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Questions and Answers 5

Question 5-1: Is it true that the Buddha and aggasavaka attain Parinibbana after first entering into the first jhana up to the base of neither-perception-nor-non-perception in the forward order, then in the backward order, and finally entering into the first jhana up to the fourth jhana? There is no more rebirth after attaining Parinibbana, why they have to enter the eight attainments in the forward and backward orders, and finally attain Parinibbana after enter into the fourth jhana?

Answer 5-1: I am not sure about the way the Venerable Mahamoggallana attained Parinibbana, but the Buddha and the Venerable Sariputta attained Parinibbana in such a manner. It is because of their nature to do so, and their fourth jhana is functional jhana which cannot produce any future life.

Question 5-2: If a person, due to his physical problem, wants to practise the white kasina, how should he practise. What are the detailed steps of it?

Answer 5-2: He can use any white object as kasina object and concentrates on the white to practise the white kasina. For example, he can use a white cloth and tie it on a bowl lid to make a white circle. He then sits down at a suitable place and concentrates on the white of it with eyes opened. After a few minute he should close his eyes to see whether he can see the replica of the white circle in his mind. If he can he can concentrate on it until he attain jhana.

Another way is to practise either mindfulness-of-breathing or four-elements meditation until he succeeded in it. Then he proceeds to practise the thirty-two parts of the body. Once he can see the skeleton or the skull clearly, he can proceed to practise the white kasina based upon the white of the skeleton or the skull.

Question 5-3: What is the difference between the space kasina and the base of infinite-space? Why the former belongs to the concentration of fine-material sphere? What is the special benefit of practising the space kasina?

Answer 5-3: When a person practises the space kasina he perceives the space directly. When he practises the base of infinite-space he concentrates on the space left behind after removing any of the kasina nimitta except that of the space kasina. In Pali the object of the space kasina is called ‘akasa’, and the object of the base of infinite-space is called ‘kasinugghatimakasa’.

Question 5-4: Can a person who does not attain any fine-material and immaterial jhana be reborn in the brahma realm in his future life?

Answer 5-4: No, he cannot.

Question 5-5: Does the beings in the first jhana brahma realm always stay in the first jhana? Can they practise meditation to attain the second jhana, etc., up to the immaterial jhana?

Answer 5-5: No, the beings in the first jhana brahma realm do not stay in the first jhana always. They have the eye-door, ear-door, and mind-door thought-processes, and bhavavga minds also occur in between those thought-processes.

They can practise meditation to attain the second jhana, etc., up to the immaterial jhana. They can also practise Vipassana until they attain arahantship.

As for the beings in the immaterial realms, they can attain the jhana compatible to their realm and higher jhanas, but not lower jhana. For example, the being in the realm of infinite-consciousness can attain the three upper immaterial jhanas, but not the base of infinite-space and the four fine-material jhanas.

Question 5-6: How should a worldling bhikkhu who has chronic and painful disease which is incurable give his attention to, so that he can overcome or endure the sickness? Is there any method for him to practise? For example, can he practise based on the sickness and attain the path and fruition?

Answer 5-6: We should remember that even the Buddha could not avoid from having disease. He had severe back pain for ten months until he passed away. Who we are to be free from diseases? When we have a chronic and painful disease which is incurable, it is useless to get angry with the disease or to blame anybody. What we can do is just to endure it and live with it. And make full use of the rest of our life to practise the Dhamma diligently. In fact, in this world there is no doctor who can completely cure a disease. A doctor can only temporarily cure the disease. As the Buddha says: ‘The five aggregates are diseases.’ Thus, as long as we still have the five aggregates we are subject to have diseases. If you really want to have a complete cure of illness, you should try to attain Nibbana. In Nibbana there is no mentality and materiality, and, of course, no diseases.

The sick bhikkhu can practise Vipassana meditation taking the painful feeling produced by the sickness as object; this is called the comprehension on feeling. However, to comprehend only feeling is not enough for him to attain the path, fruition, and Nibbana. He must also comprehend the other four aggregates, namely, the aggregates of materiality, perception, formations and consciousness. He must also discern their causes. Then he should comprehend the five aggregates and their causes as impermanent, suffering, and non-self. If he practises thus and when his insight is matured he can attain the path and fruition.

Question 5-7: How does the Theravada Buddhism of Myanmar face a person who disrobed before coming for the second bhikkhu ordination? How should the Order of Bhikkhu handle this in accordance with the Dhamma Vinaya?

Answer 5-7: According to the Vinaya of Theravada Buddhism, it is not prohibited for a person who disrobed before to be re-ordained a bhikkhu. During the Buddha’s time there was a bhikkhu called Citta who became a bhikkhu for six times and disrobed for six times. Again he was ordained and became a bhikkhu for the seventh time. But this time he did not disrobe because he had attained arahantship.

In Myanmar and Thailand there are many temporary bhikkhus. Usually they come to be a bhikkhu for only a few days to a few months. This is the tradition of the Buddhists in the two countries. During the Buddha’s time, however, there was not such a thing as temporary bhikkhu. The practice of becoming a temporary bhikkhu should not be encouraged, but there is nothing I can do about the tradition.

Question 5-8: Could the elephant created by the Mahanaga Mahathera harm people? The Mahanaga Mahathera was able to create the elephant by his psychic power, could he make the elephant disappear by his psychic power then? Why did he not know that he could do that then? Is it true that when fear arises psychic power cannot occur?

Answer 5-8: No, the elephant could not harm people. The Mahanaga Mahathera could make the elephant disappear by his psychic power then, but he did not do so because he forgot it. Fear and psychic power consciousness occur in different thought-processes, not at the same moment.

Question 5-9: One who practises the bodhisatta path must practise the perfection of patience. Does one who practises the liberation path need to practise the perfection of patience?

Answer 5-9: Yes, one who practises the liberation path needs to practise the perfection of patience. He also needs to practise the other nine perfections. He must practise the ten perfections to certain degree until they are strong enough for him to attain arahantship. However, his perfections cannot be compared to a bodhisatta’s perfections which are much superior to his.

Question 5-10: During meditation retreat everybody practises mainly the liberation path, why the Sayadaw gives the talk on the bodhisatta path? Does it have special meaning?

Answer 5-10: Because some Mahayana monk suggested me to talk on the bodhisatta path. And I also have the intention to teach the bodhisatta path in accordance with the Theravada teaching, so that it may benefit those of you who want to practise the bodhisatta path.

We cannot say that to meditate is only pracitsing the liberation path. A bodhisatta not only must practise meditation, but also must practise Samatha and Vipassana up to very high stage. You should remember one of the ten perfections is the perfection of renunciation that culminates in the attainment of jhana. The perfection of loving-kindness and equanimity also culminate in the attainment of loving-kindness and equanimity jhanas which take all beings in the infinite universe as object. You should also remember one of the ten perfections is the perfection of wisdom, and the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations is the highest wisdom and equanimity a bodhisatta must attain. How can he attain the knowledge without pracitising meditation? 

Furthermore, when a person practises meditation diligently, he is also practising the perfection of energy. He must practise meditation with great patience and determination, and based upon his pure virtue. Thus, when he practises meditation he is accumulating many kinds of perfection. From the Jataka stories, we know that in many lives when our bodhisatta was reborn as a human being he practised meditation, especially the jhanas of the four kinds of sublime abiding, ten kasinas, eight attainments, and five mundane psychic powers. So it is clear that a bodhisatta must practise meditation, and meditation is not only for those who wish to be an arahant.

Question 5-11: Where is the origin of the idea of bodhisatta? Why is this idea taught and being developed?

Answer 5-11: In the second year after his enlightenment, the Buddha went back to his native town, the city of Kapilavatthu. When he arrived at the city, the Sakyan princes welcomed the Buddha and his host of bhikkhus in a great ceremony and took them to Nigrodharama monastery as they had arranged beforehand. On arrival at the monastery the Buddha sat in the seat specially prepared for him and remained quietly surrounded by twenty thousand arahants. The Sakyans who took too great a pride in their high birth thought to themselves: ‘This prince Siddhattha is younger than we. He is only a young brother, or a young nephew, or a young grandson of ours.’ And puffed up with conceit they urged their younger kinsmen, ‘You bow in homage to the Buddha; we shall, however, stay behind you.’

The Buddha knew the inner minds of the Sakyan princes swelling with pride of their birth, so he performed the twin miracle to subdue their pride. The exhibition of the twin miracle with the emission of fire and water alternately from the body of the Buddha created a marvellous spectacle of great splendour which inspired all the Sakyan princes with awe and reverence, moving them to utter words of resounding praise.

At that time the Venerable Sariputta, who was residing at Gijjhakuta Hill, Rajagaha, saw through his supernormal power the whole event taking place at Kapilavatthu and thought to himself: ‘I shall now go to the Buddha and make a request for a complete narration of the life histories of the bodhisattas and the perfections they had fulfilled.’ Accordingly, he lost no time to gather the five hundred arahants, who were all his co-residents, and said to them: ‘Come, we will go. We will pay a visit to the Master and ask him about the past stories of the Buddhas.’ Having urged them to accompany him, they all travelled through space by means of supernormal power with so fast a speed surpassing that of the wind and the storm. In a moment the Venerable Sariputta with the company of bhikkhus arrived before the Buddha, paid homage to him, and made the request.

Upon his request, the Buddha delivered the Buddhavamsa which covers the bodhisatta’s stories from Dipavkara Buddha’s time up to the time he was Prince Vessantara. Thus, the origin of the idea of bodhisatta path is the Buddha.

We can know the reason why it was taught from the words of the Buddha: ‘Listen to the Buddhavamsa Discourse that could give you joy and happiness, remove the thorns of sorrow and bestow upon you the three kinds of bliss, namely, human existence, divine existence and Nibbana. Having thus listened, try to follow and practise the path as will be explained in this discourse that could dispel conceit, eradicate sorrow, liberate you from the round of rebirths and put an end to all suffering.’

Question 5-12: If a female cannot attain liberation in this life, what should she do to be able to become a man in future life, and continue to practise the Dhamma?

Answer 5-12: As the Buddha says that a person’s desire can be fulfilled through his pure virtue, she too can become a man through her pure virtue. If she can attain jhana and maintain it up to near death moment, she will be reborn as a brahma who has no sex-determining materiality but appears in the male form.

If she practises Samatha and Vipassana successfully up to the stage of stream-enterer like Gopika Princess and wishes for the life of a man, she will be able to become a man in the future life.

Question 5-13: From the standpoint of Theravada Buddhism, is the Buddha ‘almighty’ or just an Enlightened One.

Answer 5-13: No, the Buddha is not almighty. He is just an Enlightened One. In the Dhammapada verse 276, the Buddha says:

‘Tumhehi kiccam atappam;

Akkhataro Tathagata.

Patipanna pamokkhanti

Jhayino Marabandhana.’

‘You yourselves should make an effort; the Awakened Ones are only teachers. The devoted to meditation arrive at release from the bonds of Mara.’

The Buddha is the best teacher of man and deva, but he is not an almighty rescuer. He can show us the way to Nibbana, but he cannot walk for us. He knows how is the working of kamma and kamma-result, but he cannot against it. If he were almighty, could he create a rock that he could not move? Please think about it. And if he were almighty then he were not compassionate, because he did not make all the being a Buddha by his psychic powers.

Question 5-14: How does a person who wants to practise the bodhisatta path practise until he attains the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations but not the Path Knowledge?

Answer 5-14: If he is a bodhisatta who has received a definite prophecy he will never attain any path and fruition no matter how hard he try, except in his last life when he becomes a Buddha. Even though he has not received a definite prophecy, but if he has a strong desire to become a Buddha, his insight will automatically stop at the stage of the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations.

Question 5-15: Is it stated in the Theravada Canon that the Buddha gave definite prophecy of future attainment of Buddhahood to anybody other than Arimetteyya Bodhisatta?

Answer 5-15: In the Anagatavamsa written in Sri Lanka, it mentions ten persons who received the definite prophecy from the Buddha, but this is a later work, and does not belong to the Pali Text.

Question 5-16: How to study the Theravada Canon or the Pali Text systematically and where to start? What are the special features of the Pali Text?

Answer 5-16: If you want to have a thorough study of the Theravada Canon or the Pali Text it is better for you to study it in Pali, because many of the Pali scriptures are not translated into other languages. Furthermore there are always some changes in the meaning in the translation from the original text.

The Pali grammar usage is slightly different between different countries. However, you can choose any of them, for example Sinhalese Pali or Burmese Pali. Other than this you should study the scripture under the guidance of a learned teacher. You should also study the Pali Text together with the commentary and the subcommentary because without studying the commentary and the subcommentary you cannot understand the Pali Text thoroughly.

The Tipitaka consists of the Vinaya, Sutta, and Abhidhamma. Of the three, every bhikkhu and bhikkhuni must study the Vinaya Pitaka thoroughly. The Sutta Pitaka consists of various suttas which teach us the way up to the attainment of arahantship. As for those who are practising the discernment of mentality, materiality, and dependent-origination, they must at least have some basic Abhidhamma knowledge, otherwise they cannot practise them thoroughly.

Question 5-17: What are the defilements removed by the first, second, third, and fourth paths? In which scripture is this stated?

Answer 5-17: The first path removes wrong view of personality, doubt and attachment to rites and rituals. In certain suttas and the Abhidhamma, jealousy and stinginess are also mentioned to be removes by the first path. The second path attenuates sensual desire and hatred. The third path removes sensual desire and hatred. The fourth path removes the remaining five higher fetters: desire for fine-material existence, desire for immaterial existence, conceit, restlessness, and ignorance.

Question 5-18: Is it true that a person who is blind and deaf has no eye-transparent element and ear-transparent element?

Answer 5-18: Yes, if he is completely blind and deaf.

Question 5-19: If a person’s right hand is deformed, depending on the left hand to do thing, but he is quite wise and have the condition to receive the higher ordination. When this person has enough vassa, can he give the higher ordination to others?

Answer 5-19: According to the Theravada Vinaya he can. Only when he received the higher ordination, the bhikkhus who participated in the ordination procedure committed a wrong doing offence (dukkata), but he himself did not commit any offence.
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