thera, knowing that the monk was of lusty nature, gave him the meditation on an unpleasant object, a corpse. Standing up, Tissa Thera put the bowl and robes over his shoulder, and paid homage to the Thera again and again.

Then the Thera asked, "How is it, Mahabuddhi, that you show this most respectful action?"

Venerable sir, if I am able to do my work, it will be good. If not, this will be my last homage," he replied. For he understood that his illness was related to falling in love with that woman he had seen. If he could cure that illness, it would be good. If not, this would be his final homage to the Thera.

"Go, dear Mahabuddhi. For such an energetic son of a good family, for a person such as you, jhana, vipassana, Magga and Phala are not difficult."
After hearing the words of the Thera, Tissabuddhi bowed to him with reverential respect and took his leave. He went to the foot of a leafy sepani tree that he had noticed earlier. Sitting cross-legged he took the meditation on the unpleasant object as a basis, and developed insight. At dawn he attained the fruition of Arahatta and fulfilled the learning of Vinaya.

While studying at the monastery this monk kept the defilements from arising for some time. But when he saw the woman in the village, sensual desire arose in him. As a serious bhikkhu he was intent on ridding himself of this defilement. So he practiced meditation and became an Arahant.

The defilements are abandoned by learning the texts, can be kept at bay or put off by engaging in study. Many students have the same experience as Tissabuddhi Thera. When really interested in study, learning, or getting a degree, they do not think much about sensual pleasures. They can put them off for a later time.

Some bhikkhus undertake ascetic practices in order to remove defilements. There are thirteen kinds of ascetic practices, such as not lying down, having only three robes, going out for alms every day, eating at only one sitting, and so on. When a monk is following his chosen practice, there is no chance for defilements to arise. Having thus abandoned the defilements, he can free himself from the rounds of rebirth by attaining the Fruition of Arahatta, like Gamantapabbata Mahasiva Thera.
The Thera lived at Tissa Mahavihara, a big monastery in a large village. He taught eighteen groups of monks the Tipitaka, with regard to its meaning in Pali, and was a great teacher. By following his instructions, altogether sixty thousand bhikkhu became Arahants.

A certain bhikkhu among them felt very happy about his realization of Dhamma, and wondered, "Is there any bliss of this kind in our teacher?" Therefore he applied his mind to learn whether the Thera was also an Arahant. On reflection he discovered that the teacher was still a worldling, a puthujjana, even though so many monks had attained Arahantship following his advice. Then he thought, "By some means I must alarm the Thera, to spur him onward. "Leaving his dwelling place he went to the Thera, paid homage to him, performed his duties, and sat to one side. 

The teacher asked, "My dear Petapandika, why have you come here?"

"Venerable sir, I have come here with the thought that if you will allow me, I would like to learn a certain Dhamma."

The Thera, having neither time nor space for another pupil, replied, "My dear, there are many persons learning here. There will be no opportunity for you to learn."

Though the enlightened monk had asked for a chance to learn from the Thera, he really wanted to teach the great teacher a needed lesson. But he was unable to get an appointment with him for any time of day or night. So in the end he asked, "Venerable sir, if there is no opportunity as such, then how can death get an opportunity?" By this he meant, how can you have opportunity to reflect on death if you are so busy teaching all the time; although you help the progress of other monks, you do not help yourself.

Then the Thera thought, "This bhikkhu has not come here for learning Pali. Indeed, he has come here to alarm me."

"Venerable sir, a bhikkhu should certainly be like me," said the enlightened monk. And after paying homage to the teacher, he rose up into the blue sky and flew away.

From the time of this dramatic departure, the Thera, who was alarmed, taught Pali in the daytime. But in the evening he kept his robe and bowl at hand. Later he took them and, along with a bhikkhu who was learning Pali at dawn, descended to a monastery in the valley below. Here he fully observed the thirteen ascetic practices.

On first arriving at the monastery he cleaned it, turned the on end, and vowed, "I will not stretch my limbs (lie down) without attaining the state of Arahatta." With firm determination he walked up and down meditating. While striving with diligence "Today I will attain the state of Arahatta, today I will attain the state of Arahatta,"—he realized that the time of pavarana, the end of the rainy season, was approaching. So he thought he would attain Arahatta in a few days, and attended the pavarana ceremony as an Arahant, as a pure person free from mental defilements.

But no, as the time drew closer to the ceremony, he felt very tired of the thought, "I must abandon the state of a worldling and make the visuddhi pavarana (attend as an Arahant) Unable to attain the Path and Fruition in time for the pavarana he said, "Even a person like me, strenuously contemplating vipassana insight, does not attain it. Hard indeed is this state of Arahatta to attain." But undaunted, he kept constant practice on standing and walking postures, keeping only these two postures.

The Thera observed the Dhamma of a bhikkhu for thirty rainy seasons. In the middle of the thirtieth pavarana ceremony he looked at the full moon and considered, "Which is purer, the full moon or my moral conduct? The sign of the rabbit (meaning a stain) appears in the moon, whereas in my moral conduct, since the time of my bhikkhu ordination up to this day, there is not a single stain as big as a mole, not even a stain as small as a blackhead.

He had kept his moral conduct very pure, so contemplating his purity of morals pleased him greatly, and piti arose. His wisdom being fully developed, he made note of the piti ('glad, glad, glad') and abandoned it, overcoming it by mindfulness. Thus, after thirty years, the Thera attained the state of Arahatta, together with the fourfold analytical knowledge.

In such a person the defilements are abandoned by the ascetic practices. The Thera first observed the ascetic practices, and then practiced vipassana and became an Arahant.

There are no defilements to arise in a monk who dwells in any of the jhanas. The defilements have been already abandoned by the attainment of jhanas, samapatti. He thus abandons the defilements, frees himself from the rounds of rebirth, and attains the state of Arahatta, as Mahatissa Thera did.

After eight years as a bhikkhu, Mahatissa Thera had attained all the eight jhanas---the four rupavacara jhanas and the four arupavacara jhanas. He had no defilements, they having been dispelled by these attainments. He learned the scriptures and asked questions about them. He talked about the Dhamma and the Ariya Magga, the Noble Path. When he was in his sixtieth vassa he did not realize that he was still a worldling, a puthujjana. He thought he was an Arahant.

One day a company of bhikkhus from Tissa Mahavihara at Mahagama village sent a message to Dhammadinna Thera, who lived at Talavgara. They requested, "Dhammadinna Thera, please come and deliver a religious discourse to us."

Dhammadinna Thera accepted, thinking, "I have no Elder bhikkhu near me, but Mahatissa Thera is my meditation instructor. Making him chief of the Savgha, I shall go to them." 

Accompanied by a group of bhikkhus, he went to the Thera's daytime dwelling place, showed him his duties, and seated himself at one side. Thus Dhammadinna, who was an Arahant, went to his meditation instructor, who was still a puthujanna.

The Thera asked, "Dhammadinna, why do you come here after so long a time?"

"Venerable sir, bhikkhus from Tissa Mahavihara monastery sent a message to me. As I do not want to go alone, I should like you to go with me. So I have come to you," said Venerable Dhammadinna.

In the course of discussion worthy of remembering and developing for a lifetime, Venerable Dhammadina asked, "Venerable sir, when did you realize this Dhamma?" By this he meant when did Mahatissa Thera become an Arahant. Perhaps during the discussion the Thera might have mentioned that he was one, being unaware that he was not.

"My dear Dhammadinna, sixty years ago," replied the Thera, who thought so because in sixty years he had not seen any of the mental defilements arise in himself.

"Venerable sir, can you enjoy the attainments?" That means, do you have jhanas, do you have supernormal powers? "

"Yes I can," said the Thera.

"Venerable sir, can you create a pond?"

"My dear, it is not a burden," replied the Thera, and created a pond in front of him.

When Dhammadinna said, "Venerable sir, please create a cluster of lotuses in it," the Thera did that also.

"Now, venerable sir, please show a big flower in the cluster of lotuses," he requested. The Thera showed that too. Whatever he was asked for, he created by his supernormal power.

"Please show me the appearance of a sixteen year old girl,'' Dhammadinna asked. And the teacher showed that too. Then Dhammadinna asked him to please concentrate on it as a pleasant object.

While looking at this image created by himself, Mahatissa Thera found that craving had arisen. And with the arousal of sensual desire he realized he was still a worldling. So he squatted at the foot of Dhammadinna, his pupil, and said, "Virtuous one, may you be my guide."

"Venerable sir, I came here for this purpose only," said Venerable Dhammadinna, and instructed him in asubha meditation, reflection on an unpleasant object, such as a corpse. He then went out so the Thera could continue meditating. Immediately after he had gone, the Thera, who had already pondered over compounded things, attained the state of Arahatta, along with the fourfold analytical knowledge. He became an Arahant in a very short time. And Venerable Dhammadinna, making him chief of the Savgha, went to Tissa monastery and delivered the religious discourse.

In such a bhikkhu the defilements are abandoned by samapatti by jhanas. If one attains jhanas, one can overcome the defilements for some time. In this instance they remained abandoned until Venerable Dhammadinna brought to light a latent defilement, lust, in the Thera. But by countering and ending it with asubha meditation, Mahatissa Thera at last became an Arahant.

There is no opportunity for the defilements to arise in a bhikkhu who is contemplating vipassana insight, for they have been abandoned by means of vipassana insight itself. Thus abandoning the defilements, he frees himself from the rounds of rebirth and attains the state of Arahatta.

In the time of the Buddha there were sixty bhikkhus who ardently contemplated on vipassana insight. Having taken the meditation from the Buddha, they entered into a quiet grove and developed the vipassana insight. They were unaware that in vipassana practice the defilements can also be merely subdued. So, when no defilements arose during their meditation, they did not strive for Path and Fruition. They assumed they had become enlightened. Thinking, "We are going to tell the Buddha that we have attainment, that we have become enlightened," they set off to see him.

Before they arrived, the Buddha said to the Venerable Ananda, "Ananda, those who are practicing meditation will come to see me today. Don't give them permission to see me, but send them to the cemetery to develop their meditation on a fresh corpse." And when they came, Ananda told them what the Buddha had said.
The bhikkhus thought, "The Tathagata will never speak without knowing. Indeed, there will be some reason." They went to the cemetery, and while they were looking at a fresh corpse, craving arose in them. And they thought, "The Fully Enlightened One might have indeed foreseen this." Alarmed they strove to develop the meditation that they had abandoned in the grove. For when they saw the corpse and craving arose, they knew they were not Arahants.

The Buddha knew that they were now contemplating on vipassana insight. Seated in the scented chamber, he uttered the following enlightening verse: "What benefit will enjoying the five sensual pleasures be to you, on seeing bones that have the color of the pigeon’s leg and are like gourds thrown away in the month of November?"

At the end of these words the monks attained the state of Arahatta. For such bhikkhus the defilements are completely abandoned by means of vipassana insight.

There is no opportunity for the defilements to arise in a bhikkhu who is performing new work at the monastery. The defilements are abandoned by means of performing new work. He abandons the defilements and makes himself free from the rounds of rebirth, and attains the state of Arahatta just as Venerable Cittalapubbata Tissa Thera did.

It is said that unhappiness arose in him during the eighth rainy season of his ordination. Unhappiness here means boredom and the desire to go back to lay life. Unable to get rid of it, he washed and dyed his robe, baked his bowl, shaved his head, and stood paying homage to his preceptor.

The teacher asked, "How come, Mahatissa, you seem to be unhappy?"

Mahatissa replied, "Venerable sir, unhappiness arose in me, and I am unable to get rid of it."

The Thera, pondering over his pupil's innate disposition, saw his suffering as a condition for Arahantship. Out of compassion he said to him, "We are getting old. Please make a dwelling place for us." He said this to protect him from the desire to return to lay life, and to give him something to occupy his mind.

Mahatissa replied, "Venerable sir, I will do as you say," and paid homage to the Thera. Finding a suitable place, he thought, "It is possible to make a dwelling place here." He filled the area with firewood, burned it, cleaned it, surrounded the place with bricks for the walls, put in doors and windows, and, making a well-built wall and ground for walking, he finished the task. Returning to the Thera he said, "Venerable sir, the work on the dwelling place has been completed. Please live in it."

The Thera replied, "My dear, you have done this work through trouble. Today you alone may live in it for the whole day."

Mahatissa accepted by saying, "Yes, venerable sir," and after paying homage to the Thera, he washed his feet and entered the dwelling place. Sitting cross-legged, he reflected on his completed work. Thinking "I have done pleasant manual work for my preceptor," he felt happy, and piti arose. He abandoned the piti by contemplating on the vipassana insight, and attained the highest Fruition, the state of Arahatta.

In such a bhikkhu the defilements are completely abandoned, as they already have been abandoned by performing new work. So by occupying oneself with work at the monastery, such as building, repairing or cleaning, one can overcome the defilements.

When a bhikkhu coming from the Brahma world is reborn as a human being, he is pure. In his previous existence as a Brahma there are no sensual pleasures, no opportunity for defilements arise. They are abandoned because of his existence there. Though pure, he is not yet an Arahant, and if he is unheedful as a bhikkhu, latent defilements may arise. Only when the defilements are completely abandoned does he free himself from the rounds o rebirth and attain the state of Arahatta, as the Venerable Mahakassapa did.

Venerable Mahakassapa had been a Brahma in his previous life. When reborn as a human being he did not enjoy sensual pleasures even in household life. Though his parents made him marry, it is said that the marriage was not consummated. He and his wife lived as brother and sister, and led an ascetic life. When the opportunity arose, they disposed of his great wealth, and putting on the robes themselves, went forth separately in search of teachers.

Having renounced worldly life, Venerable Mahakassapa met the Buddha, who had traveled some distance to greet him. He paid homage to the Buddha, and received bhikkhu ordination by following the three instructions. At dawn on the eighth day after ordination he attained the state of Arahatta together with the fourfold analytical knowledge.

Venerable Mahakassapa became a chief disciple of the Buddha, and was the foremost among those who observed the ascetic practices. In such a bhikkhu the defilements are abandoned, as they already have been abandoned through his past existence.

These early accounts give some of the causes and methods for temporary abandonment of the defilements. Such removal can be of short or long duration. But it cannot be permanent, for the defilements still exist in a dormant or latent state and can rise again. Only when vipassana meditation culminates in enlightenment are they totally and permanently abandoned.

Performing duties, taking up new work in the monastery, observing ascetic practices, and so on, are ways to keep the defilements from arising during times when vipassana is not being practiced. With application of concentration and mindfulness, the monastic responsibilities become opportunities to prolong the continuity of a defilement-free state. The mind that is steady, purified and clear is better prepared for vipassana insights.

Although these stories are about monks, they can be applied to lay life. As the world increases in complexity and leisure, there is a great proliferation of objects to distract the senses. The pleasant object causes greed and sense-desire to arise in all their forms. And the unpleasant object gives rise to hate, ill will and similar unwholesome states. These defilements are the greatest pollutants of both mind and the external world.

When the lay person keeps mind and body fully absorbed in wholesome and constructive activity, the defilements can be kept from arising for some time. But until the state of enlightenment is reached they will return when circumstances a favorable for them, when the unguarded mind becomes distracted

So you must guard the mind diligently. Remember that when confronted with any sense object, whether desirable or undesirable, wise attention is the key to avoiding the arising of defilements. Inspired by the dedication and efforts of the early monks, may your path to enlightenment meet with success!
1

