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The Thoughts of Venerable Anuruddha

The Venerable Anuruddha appears quite often in the suttas, mostly in regard to

sadpaTThAna, the four foundations of mindfulness. When Venerable SAriputta once asked him why he had such radiant features and bright complexion, he answered that it was because he practiced the four foundations of mindfulness. On another occasion Venerable Anuruddha was ill and in great pain. Impressed by his peaceful demeanor, some monks asked him why the painful bodily sensations did not perturb his mind. Again he said that it was due to practicing the four foundations of mindfulness. It seems that he was quite fond of the practice.

The obstacles and pitfalls Anuruddha encountered in his earlier experiences with this meditation are common to most meditators. How his problems were identified by an understanding teacher, and his own realization of the qualities necessary for one seeking enlightenment, can be useful for every student of meditation.

References to Anuruddha's earlier years are found in the Buddhist texts. It is said that in a distant past life he had given the meritorious offering of food to a Paccekabuddha. At that time he had made two earnest wishes—to reach the same level of spiritual attainment as the Paccekabuddha, and to never know the meaning of "nothing" as long as he wandered in samsAra.

The special merit of Anuruddha's offering eventually led to his birth as a Sakyan prince and cousin of the Buddha. Born in the city of Kapilavatthu, the Buddha's birthplace, he was raised in luxury, beloved by his family, and given whatever he desired.

According to the Dhammapada Commentary, young Anuruddha once was playing a gambling game with other princelings. He kept losing, and with each loss would send a request to his mother for certain small cakes to settle his debts. When the cakes were finally gone, she sent him the message that nothing was left. Thinking "nothing" to be another kind of cake, Anuruddha then asked her for the "nothing cakes".

His mother, who hoped to teach him the meaning of the word, sent back the empty tray. But the deities intercepted it and filled it with celestial cakes so delicious that he kept sending home for more. Making sure not to disappoint him, they intercepted and refilled the tray each time. Thus they also prevented him from learning the meaning of "nothing."

When Anuruddha was a young man, the Buddha visited Kapilavatthu for the first time since his Enlightenment. His Sakyan kinsmen greeted him with great joy. Years ago, with the prediction that newborn Prince Siddhatta would become either a universal monarch or a Buddha, his relatives had made a special pledge. They had agreed that as a monarch he should have a retinue of Sakyan princes, and if he became a Buddha, he should have a retinue of Sakyan monks.

Happy to fulfill their promise at last, they sent their sons to the Buddha for ordination as monks. The very last to join were six princes who were reluctant to abandon their lives of luxury and ease. Only after much discussion among themselves did they finally go. Anuruddha was one of the six.

After his ordination, Venerable Anuruddha practiced meditation with relentless effort. During his first rainy season he practiced tranquility meditation, samatha, to its

full maturity and attained all the levels of absorption, the jhAnas. Then, taking the fourth jhAna as the object of meditation, he gained the supernormal knowledge known as the 'divine eye'. With it he could see a thousand worlds.

He next undertook the practice of insight meditation, vipassanA, in order to become an Arahant. But despite knowing how to proceed, he was unable to make much progress. Wondering why it was going so slowly, he sought help from the Venerable SAriputta and reported his experience.

"Friend SAriputta, I can view the thousand worlds with the divine eye, which is pure, which transcends the eye of man. I have made effort, and the effort is not slackening. My mindfulness is established. It does not lose the object. My mind is concentrated, one-pointed. My body is relaxed. Yet my mind does not get free from taints or free from mental defilements."
On hearing this report, the Venerable SAriputta gave an assessment of Venerable Anuruddha's experience, just as a meditation teacher would evaluate the report of a pupil. Anybody of lesser attainment would have been unable to make such a clear and penetrating appraisal, but Venerable SAriputta was known to be second only to the Buddha in wisdom. As an Arahant he had eradicated the mental defilements and attained all the supernormal knowledges. So he well understood Venerable Anuruddha's perplexity and the nature of his difficulties.

"Friend Anuruddha, when you said that you can view the thousand worlds with the divine eye, which is pure and which transcends the eye of man, I see pride in it. When you said that you have made effort, that you have mindfulness, that you have good concentration and that your body is relaxed, I see restlessness in it. When you said that your mind cannot get rid of mental defilements, I see worry in that.

"Pride, restlessness and worry—these are the three stumbling blocks in your practice. Let go of them. Pay no attention to them. Instead, turn your mind toward the attainment of the deathless and you will achieve enlightenment."

Much can be learned from this assessment. Pride is an unwholesome mental state, and therefore a hindrance to progress. This is one reason why Venerable Anuruddha could not develop his meditation. As meditators, we should get rid of whatever pride we may have. Otherwise we will not do well. Pride causes resistance, and when there is resistance, meditation cannot be practiced properly.
Sometimes we might have pride in ourselves, in our assumed ability to get concentration quickly. Or there may be pride in our method of practice or our teacher. With such pride we will be unable to meditate with success, and will make no progress. We should follow Venerable SAriputta's advice and abandon pride—just leave it alone and devote ourselves totally to the practice.

The Visuddhimagga (The Path of Purification) mentions the practice of surrendering oneself to the Buddha and to the teacher when one is practicing meditation. This can be an aid in giving up pride. Nowadays, however, there are teachers whose integrity is questionable. So I think it is inadvisable to surrender yourself to a teacher. It is best to surrender to the Buddha or to the practice. 

Instructions given at meditation centers are well-tested, time-honored, and based on the actual experiences of meditators. You may wisely resolve, "At this retreat I will just practice. I will have no pride, no resistance, and will do just what is required of me." But if you unwisely refuse to follow instructions, and say, "I cannot do this, I cannot do that," you are resisting and blocking your practice.

Out of pride in themselves or mere vanity, there are some people who think, "Why should I follow these instructions? Why should I do what he tells me to do?" People sometimes are taught to be independent, to rebel and question everything. That may be good in certain situations, but when you practice meditation it is a definite block to progress.
It is important to give up pride altogether and see ourselves merely as humble beings with no pride at all. If we meditate with this frame of mind, the practice will yield results. Whenever and wherever we attend a meditation retreat, it is important to put aside pride and follow whatever instructions are given there. Bowing to the Buddha is an expression of giving up pride. When requesting or practicing forgiveness, we are getting rid of pride. Humility is necessary for meditation practice to be fruitful.

Venerable SAriputta's second assessment is interesting. Venerable Anuruddha had said: "I have made effort. My mindfulness is good. I have good concentration. My body is tranquil." These are stock phrases that often appear in the texts describing good practice of meditation. The Buddha himself used these words in describing his own meditation. But the fact that Venerable Anuruddha could not get enlightenment indicated the presence of a flaw. Venerable SAriputta identified the flaw as restlessness. Too eager to get enlightenment, Venerable Anuruddha was making more effort than was really needed.

When one makes too much effort, the mind becomes agitated and cannot rest on the object. It is slightly off the mark and its focus is not sharp. That is why we sometimes do not see the object clearly. However much we try to be mindful, the mindfulness is like a shifting fog wavering over the object.

Such restlessness can arise when there are expectations and thoughts of results. Then we make more effort than is really necessary. Sometimes we inwardly resolve, "I will be mindful this time. I will note everything that arises. I will not miss a thing."
Then we may wonder, "Was my mindfulness good? I will make it better next time." Thinking this way, the mind is not still. It is restless and unsteady. Because it is moving on the object, the object cannot be seen clearly, so there can be no stillness of mind or concentration.

The way to get rid of restlessness is by giving up excess effort, by taking it easy and having an "I don't care" attitude. As long as you are concerned about getting results, there will be no results. You have to let go of expectations, desire for results, and even the desire for concentration. The moment you let go of everything, you will see that you can indeed concentrate.

It may seem strange that when you are trying hard to concentrate, you cannot. But it will come if you let go of excess energy and excess effort. Meditation is a very delicate business. Just one small change of mind, one small change of thought, can make a great change in your practice.

A third flaw was revealed when Venerable Anuruddha said, "I have made effort and my mindfulness is good, my concentration is good. Still I cannot get rid of mental defilements. My mind cannot get free from mental defilements." He was worrying about not getting results, not gaining enlightenment. Though trying hard, he could get no results and perhaps was a little disappointed or dissatisfied with the practice. Venerable SAriputta detected here a kind of worry, kukkucca.

This kind of worry is an unwholesome state, a hindrance. So in addition to pride and restlessness, Venerable Anuruddha also had to get rid of worry. He needed to stop thinking about enlightenment, and just do what he had to do—to be in the present moment and be mindful of the object at the present moment.

One should not worry about getting or not getting enlightenment. In our practice we encounter these hindrances quite often, and must be careful and alert. We must know how to recognize and react to pride, restlessness and worry, and how to get rid of them.

Venerable SAriputta said to Venerable Anuruddha: "Give up these three things, and do not pay attention to these three things. Incline your mind toward the deathless, NibbAna." And then he gave him a subject of meditation. Accepting it, Anuruddha went to the Buddha and received permission to go to a secluded place in order to practice.

He then went eastward to a bamboo forest. There, according to the Commentary, for fifteen days he mainly practiced walking meditation. At the end of this time, tired by the exertion of so much walking back and forth, he sat down in the shade of some bamboos. While he was sitting there, seven thoughts arose in him.

Venerable Anuruddha's first thought was: "This Dhamma is for one who wants little. This Dhamma is not for one who wants much."

Fewness of wants is a condition for accomplishment of the Dhamma, the attainment of enlightenment. It is a quality praised by the Buddha, and one that every monk and meditator should develop. If we want many things or have many desires we will not be able to practice meditation at all. If we want results, if we want samAdhi, if we want penetration, if we want wisdom, we can make no progress in meditation.
Not wanting many things is just one kind of fewness of wants. There should also be fewness of wants with regard to attainment. We are not to show off our attainments, if there are any at all. They should be kept to ourselves and not displayed to others. Not showing off or boasting about them helps to cultivate modesty and humility.

This also applies to learning. Even if you have learned the entire TipiTaka, you should not show off your knowledge. And if you have undertaken ascetic practices, you must practice them unobtrusively so that others do not know. You must be humble.

Anuruddha's second thought was: "This Dhamma is for one who is contented. This Dhamma is not for one who is not contented."

Contentment is another quality required of monks and meditators. One must be satisfied with what one already has and whatever one receives. If you have something, be contented with it and do not want a different one. When somebody gives you something, be satisfied with it. Do not say, "I want the other thing instead." That is greed, not contentment. A meditator should be content with regard to attainment as well as things. Only those who are content can achieve the Dhamma, the Path, Fruition and Enlightenment.

The third thought of Anuruddha was "This Dhamma is for one who is secluded. It is not for one who is fond of association." Here seclusion is of three kinds: bodily seclusion, mental seclusion, and seclusion from mental defilements.
It is very difficult to practice in the city, where one is surrounded by noise. If you go to a place that is secluded, where it is quiet and there are few distractions, you are said to be bodily secluded. Such a place is well-suited for meditation. Some people, however, may find it difficult at first. A yogi once complained, "It is too quiet here! We need to create some distractions for the meditators to deal with." Perhaps people who are used to distractions find it hard to adjust to a place where there are none.

Nevertheless, the ideal place for practicing meditation is quiet and secluded, with no biting insects to worry about. There should be ample level space for walking, and simple and clean living quarters. If you fail to make progress in such a place, there is only yourself to blame, not the environment. This is bodily seclusion.

Mental seclusion, according to the Commentary, means practicing meditation and reaching the stage of jhAna, absorption. When you are in jhAna, the mind is secluded from mental hindrances for a long period of time. This is mental seclusion. Though it is good, it is not good enough.

You need to go a step further and practice vipassanA meditation. With the culmination of vipassanA, which is the attainment of enlightenment, the mind is freed of all mental defilements. This is the third seclusion. We can at least achieve bodily and mental seclusion now, so that eventually we may achieve enlightenment and accomplish the Dhamma.

Venerable Anuruddha understood that the Dhamma "is not for one who is fond of association." Here "association" applies both to people and to mental defilements.
You can avoid people by going to a secluded place where nobody is around, but your mind may be full of passions, desires and cravings. Even though you are in the middle of a forest, if your mind is caught up in mental defilements you are not secluded, you are not alone. The Dhamma is not for one fond of association with people engaged in trivial activities or one who is fond of sensual thoughts—one whose mind is associated with mental defilements.

The fourth thought occurring to Venerable Anuruddha was: "This Dhamma is accomplished by one who is energetic. This Dhamma is not accomplished by one who is lazy."

Only an energetic person can reach enlightenment. The practice requires both effort and energy. Without effort the mind cannot be kept on the object, so there can be no mindfulness. Without mindfulness there is no concentration, and thus no wisdom or penetration into the nature of things.

Effort, both physical and mental, is a very important factor in the practice of meditation. Bodily effort is necessary in order to sit cross-legged and upright, as well as for practicing walking meditation. And mental effort is needed for the mind to remain on the object of meditation. The Dhamma is not for those who fail to make effort, who are lazy and indolent.

Laziness or reluctance to practice can come from mere lack of interest in meditation. Some people simply are not interested. So they do not put forth effort in the practice, and are lazy with regard to it.
On the other hand, sometimes laziness or slackness can come from the practice itself. When meditation is not going well, when you cannot concentrate, when you cannot get good results, you become disappointed and frustrated. This can lead to laziness, to not wanting to practice at all. Sometimes you even may want to abandon meditation altogether. Laziness is a hindrance to meditation, a danger to the practice. So we should get rid of it as soon as it arises.

Thoughts of not practicing at all may be countered by considering the benefits to be gained from meditation. When you are practicing and making notes of the present object, you are calm and peaceful. This peacefulness is the immediate result of the practice of meditation. There are many other advantages, including the ability to accept things without much agitation and to deal more successfully with problems of daily life. The ultimate result is freedom from mental defilements.

By reflecting on the benefits of meditation you can encourage yourself to practice it. You can tell yourself, "If I miss this opportunity to practice I will regret it later. I will not get the benefits it brings. Those who pass up the opportunity will suffer in the future."

Incentive can be found also by reading books that help to arouse interest in the practice. The Dhammapada contains passages that may rouse you, especially when you are feeling lazy and don't want to practice. One verse says: "Do not let slip this opportunity. For they who let slip the opportunity grieve when they are born in hell." (Even though you are not born in hell, you will grieve if you let this opportunity slip

away!)

In another verse the Buddha says, "Though one should live a hundred years idle and inactive, yet better indeed is a single day's life of one who makes an intense effort." One day at a retreat is worth more than a hundred years outside where no effort is made. Thinking in these ways, you can motivate yourself to practice.

The Dhamma cannot be accomplished by those who are lazy, who make no effort to practice, and who do not practice meditation. Enlightenment comes only to those who make effort, who are energetic, and who practice.

The fifth thought was: "This Dhamma is for one who sets up [i.e., establishes] mindfulness. This Dhamma is not for one who is a laggard in mindfulness [who does

not practice mindfulness or who loses it.)"

We have to practice mindfulness in order to get results and to attain enlightenment. Without it we cannot hope for freedom from suffering. To establish mindfulness we need only to practice it; there is no other way it can be developed. By the practice of mindfulness itself we build it up to become strong, deep and thorough. Then it can help bring about the next stage, concentration. So the Dhamma is for those who practice mindfulness, not for those who do not practice it, who lack mindfulness and are heedless.

The sixth thought of Anuruddha was: "This Dhamma is for one whose mind is concentrated. This Dhamma is not for one whose mind is flustered."
It is obvious that one with a mind that is scattered cannot attain enlightenment. One needs concentration and must practice it. Only then can there be wisdom, penetration into the nature of things. The Buddha said, "Monks, practice concentration. When your mind is concentrated you will see the true nature of things."

Concentration is essential to the practice of meditation. It should be supported by mindfulness, which in turn is supported by effort or energy. Making effort enables you to keep your mind on the object. When it is firmly on the object, concentration comes. And when the mind remains long enough in stillness and concentration on the object, then understanding of that object comes automatically. The Dhamma is achieved only by those whose minds are concentrated, not by those whose minds are flustered.

The seventh thought was: "This Dhamma is accomplished by one who is wise. This Dhamma is not accomplished by one who is not wise."

Here, according to the Commentary, to be wise means to have the knowledge of kamma as one's own property. This means belief in the law of kamma, and understanding it to be the law of cause and effect. Only those having this basic understanding can practice meditation and gain results, can attain enlightenment. The Dhamma is only for the wise, those who understand the law of kamma, the law of cause and effect. It is not for those who do not understand it.

These are the seven thoughts that came to Venerable Anuruddha as he sat in the shade of the bamboo trees. Meanwhile, from a distance, the Buddha had become aware of his disciple's thoughts. Going to him, he said, "It is good, Anuruddha, that you have these thoughts, but there is one more." And the Buddha added an eighth thought: "This Dhamma is accomplished by one who delights in that which is free from expanding states. This Dhamma is not accomplished by one who delights in expanding states."

The term 'expanding states' means craving, wrong view and pride. In PALi they are called papaJca, which means to extend, expand, make larger, make longer. As long as we have craving, wrong view and pride we will wander in samsAra over and over again. Because they prolong our stay in the relentless cycle of rebirths, they are called papaJca, expanding states.

"That which is free from expanding states" means NibbAna. "One who delights" in NibbAna means one who aspires to it. Only those who aspire to it and earnestly practice to reach it can accomplish the Dhamma. The Dhamma is not for those who delight in the expanding states, who do not avoid the expanding states, who welcome these states, who have these states, who are happy with these states. The Dhamma is not for such people.

After adding this thought to those of Venerable Anuruddha, the Buddha went back to the monastery and taught these eight thoughts to the congregation of monks. Venerable Anuruddha continued to practice meditation, and in due course became an Arahant, thus realizing what the Paccekabuddha had realized so long ago. So his two wishes from that past lifetime were both fulfilled during his final sojourn in samnsAra.

Meditators can benefit from the eight thoughts that have been discussed. We should ( 1 ) have few wants; (2) be contented with what we have and what we receive; (3) be secluded, both bodily and mentally; (4) make effort; (5) not slacken our effort; (6) get concentration by applying mindfulness to whatever arises at the present moment; (7) gain basic understanding of the law of kamma, the law of cause and effect, and (8) should not take delight in craving, pride and wrong view. Here 'craving' is understood to include all other mental defilements, the meaning being not to take delight in unwholesomeness, akusala.

If you examine your practice in the light of these practical guidelines, they will help to support and strengthen your meditation. When progress is blocked, remember that until enlightenment the mind cannot experience itself or the world with full clarity. So be wary of both self-satisfaction and discouragement. If you cannot find the nature of your obstacle or problem, seek advice from a qualified teacher, just as Venerable Anuruddha did. May you become ever more clear-eyed and sure-footed on the Path!
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