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Members of the community here have broached the problem of sorrow and grief, which is the subject of today’s talk. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

​​​​​​​Sorrow and grief are included in The Buddha’s definition of the First Noble Truth, the Noble Truth of Suffering (Dukkha) (S.56: 11):

Birth is suffering; ageing is suffering; death is suffering; sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair are suffering; association with the unloved is suffering; separation from the loved is suffering; not to get what one wants is suffering; in short, the five aggregates of clinging are suffering. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Is there anyone who has not known grief?  Look into the world and ask: ‘Is there anyone who has not known grief?’  Even animals know grief.

We may say: ‘But little children have not known grief’, or ‘Piglets playing in the mud have not known grief’.  Yes, they may not have known grief in this life, but surely they will, and if we look into the past, we see that they have indeed known more grief than can even be imagined, as have we all.  Just how much grief we have all known is explained vividly by The Buddha (S.ii, xv, 3):

For many a long day, Bhikkhus, have you experienced the death of mother, of son, of daughter, have you experienced the ruin of kinsfolk, of wealth, and the calamity of disease.  As you go on, run on in this way many a long day, united with the undesirable, separated from the desirable, greater is the flood of tears shed by you crying and weeping over one and all of these, than are waters in the four seas.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The Buddha is here describing samsāra, the endless round of rebirth.  We go from one life to the next, on and on and on, and have been doing so from time immemorial.  The first true knowledge of the three true knowledges which transformed Prince Siddhattha sitting under the Bodhi Tree into a Buddha was to recollect countless of His past lives: not only a hundred births, or a thousand births, or a hundred thousand births, but countless aeons.  It was because of that knowledge He could say [ibid.]:

The beginning of this going on, Bhikkhus is incalculable.  The earliest point of the running on of beings cloaked in ignorance and tied to craving, is not revealed.  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The running on of beings cloaked in ignorance and tied to craving, this is the second Noble Truth: the Noble Truth of the Origin of Suffering.  The suffering of sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair is all because of our inherent stupidity.  This is The Buddha’s domain.  The Buddha was able to analyse suffering, and discover why we suffer.

If we do not understand why we suffer, we cannot do anything about it.  Suffering without knowing what to do about it, leads to sickness in the mind, and if worst comes to worst we may even kill ourselves, stupidly thinking that that is going to make things any better.

And what does our stupidity consist in?  It consists in seeing things in a stupid way.  It is wrong view (miccāditthi).  It is to not understand that everything in the world is impermanent (anicca); everything in the world is (dukkha); and everything in the world is without substance, without self (anatta).  The roots of suffering are many, but the root of roots is the idea that things in the world are self – it is the view of self (attaditthi).

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

What is meant by ‘the world’?  We had it in the First Noble Truth mentioned before, where The Buddha says: the five aggregates of clinging are suffering.  

The five aggregates of clinging (pañcakkhandhā) are the world, and they are matter (rūpa), feeling (vedanā), perception (saññā), mental formations (sa(khārā), and consciousness (viññāna).  There is no more to the world than those five things.  It is impossible to speak of anything in the world that resides outside those five things.  The five aggregates are in themselves not a source of suffering; it is only because we cling to them that they become a source of suffering.  This is explained by, for example, the Venerable Kaccāna.  He was praised by The Buddha as expert in explaining the Dhamma in detail.  He says (M.138):

How, friends, is there agitation due to clinging?  Here an untaught ordinary person . . . regards matter as self, or self as possessed of matter, or matter as in self, or self as in matter.  That matter of his changes and becomes otherwise.  With the change and becoming otherwise of that matter, his mind is preoccupied with the change of matter.  Agitated mental states born of preoccupation with the change of matter arise and remain obsessing his mind.  Because his mind is obsessed, he is anxious, distressed, and concerned, and due to clinging he becomes agitated.

This sequence of events takes place also with the other four aggregates: feelings, perceptions, formations and consciousnesses.  Those who have meditated seriously will understand it very clearly, whereas without meditation it may appear as abstract.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

First of all, an untaught ordinary person is a person who does not know the Dhamma, and has no regard for the Dhamma.  Such a person is ignorant, and it is because of ignorance that such a person identifies with the five aggregates of clinging.  Take the first aggregate of clinging, matter: the stupid person identifies with the matter that is his or her own body, and identifies with the matter that is the body of a loved one, such as father or mother, wife or husband, boyfriend or girlfriend, son or daughter, even dog, or fish in the aquarium.  The stupid person also identifies with inanimate matter, such as a house, furniture, books, a car, a motorbike, clothes and food, and even excrement.  The list is endless, and this goes on all the time, everywhere.  Even dogs think that their owner’s house is themselves, and bhikkhus think their robes and bowl are themselves.  The material things we are surrounded by give thus rise to feelings, to perceptions, to mental formations, and to consciousnesses, all of which the stupid person sees as self.  But that is not enough, because the feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousnesses themselves are seen as self, and give rise to more feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousnesses, which are also seen as self, and on and on and on it goes.  

When grown-up people sit absorbed in front of the TV for hours, watching eleven grown-up men run around trying to kick a ball into one white frame, and trying to prevent eleven different grown-up men from kicking the ball into another white frame, and everyone gets very excited about it, it is because of self-identification.  This self-identification goes on all the time and everywhere; it is rooted in delusion (moha), and gives rise to greed (lobha), hatred (dosa) and more delusion (moha). 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

  Why do greed, hatred and delusion arise?  Because the world does not behave the way we want it to. As the Venerable Kaccāna explained: That matter of his changes and becomes otherwise. With the change and becoming otherwise of that matter, his mind is preoccupied with the change of matter.

The young man gets upset when he begins to lose his hair; he gets more upset when he loses his mother; and it is surely the end of the world when he loses his girlfriend  The mother and father get upset when their children are not perfect in every way; when their children get sick the mother and father get extremely worried, and when the children die, it is the end of the world.  When the wife gets sick and dies, her husband is overcome with grief, because his life has suddenly become void of meaning; that is, unless he goes first, and instead his wife is overcome with grief.  The housewife sees her beautiful, clean home as self, and when insects dare come in without permission, she kills them with insect spray, and she tells her husband to put out rat-poison too. The eleven grown-up men manage to kick the ball into the one frame twice, and the whole country is in ecstasy.  But the other eleven grown-up men manage to kick the ball into the other frame three times, and the whole country goes into mourning, and the spectators start fighting in the stands.   A monk walks down a road, and at each house the dog barks in indignation, because the monk is trespassing on the dog’s property: the house belongs to the dog, as does the pavement and the road.

It is in all cases the same process going on, although we do not get equally upset about everything: but deluded we are in every case.  We do not understand the truth, namely that the world will never behave the way we want it to, because all things in the world are impermanent, all things in the world are suffering, and all things are non-self: that is not only matter, but also feelings, perceptions, formations and consciousnesses.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

  Only when we understand and accept these basic facts, can we stop suffering.  This is why The Buddha says to the bhikkhus (M.22): Matter is not yours.  Abandon it.  When you have abandoned it, that will lead to your welfare and happiness for a long time.  Feeling is not yours.  Abandon it.  When you have abandoned it, that will lead to your welfare and happiness for a long time.  Perception is not yours.  Abandon it.  When you have abandoned it, that will lead to your welfare and happiness for a long time.  Formations are not yours.  Abandon them.  When you have abandoned them, that will lead to your welfare and happiness for a long time.  Consciousness is not yours.  Abandon it.  When you have abandoned it, that will lead to your welfare and happiness for a long time.

Obviously, as the Commentary explains, it is not the aggregates themselves, which are to be abandoned, but the clinging to them as self, which should be abandoned.  The Buddha is not telling mothers and father to abandon their children; He is telling them to abandon the clinging and self-identification they have for their children.

The Buddha drives the point home by employing a simile (ibid.): 

‘Bhikkhus, what do you think?  If people carried off the grass, sticks, branches, and leaves in this Jeta Grove, or burned them . . . would you think: “People are carrying us off or burning us . . . ?”’ 

‘No, Venerable Sir.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because it is neither our self nor what belongs to our self.’

‘So too, bhikkhus, whatever is not yours, abandon it; when you have abandoned it, that will lead to your welfare and happiness for a long time.’

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

As always, The Buddha is here telling us to abandon our stupidity, to abandon looking at things in a stupid way, and to cultivate wisdom.  Cultivating wisdom will be to our welfare and happiness for a long time, and it will eventually lead to the Highest Happiness: Nibbāna.

To live in wisdom is to live without self-identification, and without self-identification there is no clinging for things as they were, and craving for things to be other than they are; there is no resistance, and thus the mind is not afflicted.  The Buddha says in the Dhammapada (v.40): 

Realizing that this body is as fragile as a clay pot, and fortifying this mind like a well-fortified city, fight out Mara with the sword of wisdom.  Then, guarding the conquest, remain unattached.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Very, very much more could be said about this subject, but allow me please to close today’s talk with an account of one of The Buddha’s past lives (Jā. No.354).  It is about a household, which cultivated wisdom, and about how that wisdom enabled them all to live in peace and happiness even when death came to call.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

In a past life, The Buddha was reborn as a Brahmin.  He married, and had a son and daughter.  When the son married, the son’s wife came to live with her husband’s family, and there lived in the house also a slave woman.  The five inhabitants of the house lived happily and affectionately together; they gave alms, observed the holy days, kept the five precepts, and day and night they contemplated death.  The thought of death never left them.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

One day the Brahmin went with his son to work in the fields, and that day his son was bitten by a snake and died.  Neither weeping nor lamenting, the Brahmin laid the corpse at the foot of a tree, and covered it up with a robe.  His only thought was: ‘That which is subject to dissolution is dissolved, and that which is subject to death is dead,’ and he continued his work.  Then he saw a neighbour walk past, and asked: ‘Friend, are you going home?’  When the other said, ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Please go to our house and tell the mistress not to bring food for two but for only one.  And please tell her not to send the slave-woman, but for everyone to come, in clean clothes and with perfumes and flowers.’  When the neighbour passed on the message, the Brahmin’s wife asked him whom it was from.  When the neighbour told her it was from the Brahmin, she understood that her son was dead.  But she did not bat an eyelid.  With absolute composure, she put on white garments, and together with the other members of the family went to the field, carrying food for her husband, and perfumes and flowers for the funeral.  No one shed a tear or grieved.  When they arrived, the Brahmin sat down in the shade of the tree where the corpse of his son lay, and had his lunch.  When he had finished his lunch, they made a funeral pyre, put the corpse on top, offered perfumes and flowers, and then lit the fire.  No one shed even a single tear.  As always, they contemplated death.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Such was their virtue that Sakka, king of the devas, came down in disguise to investigate.  He stood by the burning funeral pyre, and asked: ‘What are you doing?’

They answered: ‘We are burning the corpse of a man, Sir.’

Sakka said: ‘That’s not a man you are burning; I think it’s the flesh of an animal you have killed.’

‘No, Sir,’ they said.  ‘It’s just the body of a man’.

‘Well, then, he must’ve been your enemy.’

The Brahmin said: ‘He wasn’t our enemy, he was our own true son.’

‘Then he couldn’t have been a very dear son to you.’ 

‘He was most dear to us, Sir.’

‘Then why don’t you weep?’

The Brahmin said: ‘When life is past, man quits his material body, just as a snake quits its slough.  Why should I grieve? Weeping can’t touch the ashes of the dead; he goes the way he has to go.’

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sakka then asked the Brahmin’s wife, ‘Lady, this dead man, what was he to you?’ 

She answered: ‘Sir, I bore him ten months in my womb, suckled him at my breast, directed the movements of his hands and feet; he was my grown-up son.’

Sakka then said: ‘Granted, lady, it is a man’s nature not to weep, but a mother’s heart surely is tender.  Why don’t you weep?’

‘What cause is there for grief? Nobody asked him to come, and nobody asked him to leave; he came as he went. Why should I grieve? Weeping can’t touch the ashes of the dead; he goes the way he has to go.’

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sakka then asked the Brahmin’s daughter, ‘Lady, this dead man, what was he to you?’

She answered: ‘Sir, he was my brother.’

Sakka then said: ‘Lady, surely sisters have affection for their brothers.  Why don’t you weep?’

‘Even were I to fast and weep, what good would it do?  My friends and family would just be more unhappy.  Why should I grieve? Weeping can’t touch the ashes of the dead; he goes the way he has to go.’

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sakka then asked the Brahmin’s daughter-in-law, ‘Lady, this dead man, what was he to you?’

She answered: ‘Sir, he was my husband.’

Sakka then said: ‘A wife surely weeps when her husband dies, for a widow’s life is troublesome.  Why don’t you weep?’

‘Just as children cry in vain to touch the moon, so do people in vain mourn the loss of loved ones. Why should I grieve? Weeping can’t touch the ashes of the dead; he goes the way he has to go.’

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Lastly, Sakka turned to the slave woman, ‘Woman, this dead man, what was he to you?’  

She answered, ‘Sir, he was my master.’

Sakka then said: ‘No doubt, then, he must have abused you, and beaten you and oppressed you, and happy that he is now dead, you do not weep.’

The slave woman said: ‘Speak not so, Sir.  That’s not true.  My young master was full of patience, love and pity for me; he was as an adopted son to me.’

‘Then why don’t you weep?’

‘A broken pot of clay, who can put it together again?  In the same way, mourning for the dead is nothing but wasted efforts.  Weeping can’t touch the ashes of the dead; he goes the way he has to go.’

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

What needs perhaps be pointed out here is that the Brahmin, his wife, his daughter, his daughter-in-law and the slave woman were not without love for the deceased youth; it was clinging they were without.  Clinging comes about because of self-identification, and that is why the five aggregates are referred to as the five aggregates of clinging.  When we with wisdom cut off our clinging, then is ignorance vanquished, as are sorrow and grief.  Thus wisdom is the highest merit. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Wisdom’s superiority is explained by The Buddha, when he speaks of a man who made many big offerings.  The Buddha says (A.9:20): Even if he had fed the Sa(gha, with The Buddha at their head, greater would have been the fruit thereof had he, with heart full of confidence, taken refuge in The Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sa(gha.  

Even if, with heart full of confidence, he taken refuge in The Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sa(gha, greater would have been the fruit thereof had he with heart full of confidence undertaken to keep the precepts (the five precepts). 

Even if, with heart full of confidence, he had undertaken to keep the precepts, greater would have been the fruit thereof had he practised mettā for as long as a pull at a cow’s teat.  

Even if he had practised mettā for as long as a pull at a cow’s teat, greater would have been the fruit thereof had he maintained the perception of impermanence (anicca) for as long as a snap of the fingers.  

Thank you.
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