Questions and Answers (2)


Questions and Answers 2

Question 2-1: Some meditators have attained the eight attainments (samapatti), and even practised Vipassana, but their behaviour is gross and precepts are not pure. Because of this many people have doubt about this practice. Should a person who has the above attainments not be able to keep his mind, speech and bodily actions purer than those who have not attained the above attainments?

 Should a person who have attained the eight attainments, practised dependent-origination, and attained Nibbana, keep his experiences and do not reveal them to others?

Answer 2-1: According to the Pali text, to attain jhanas, paths, and fruitions, a person must have purification of virtue. It is impossible for a person who has no purification of virtue to attain any jhana, path, and fruition, although he may be able to develop his concentration up to a certain degree.

I think I should make it clear to you that I never confirm any meditator’s attainments of jhana, path, and fruition. Although I do teach some meditators, in accordance with the Pali Texts, to practise the first jhana, the second jhana etc., I teach them only according to what they report. It does not mean that I confirm their attainments. Their attainments may be true, but may be false also, because some meditators are truthful, but some are not truthful.

It is difficult to say that a person who has the above attainments must be able to keep his mind, speech and bodily actions purer than those who have not attained the above attainments, because some people who have not attained the above attainments may also be very pure in their conducts. A good example is the Mahanaga Mahathera. He was the teacher of a Dhammadinna arahant and practised Samatha and Vipassana meditation for more than sixty years, but he was still a worldling (puthujjana). Although he was still a worldling, no defilements appeared within those sixty years because of strong, powerful Samatha and Vipassana practices. And his precepts were exceedingly pure. Due to this, he thought of himself: ‘I have attained arahantship.’ 

One day, his disciple Dhammadinna arahant was sitting in his own daytime quarters, and he thought: ‘Has our teacher, the Mahanaga Mahathera who lives at Uccavalika, brought his work of asceticism to its conclusion, or not?’ He saw that his teacher was still a worldling, and he knew that if he did not go to him, he would die a worldling. He rose up into the air with supernormal power and alighted near the Mahanaga Mahathera, who was sitting in his daytime quarters. He paid homage to him, doing his duty, and sat down at one side. To the question ‘Why have you come unexpectedly, friend Dhammadinna?’ he replied ‘I have come to ask a question, Venerable Sir’. He was told ‘Ask friend. If we know, we shall say’. He asked a thousand questions. The Mahanaga Mahathera replied without hesitation to each question.

To the remark ‘Your knowledge is very keen, Venerable Sir; when was this state attained by you?’ he replied ‘Sixty years ago, friend’. – ‘Do you practise concentration, Venerable Sir?’ – ‘That is not difficult, friend.’ – ‘Then make an elephant, Venerable Sir.’ The Mahanaga Mahathera made an elephant all white. ‘Now, Venerable Sir, make that elephant come straight at you with his ears outstretched, his tail extended, putting his trunk in his mouth and making a horrible trumpeting.’ The Mahathera did so. Seeing the frightful aspect of the rapidly approaching elephant, he sprang up and made to run away. Then the Elder with cankers destroyed put out his hand, and catching him by the hem of his robe, he said ‘Venerable Sir, is there any timidity in one whose cankers are destroyed?’

Then he recognized that he was still a worldling. He knelt at the Venerable Dhammadinna’s feet and said: ‘Help me, friend Dhammadinna.’ – ‘Venerable Sir, I will help you; that is why I came. Do not worry.’ Then he expounded a meditation subject to him. The Elder took the meditation subject and went up onto the walk, and with the third footstep he reached arahantship.

There is a story mentioned in the commentary of the Majjhima Nikaya. An old man became a bhikkhu at old age, and lived with his arahant preceptor who was a young bhikkhu. Although his preceptor was an arahant he did not know it. One day, on their way of alms-round, he asked his preceptor: ‘Venerable Sir, how does an arahant look like?’ His arahant preceptor replied: ‘It is very difficult, friend. There is a man who becomes a bhikkhu at old age and lives with an arahant, but he does know that the arahant is an arahant.’ Even though his preceptor had given him a hint he did not understand that his young preceptor was an arahant. Thus it is not easy to recognize who is an arahant.

If a person is really a noble one he will have few wishes, be contented and humble. He will not simply reveal his attainments. And if the person is a bhikkhu or bhikkhuni, according to the vinaya rule laid down by the Buddha, he or she should never tell his or her attainments to a non-fully ordained person, including novice monks, novice nuns, and lay-people. Furthermore, from the story of the Mahanaga Mahathera we know that it is not easy to be certain of one’s attainments. Thus it is better not to tell others at all. Another point to consider is that some listeners may believe but some may not, and if your attainments of the path and fruition are true, the non-believers will create some bad kamma. This will bring harm to them. Thus, although hearing of others’ noble attainments may arouse some people’s faith in the Dhamma, it is still better not to reveal one’s attainments at all.

Question 2-2: If a meditator is not truthful, and does not truthfully report his meditation experience, what loss will he face?

Answer 2-2: Since he is telling lie his precept is not pure. As a result of that he cannot attain any jhana, path, and fruition, and also cannot have any distinguished progress in his meditation practice. If he intentionally makes a false claim to the attainment of jhana, path, and fruition, he commits a serious offence. And if this bad kamma ripens at his near death moment he will be reborn in hell.

As a Buddhist we must know clearly what is our goal, namely, to free ourselves from the round of rebirths. This is the best benefit we can gain. Only then can we guide others onto the path we have trodden, and provide them the best benefit. Thus, if we are dear to ourselves as well as to others, we must be truthful. Can we say that a person who causes himself to fall into hell is dear to himself? Certainly he is not.

If, however, he repents at a later time and practises meditation truthfully and diligently, he may attain jhana, path, and fruition.

Question 2-3: Is there a kind of person who can never attain Buddhahood?

Answer 2-3: There are a few types of person who cannot attain Buddhahood. The first type of person is the Buddha, because a Buddha has attained Buddhahood, and can never attain another Buddhahood. Future Paccekabuddhas, chief disciples, and great disciples who have received definite prophecy from a Buddha also cannot attain Buddhahood, because they will certainly attain Paccekabodhi, aggasavakabodhi, and mahasavakabodhi respectively as predicted by the Buddha. They have no more future life, and there are no future mentality and materiality to fulfil the ten perfections. Further, a person who has attained any path and fruition, such as the path and fruition of stream-enterer, can never attain Buddhahood. Because even the lower stage of noble one, a stream-enterer, will have seven future lives at most, and will destroy all defilements and attain Parinibbana after death in his last life. There is no enough time for him to fulfil the ten perfections that takes at least four incalculables and a hundred thousand aeons.

As for future ordinary disciples, if they have received a definite prophecy from a Buddha, they also cannot attain Buddhahood, because they will certainly become ordinary disciples as predicted by the Buddha. If, however, they have not received a definite prophecy from a Buddha, they can still practise the bodhisatta path, fulfil the ten perfections, and may one day be confirmed by a Buddha to be a bodhisatta. If you want you may try, but to succeed in that is extremely rare.

Question 2-4: How to attain liberation through seeing, hearing, feeling, and knowing?

Answer 2-4: If you, while seeing, hearing, feeling, and knowing, can discern mentality and materiality, and comprehend them as impermanent, suffering, and non-self, you may attain liberation.

Question 2-5: According to the Majjhima Agama the Venerable Ananda attained arahantship during the process of lying down. How did he comprehend mentality and materiality then?

Answer 2-5: You should remember that, after becoming a bhikkhu, the Venerable Ananda could analyse the five aggregates of the internal, external, past, future, present, inferior, superior, gross, subtle, far, and near. He could practise dependent-origination and discern the causes of those five aggregates. He could comprehend those five aggregates and their causes as impermanent, suffering, and non-self. And later, he attained the path and fruition of stream-enterer together with the fourfold analytical knowledge in his first rains-retreat while listening to a discourse delivered by the Venerable Mantaniputta Punna. Furthermore a person who attains the fourfold analytical knowledge must have practised Vipassana up to the Knowledge of Equanimity Towards Formations in his past life.

Having attained the path and fruition of stream-enterer, he continued to practise Vipassana for forty-four long years. On the night he attained arahantship, he practised walking meditation for whole night, comprehending especially the materiality of the forty-two part of the body as impermanent, suffering, and non-self. However, because of excessive effort his concentration became weak. Thus he thought of lying down to balance the faculties of effort and concentration. During the process of lying down those faculties became balance and thus he attained arahantship even before his body touched the bed. You should know that this is not instant enlightenment, because he had been thoroughly comprehending mentality and materiality as impermanent, suffering, and non-self in various ways, such as the ways of mentality-materiality, five aggregates, twelve factors of dependent-origination, for forty-four years after his attainment of the fruition of stream-enterer.

If a person has thoroughly comprehended internal and external mentality-and-materiality as impermanent, suffering, and non-self, and if his insight is matured, he can, on the verge of attainment of the path and fruition, comprehend only the dhamma and the characteristic he likes the most. For example, he can comprehend only materiality as impermanent. This is enough for him to attain the path and fruition. If, however, he has not thoroughly comprehended mentality and materiality as impermanent, suffering, and non-self, he cannot attain any path and fruition by comprehending on a dhamma as impermanent, suffering, or non-self.

Question 2-6: Can we use upekkha-bhavana as a base to reach the four immaterial jhanas?

Answer 2-6: No. To reach the four immaterial jhanas, you must first practise kasina meditation up to the fourth jhana, for example, the fourth jhana of the earth kasina. Having emerged from the fourth kasina jhana, you should remove the kasina patibhaga nimitta which spreads up to the infinite universe. After removing the kasina patibhaga nimitta, there is only the infinite space left. Only then can you practise the base of infinite space. By practising upekkha-bhavana, there is no kasina nimitta to remove, and you cannot get the infinite space. Thus you cannot practise the immaterial jhana based upon upekkha-bhavana which has living beings as its object.

Question 2-7: In which of the Canon is it stated that we must analyse mentality and materiality after practising the four-elements meditation?

Answer 2-7: It is stated in many suttas and their commentaries, for example, the Mahagopalaka Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya and the Aparijanana Sutta of Samyutta Nikaya. As for the discernment of materiality, the brief way is stated in the Mahasatipatthana Sutta, and the detailed way is stated in the Mahahatthipadopama Sutta, Maharahulovada Sutta and Dhatuvibhavaga Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya, and the Dhatuvibhavga Pali of Vibhavga of Abhidhamma Pitaka.

There are two kinds of individual: a bare-insight-vehicle individual (suddha-vipassana-yanika) and a tranquillity-vehicle individual (samatha-yanika).

A tranquillity-vehicle individual is one who has developed one of the jhanas and, therefore, completed the purification of mind. When he wishes to complete the purification of view, he should enter into one of the jhanas, although not the base of neither-perception-nor-non-perception. Having emerged from that jhana he should discern the jhana factors, beginning with applied thought (vitakka), etc., and all the mental-concomitants (cetasika) associated with that jhana consciousness. Each should be discerned according to characteristic, function, manifestation, and proximate cause. He is able to discern them because he has discerned the five jhana factors while practising Samatha meditation.

Then he should discern the heart-base materiality where those types of mentality reside, the four elements on which that heart-base materiality depends, and the other types of derived materiality present there. They should also be discerned according to characteristic, function, manifestation, and proximate cause.

Then he should practise the discernment of materiality before he discerns the five-door thought-processes. If he has not practised the discernment of materiality, he cannot discern the five-door thought-processes, because he is unable to discern the transparent-elements of eye, ear, etc. depended upon by eye-consciousness, ear-consciousness, etc. Thus he is unable to discern the five-door thought-processes.

If, however, that tranquillity-vehicle individual wishes to begin by discerning material dhammas, without having discerned the mental dhammas, he should proceed in the exact same way as a bare-insight-vehicle individual. According to the instruction given by the Visuddhimagga in Chapter Eighteen, a bare-insight-vehicle individual develops the purification of view as follows:

‘A bare-insight-vehicle individual, or a tranquillity-vehicle individual who wishes to begin insight practice by discerning materiality instead of mentality, should discern the four elements in brief, or in detail, in one of the various ways given in Chapter Eleven on the definition of the four elements.’

According to these instructions from the Visuddhimagga, a person who wishes to proceed directly to the practice of Vipassana without any jhanas as a foundation, or a person who has attained one or all of the eight jhanas, but wishes to begin Vipassana by discerning materiality first, must begin by discerning the four elements in brief, in detail, or both in brief and in detail.

As regards the discernment of materiality and the discernment of mentality, the Majjhima commentary and the second book of Abhidhamma commentary say:

‘Of these two, discernment of materiality refers to the defining of the four elements in the brief way or the detailed way.’

These instructions found in the commentaries, on how to discern materiality in Vipassana, show that the Buddha taught that a bare-insight-vehicle individual, or a tranquillity-vehicle individual who wishes to begin by discerning materiality, must begin by discerning the four elements in brief or in detail. If a meditator practises according to the Teaching of the Buddha, it will produce the most beneficial result.

Here we should know that the commentaries are not written by the Venerable Buddhaghosa. He was just a translator who translated the Sinhalese version of commentaries into Pali. Although some parts of the commentaries are no doubt compiled by later generations, most parts of it are handed down since the Buddha’ s time. It was quite common during the Buddha’s time that after listening to a short discourse, some did not understand the meaning. So they approached the Buddha or some arahants such as the Venerable Sariputta, the Venerable Mahamoggallana, the Venerable Ananda, etc. for more detailed explanations. And those explanations were compiled as ‘Miscellaneous Teachings’ (Pakinnaka Desana) by five hundred arahants during the first Buddhist Council. It was also called the Original Commentary (Mula-Atthakatha) then. It was brought by the arahant Mahinda to Sri Lanka when he took up the mission to propagate the Dhamma there. He knew that the later generation was unable to preserve the commentary in Pali, so he translated it into Sinhalese, and it was called the Great Commentary (Maha-Atthakatha). And during the Venerable Buddhaghosa’s time, some felt that it was necessary to promote the study of Buddha’s Teachings in Pali, so he translated all the commentaries back into Pali. 

In the prologue to each of the four Nikaya Commentaries it is conveniently summarized by the Venerable Buddhaghosa himself as follows: ‘ I shall now take the commentary, whose object is to clarify the meaning of the subtle and most excellent Digha Nikaya … set forth in detail by the Buddha and by his like [i.e. the Venerable Sariputta and other expounders of discourses in the Sutta Pitaka] – the commentary that in the beginning was chanted [at the First Council] and later rechanted [at the Second and Third], and was brought to the Sihala Island by the Arahant Mahinda the Great and rendered into the Sihala tongue for the benefit of the Islanders,. And from the commentary I shall remove the Sihala tongue, replacing it by the graceful language that conforms with Scripture and is purified and free from flaws. Not diverging from the standpoint of the Elders residing in the Great Monastery [in Anuradhapura].’

There is only one instance in the Visuddhimagga where he openly advances an opinion of his own, with the words ‘our preference here is this’ (Chapter 13, para. 123). He does so once in the Majjhima Nikaya Commentary, too, saying ‘the point is not dealt with by the Ancients, but this is my opinion’ (MA. i, 28). Only these few instances are from his own opinion. He also says in the Digha Nikaya Commentary (DA. 567-8) that ‘one’s own opinion is the weakest authority of all and should only be accepted if it accords with the suttas’. So it is clear that he did not write his own commentary.

It is not right to criticize the Venerable Buddhaghosa, because he just translated the commentary handed down from the ancient time. For example, the chapter on dependent-origination of the Visuddhimagga is translated entirely from the Sammohavinodani which is part of the Great Commentary. This is a commentary of dependent-origination taught by the Buddha in many suttas, such as the whole Nidana Samyutta. In many suttas the Buddha teaches that there are causes in the past life giving rise to the effects in the present life, for example, the past causes of ignorance, craving, clinging, volitional-formations and kamma give rise to the present five aggregates. The Buddha teaches also that there are causes in the present life giving rise to the effects in the future life. If you do not accept this teaching there will be a problem, because it means that you think that the Buddha said something non-sense or told lie. Further, if the teaching of dependent-origination were wrong, then you would not have to accumulate the ten perfections to become a Buddha. Why? By rejecting the teaching of dependent-origination you have rejected the fact that causes in the past life can give rise to the effects in the present life. If that were so, the past causes would not be able to affect you present life, and all the wholesome kamma that you did in your past life were useless. Also, the present causes would not be able to produce your future life, and you could do whatever you like. You could kill, steal, and commit sexual misconduct etc. without worry for the danger of falling into woeful states in your future life. Everything would happen purely by chance. It would be unnecessary for you to fulfil the ten perfections for at least four incalculables and a hundred thousand aeons to become a Buddha, because all the perfections that you have fulfilled would be in vain.

However, this is a kind of serious wrong view called the wrong view of inefficiency (akiriya-ditthi). Some may argue that they can still discern the working of cause and effect, for example, eating too much is the cause and indigestion is the effect. But it is not necessary for the Buddha to teach this kind of cause and effect, because every normal person knows it. They should ask themselves whether they know what is the causal kamma for their present human life. Can they say that the causal kamma is from the present life as well? Certainly they cannot. If, however, they still think that it is so, then they could perform a wholesome kamma and wish to become a deva. If the present kamma could produce the present effect, he would become a deva immediately. But certainly he cannot become a deva immediately because of that kamma. Why? Because the causal kamma for their present human life must be from one of his past lives.

Thus it is very clear that the teaching of dependent-origination is not imagination, and it is not right to criticize that the Venerable Buddhaghosa was confuse. We must treat the commentaries with great respect, because they are the words of the Buddha and many great arahants.

Question 2-8: Did the Buddha have ‘akiriya dreams’. Is there mindfulness while dreaming?

Answer 2-8: All arahants, including Buddhas and Paccekabuddhas, do not dream, because they have destroyed all perverted illusion; in Pali this is called ‘pahinavipallasatta’.

Question 2-9: If a person who has sense-sphere, material-sphere, and immaterial-sphere wholesome consciousnesses want to be reborn in the human world, is it necessary for him to make a wish?

Answer 2-9: It is not necessary. If he wants to be reborn as a human being, he must depend on his sense-sphere wholesome kamma, but provided the kamma ripens at his near death moment. Whether he has the wish for human life or not, if he still has attachment to it his sense-sphere wholesome kamma will produce its result in accordance with its law. If, however, he enters into any fine-material jhana or immaterial jhana at near death moment, he will automatically be reborn in the fine-material sphere and immaterial sphere respectively in accordance to the working of kamma and kamma-result.
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