Modern Fires

In further response to a request for talks about lust and greed, hatred and delusion, we shall today look at the so-called ‘Fire Sermon’, the third sutta uttered by The Fully Enlightened Buddha.
 

↓------------2------------↓
Shortly after The Buddha’s enlightenment, one thousand fire-worshipping ascet​ics decided to ordain as bhikkhus. They threw all their fire-worshipping parapherna​lia into the Nerañjarā River and ordained. Their pāramīs were close to bursting point, so to speak, and The Buddha thought: In the past these one thousand bhikkhus worshipped the fire morning and evening. I shall teach them that the twelve bases are burning and blazing. That way they will be able to attain arahant​ship. So The Buddha took the new bhikkhus’ former object of worship and twisted it round to serve as a metaphor for teaching them the Truth.  

↓------------3------------↓
The twelve bases that The Buddha was going to explain to the bhikkhus are the six internal bases: the eye, the ear, the nose, the tongue, the body, and the mind; and the six matching external bases: sights, sounds, odours, flavours, physical objects and mind objects: six plus six equals twelve. 

It is when the internal base meets its external base that a consciousness arises: for example, it is when the eye, an internal base, meets a sight, its corresponding external base, that an eye-consciousness arises. Hence, there are also six types of consciousness: eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue-, body- and mind-conscious​ness. 

And it is with the meeting of the internal base, the external base and the consciousness, that there is contact; in this case, it is with the meeting of the eye, the sight, and the eye-consciousness that there is eye-contact. Hence, there are also six types of contact: eye-, ear-, nose-, tongue-, body- and mind-contact. 

When there is contact, one of the three feelings arises: either a pleasant feeling, a painful feeling or a neither-painful-nor-pleasant, a neutral feeling.

This process takes place not some of the time, but all the time. 

↓------------4------------↓
Now that we know what the different things mean, we can look at what The Buddha said to the one thousand bhikkhus. He said: Bhikkhus, all is burning. And what, bhikkhus, is the all that is burning? The eye is burning, sights are burning, eye-consciousness is burning, eye-contact is burning, and the feeling that arises with eye-contact, be it pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant, it too is burning. In the same way He said: The ear is burning, sounds are burning, ear-consciousness is burning, ear-contact is burning, and the feeling that arises with ear-contact, be it pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant, it too is burning. The nose is burning, odours are burning . . . .The tongue is burning, flavours are burning . . . .The body is burning, physical sensations are burning . . .. The mind is burning, mind objects are burning, mind-consciousness is burning, mind-contact is burning, and the feeling that arises with mind-contact, be it pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant, it too is burning.   

↓------------5------------↓
The Buddha starts by saying Bhikkhus, all is burning, and then speaks about the eye, sights, eye-conscious​ness, eye-contact and the feeling that arises from eye-contact, and the same for the ear, the nose, the tongue, the body and the mind. How is this the all?

The twelve sense-bases (six internal and six external), the six types of consciousness, the six types of contact, and the three types of feeling are the all. There is nothing else in life. Please try to think of something in life that is independent of the six sense-bases: the eye, the ear, the nose, the tongue, the body and the mind. Is there anything else? No.

This becomes very clear in meditation. It is for many people an early insight, and something of a revelation: namely that there is nothing in life except what we know through the six sense-bases. When we understand that, we realize suddenly that life is nothing but objects striking upon our senses: sights striking upon the eye, sounds striking upon the ear, odours striking upon the nose, flavours striking upon the tongue, physical objects striking upon the body, and feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousnesses striking upon the mind. This is all there is, and it is going on all the time. It never ever stops: there is always consciousness of an object. Even the deepest concentration cannot exist without an object to concentrate on. And with the attainment of Nibbāna, there is clear consciousness of the object of Nibbāna. 

↓------------6------------↓
Please lift your hand and look at it; listen to my voice; put your hand up to your nose, see the hand, feel the hand touch the nose and smell the hand; taste the spit in your mouth: in each case there is the stroke of an object, there is a consciousness that arises, there is contact and there is feeling. This is going on at a pace of billions of strokes per second. 

We tend to think that the only objects in the world are small handy, physical ones like a box of matches or a key or a mobile phone. But everything we see, hear, smell, taste, feel on the body and have in the mind is an object.

We live in such ignorance that most of even the physical things we are surrounded by we do not think of as objects; we think they are something else; we think they have some kind of meaning. But our body is just an object; our friends and family are ultimately just objects. Even this Dhamma talk is ultimately objects of sound. 

↓------------7------------↓
Take an everyday scenario: a mother pats her little boy on the head as he goes into school. She knows him through the eye, when seeing him look up and smile, in which case he is an object of sight; she knows him through the ear, when hearing the sounds coming out of his mouth, that say: ‘See you later’, in which case he is an object of sound; and she knows him through the body, when feeling the roughness of the hair on top of his head, and the hardness of his skull, in which case he is a physical object. But when the mother sees that sight, hears that sound, and feels that roughness of the hair and hardness of the skull, she thinks each of those objects alone, and all of them together, is her son. That is a mental formation in her mind, as are the pleasant feelings that arise when she pats him on the head and sees him smile, and the painful feelings that arise when she sees him turn and go away. 

↓------------8------------↓
A sight strikes upon the eye, a sound strikes upon the ear, a physical object strikes upon the body and a mental object strikes upon the mind. That is all there in fact is. We are the ones who say that this is the mother and this is the son. But remember, to the sister, the son is a brother, and to the school-teacher he is a pupil, to the tourist in the bus passing by, he is simply a boy in this foreign land, to the beggar he is a possible source of income, and to the grumpy old woman who lives next-door, he is a nuisance, because she is jealous that he is not her little boy. 

The only things these people in fact know are sight, sound and perhaps physical sensation. The grumpy old woman next-door probably knows only sight and sound, and that is sufficient for her to hate the boy. The boy’s grandfather too knows only sight and sound, the same sight and sound, but he adores that sight and sound because it is his darling little grandson.

↓------------9------------↓
This is The Buddha’s domain. Intellectually it is not difficult to follow the thinking, but because of our ingrained delusion it is impossible to use that knowledge as a way not to suffer so much. Our habitual way of perceiving things is such that although we may think we have understood the Truth, we still go on attributing this, that and the other to sights, sounds, odours, flavours, physical sensations and mental objects. The process of endowing the objects that come in through the senses with meanings they do not have is referred to by The Buddha when He says: The eye is that in the world by which one is a perceiver of the world, and a conceiver of the world.
  And He says also that the ear, the nose, the tongue, the body and the mind are the things by which we perceive and conceive of the world. In other words, it is through the six bases that we become conscious of the objects, and through the six bases that we get funny ideas about the objects. To truly understand what this means, to penetrate our blindness and ignorance requires much hard work, much knowledge and much skill.
This may appear like a digression from The Buddha’s talk to the one thousand fire ascetics. In fact, it is not a digression but an attempted clarification, to try to make clear that when The Buddha speaks of the all (sabbaŋ), He is referring to no less than life in its totality.

↓------------10------------↓
When The Buddha chose to use fire as his metaphor, he was referring to an object that the one thousand bhikkhus had formerly worshipped. They had seen the blazing fire through the eye, heard the wood crackling as it burned, smelled the smoke, and felt the heat of the fire on the body; they had put all these sense-objects together and turned them into an object of worship. 

 The Buddha’s intention, then, was to take all the meaning out of the fire, and speak instead of the internal fire of the senses through which the former fire-ascetics had known the external fire. 

One could say that this is the essence of the Dhamma, because the distinguishing mark of a Buddha is that He speaks of that that matters. He does not speak of the billions of different objects that strike upon the senses; he speaks of the senses themselves; they come first. Let us now go back to where we were before. I shall repeat the beginning of The Buddha’s teaching and then go on. 

↓------------11------------↓
So, once again, The Buddha speaking to one thousand former fire-ascetics, now newly ordained bhikkhus: Bhikkhus, all is burning. And what, bhikkhus, is the all that is burning? The eye is burning, sights are burning, eye-consciousness is burning, eye-contact is burning, and the feeling that arises with eye-contact, be it pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant, it too is burning.
Burning with what? I say, it is burning with the fire of lust, with the fire of hatred, with the fire of delusion.

There, that is what The Buddha is getting at, and not only the eye etc. but also the ear, the nose, the tongue, the body and the mind. The fire we need to talk about is the fire of lust, the fire of hatred and the fire of delusion. Burning. Blazing. All the time.

↓------------12------------↓
A bit harsh do you think? People with superior pāramīs like the former fire ascetics, they understand what The Buddha is talking about; they do not mind hearing the Truth, in fact, they thrill at hearing the Truth. But we do not like hearing the truth. The mother who says good-bye to her son in the morning, does not want to hear that the sight, sound and physical sensation of her son is burning with the fire of lust, with the fire of hatred, with the fire of delusion. Nobody wants to think in such terms. ‘But he’s my son, I love my little son! Don’t be so horrible!’ Today and when The Buddha was alive, people sometimes get afraid when He speaks: even the devas.

The reason why we get afraid when we hear The Buddha say the eye, the ear, the nose, the tongue, the body, and the mind are burning with the fire of lust, the fire of hatred and the fire of delusion is that our mind is burning with the fire of lust, the fire of hatred and the fire of delusion. Fear arises out of hatred, hatred arises out of delusion, and delusion arises out of delusion: it is a snake biting its own tail.

↓------------13------------↓
The thing we do not understand is that there is suffering, that there is a cause for suffering, that there is a peace called Nibbāna, and that there is a way to attain it. Why do we not understand it? One reason is that we cannot see the ongoing strokes of objects striking upon the senses: all the time. It requires deep concentration to really see how this is going on, all the time. When we can really see it, we can see the dukkha, the suffering that is part and parcel of that flood of strokes. With meditation, this can become completely clear, but it takes hard work. It takes hard work to see that suffering is not only on the gross level; it is also on the less gross, the subtle and the very, very, very subtle. But with a deeply concentrated mind it becomes possible to really see and understand that even when there is a pleasant feeling there is suffering. Even pleasant feelings are disturbing. Why? Because greed and lust arise, necessarily accompanied by delusion. Greed and lust are not pleasant, neither is delusion. 

↓------------14------------↓
Let us get back to the mother and son. To the mother, the son is a source of great joy and happiness, yes? Is that really true? If that mother meditated hard, developed concentration and was able to see and analyse her mind-states, she would see that the son is far from a source of great joy; he is more a source of great suffering. This is bad news, because all over the world, since time immemorial, sons and daughters, and particularly grandsons and granddaughters are a source of joy and happiness. So, let us look at a conversation The Buddha once had with the headman of the town of Uruvelakappa; the headman’s name was Bhadraka.
 

↓------------15------------↓
Bhadraka went to see The Buddha, and asked Him a very simple question of great profundity. In India, you see, people asked questions. He said: ‘It would be very good, Venerable Sir, if the Blessed One would teach me about the origin and the passing away of suffering (dukkha).’

The Buddha did not answer immediately. First He explained what He was not going to talk about. He said He was not going to talk about suffering in the past, and not about suffering in the future, because that could appear doubtful. And He said: Instead, headman, while I am sitting right here, and you are sitting right there, I will teach you about the origin and the passing away of suffering. Listen and attend carefully; I shall speak.
↓------------16------------↓
While I am sitting right here, and you are sitting right there is The Buddha’s approach to the Truth. He does not ask us to speculate about the past and future, He invites us to look at the present, the right now. That is the sandi((hiko nature of the Dhamma. When you recite the qualities of the Dhamma, you say: Svākkhāto Bhagavatā Dhammo, sandi((hiko, akāliko, ehipassiko etc. Sandi((hiko means ‘visible here and now’. This quality of the Dhamma is why The Buddha can answer the Bhadraka’s question by asking him to examine things as they are for him right now. The Buddha asked Bhadraka: What do you think, headman? Are there any people in Uruvelakappa for whom sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair would arise in you if they were executed, imprisoned, fined or condemned?  

The Buddha is here asking a straightforward question. The answer is either ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, and the headman’s answer was, ‘Yes, Venerable Sir, there are such people.’

↓------------17------------↓
Now, please allow me to ask you the same question. While I am sitting right here, and you are sitting right there, I ask you: ‘Are there any people in Malaysia for whom you would be distressed if they were to be executed, imprisoned, fined or condemned?’ And we can add some of the common modern misfortunes: ‘Are there any people in Malaysia for whom you would be distressed if they were to be run over by a car, mugged, raped, diagnosed with cancer, Aids, or a heart disease caused by too much cholesterol, or you discovered they had had an abortion, were taking drugs or had committed suicide?’ Please answer this direct question.

↓------------18------------↓
See, your answer is the same as Bhadraka’s answer to The Buddha. Nothing changes. Such people exist in our life whatever the time, whatever the place. Now The Buddha’s next question to Bhadraka; He asked him: But are there any people in Uruvelakappa for whom sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair would not arise in you if they were to be executed, imprisoned, fined or condemned?
What do you think Bhadraka’s answer was? And your answer? ‘Are there any people in Malaysia for whom you would not be distressed if they were to be executed, imprisoned, fined or condemned? You would not be distressed if they were to be run over by a car, mugged, raped, diagnosed with cancer, Aids, or a heart disease caused by too much cholesterol, or you discovered they had had an abortion, were taking drugs or had committed suicide?’ So, for some people Bhadraka would not be distressed and in you over two thousand five hundred years later, the same. 

↓------------19------------↓
Then The Buddha asked Bhadraka to analyse. He asked him: What, headman, is the cause and reason why for some people in Uruvelakappa sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair would arise in you if they were executed, imprisoned, fined or condemned, while for others no such sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair would arise in you? 

And I ask you the same question. Why distress for some and not for others? Please answer my question. 

↓------------20------------↓
Bhadraka’s answer was: ‘Those people in Uruvelakappa, Venerable Sir, for whom sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair would arise in me if they were to be executed, imprisoned, fined or condemned, they are the ones for whom I have desire and strong feelings
 (chandarāgo).’ Chanda is desire, and rāga can in this context be translated as ‘strong feelings’.

And how about the other people? The ones for whom Bhadraka was not concerned? He said they were the ones for whom he did not have desire and strong feelings.

↓------------21------------↓
Now that Bhadraka had looked at and analysed his present situation, and thereby had understood that suffering arises from desire and strong feelings for people, The Buddha said: Headman, this principle, that can be seen, understood, grasped immediately and penetrated, you should apply to the past and the future thus: ‘Whatever suffering arose in the past, all that suffering arose from the root of desire, with desire as its source; for desire is the root of suffering. Whatever suffering will arise in the future, all that suffering will arise from the root of desire, with desire as its source, for desire is the root of suffering.’ 

Bhadraka understood that suffering would arise in him if people he had desire for were to suffer misfortunes. The Buddha is here telling Bhadraka to apply that knowledge, that principle, to the past and the future, and thereby understand that at no time does desire and strong feelings for other people not cause suffering. 

↓------------22------------↓
The problem is not whom we worry about, which is the object; the problem is that we worry, and worry we do because of desire and strong feelings. If the misfortunes alone were the cause of suffering, Bhadraka would suffer over everyone’s misfortune. Just think of it. If misfortunes alone made you distressed, you would be distressed every time you read the newspaper. Every morning you would start the day by becoming distressed. But you do not do that, do you? Why? Because you do not have desire and strong feelings about the man who was eaten by a crocodile in the Cameroon, the woman who was raped in broad daylight in the middle of London or New York, the drug addicts who haunt the main thoroughfares of Amsterdam, or the thousands and thousands of people who die of cancer, whom you hear about as a statistic on the news.

↓------------23------------↓
The principle is not difficult to understand, but can be something of a revelation to realize. That is why Bhadraka’s response was enthusiastic. He said: ‘It is wonderful, Venerable Sir! It is amazing, Venerable Sir!’, and he gave an example of someone for whom he had desire and strong feelings: his son. Bhadraka told The Buddha that his son lived away from home, and every morning Bhadraka would send a man to check whether his son was all right. And, said Bhadraka: ‘Until that man returns, Venerable Sir, I am upset, thinking, “I hope my son has not met with any affliction!”’ And he said that if his son or his beloved wife met with misfortune, it would not be merely a question of sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair: his very life would be upset. Why? The sight of his wife and son, the sound of his wife and son’s voices, let alone the thoughts of his wife and son are the most important things in his life. Those sights, sounds and thoughts that he sees as ‘my wife’ and ‘my son’ are the sights, sounds and thoughts he has the most desire, attachment and affection for.

↓------------24------------↓
Are Bhadraka’s feelings about his son and wife unusual? Does the woman who pats her darling little son on the head as he goes into school not have the same feelings? And you? Wife, husband, son, daughter, grandson, granddaughter, boyfriend, girlfriend, mother, father? No? And car, house, bank-account, political views? 

↓------------25------------↓
And now we can take the whole passage of what The Buddha said to the one thousand bhikkhus. Bhikkhus, all is burning. And what, bhikkhus, is the all that is burning? Instead of the eye, I shall take the mind: The mind is burning, mind objects are burning, mind-consciousness is burning, mind-contact is burning, and the feeling that arises with mind-contact, be it pleasant or painful or neither-painful-nor-pleasant, it too is burning. Burning with what? I say, it is burning with the fire of lust, with the fire of hatred, with the fire of delusion; burning with birth, ageing and death; with sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair.

With this burning and blazing discourse the one thousand bhikkhus attained arahantship. The fire of lust was extinguished with the waters of wisdom; the fire of hatred was extinguished with the waters of wisdom; and the fire of delusion was extinguished with the waters of wisdom. The Buddha showed the way to the waters, and the waters were drawn by the bhikkhus themselves. 

Thank you.

� Vin.I.34-35; S.35.28


� S.35.116


� S.42.11


� rāga can in this context be translated as ‘passion’. Since ‘passion’ has in the context of person-to-person now a restricted meaning, ‘strong feelings’ has been preferred: also for pedagogical reasons.
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