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ORBITUARY

The Most Venerable Bhaddanta Vicittasārābhivaṁsa, Mingun Sayadaw, Tipiṭakadhara, Dhammabhaṇḍāgārika, Aggamahāpaṇḍita, Abhidhaja Mahāraṭṭhaguru, Abhidhaja Aggamahā Saddhammajotika.

It is with deep sorrow that we have to record this orbituary. Our highly esteemed author, Bhaddanta Vicittasārābhivaṁsa passed away peacefully after a long illness at the age of 81 at his residence, Dhammanāda Monastery in Mingun Hills on the Western side of the River Ayeyawadi, Sagaing Township, Sagaing Division, on Tuesday, 9th February, 1993. No sooner had the sad news come to us than we felt as a Myanma simile goes, ‘The Golden Mountain has crumbled.’

Ironically, the Sayadaw’s demise started with his missionary zeal. Frail as he was, he travelled all over the country to satisfy religious needs of his fellow countrymen by conducting their Dāna ceremonies and giving Dhamma-lectures. Besides, the Sayadaw had a special mission. As had been imposed on him by the State Saṅgha Mahānāyaka Council, he was to shoulder a formidable responsibility for the construction of the State Pariyatti Sāsana Universities at Yangon and Mandalay. He put much effort to raise funds for that worthy academic cause, which took him to every nook and corner of Myanmar where people loved to donate in his very presence. Therefore, he was now here, now there and now at a third place, sometime, in a single day. The response from the donors was unbelievably great everywhere. At the same time strain from tedious journeys began to tell upon him. Travelling by air might have reduced his strain considerably but he was dead against air-travel. Even to the far flung Rakhine State and the Southern tip of Tanintharyi Division the Sayadaw travelled by sea..

The deterioration of the Sayadaw’s health became first noticeable with much alarm during the last quarter of 1992. In October of that year he came down to Yangon at the invitation of the Minister for Religious Affairs who had been informed of his poor health conditions. On 19th October the Minister called on the Sayadaw in person and made a request to undergo a check-up at the No. 2 Military Hospital. But the Sayadaw refused to be hospitalised. So arrangements were made at Tipiṭaka Nikāya Monastery, the Sayadaw’s Yangon residence, for an examination by Lt. Col. Ye Thwe, a medical specialist of the same hospital. He diagnosed the disease and decided that the Sayadaw was suffering from Tuberculous Pneumonia.

Two days later, the Head of the State, his wife and his two colleagues visited the Sayadaw and requested him to agree to be treated by military doctors in Yangon. What the Sayadaw replied in return was just a verse in Pāḷi.

Nāhaṁ dāso bhato tuyhaṁ,

nāhaṁ posemi dāni taṁ.
Taṁ yo posento ciraṁ
Saṁsāre saṁsāriṁ ahaṁ!

I am not thy poor slave
nor I live on your wage.
No more will I serve thee
now, O wretched body!
Caring for thee dearly 
have I roamed wearily 
in a duress too long 
saṁsāra vile and wrong!

Through this terse yet meaningful verse, did the Sayadaw give a gentle hint that he would put down the burden of his body once and for all?

Meanwhile the TiNi Upatthaka Executive Committee members had been busy with elaborate preparations for the Sayadaw’s 81st birthday at the Sagawa Road monastery. On 1st November 1992 the celebration was held and the pandal in the precincts was crowded by devotees who came with a strong desire to pay homage to the Sayadaw who happened to be extremely weak that day. Yet in compliance with the request made by Dr. U Tha Hla, Chairman of the Upaṭṭhāka Committee and other associates, the Sayadaw managed to make his appearance, but only for fifteen minutes, for he could not sit up long in the midst of the audience. The ceremony was therefore left to be conducted by his able disciple Bamaw Sayadaw, U Kumārābhivaṁsa. The birthday celebrations proved to be his last. That very evening he returned to Mingun.

As soon as he reached Mingun, he looked stronger and happier. He did not go straight to the Dhammanāda Monastery. He went to HsinYwa near Momeik Hill to see a primary school in the making, his gift to the village. Then he returned to Mingun and dropped in at the clinics he had rounded to check whether there were enough medicines stocked. In Mingun village he distributed sweets and biscuits among children. Then only did he head for his monastery.

But the Sayadaw’s improved health was short-lived. He was down again with that sore disease which, he foresaw, would take his life. He was sent to Jīvitadāna Hospital in Mandalay from which he was discharged after a week-long treatment. But the Sayadaw was still far from recovery. Dr U Tun Thin, a retired Rector of the Mandalay Medical Institute and a well-known physician who had some experience in treating the Sayadaw on previous occasion, was brought to Mingun to administer the healing business. Dr Tun Thin, heading a body of specialists, made whatever was necessary and a better condition was restored to the Sayadaw, at least for a few days.

In this way Sayadaw’s health fluctuated from bad to worse and vice versa despite the best medical personnel, modern equipments, not to speak of highly potent western medicines.

But the Sayadaw’s mental faculties were not overcome by the physical pain and agony. He never grumbled, never moaned. There was no complaint whatever on his part. So stout-hearted was the Sayadaw that he bore up all the bodily troubles and discomforts. What was more, he was mindful throughout. He meditated on the body (Kāyagatāsati); he attentively listened to the Parittas and Kammāvācās recited near his bed by his resident monks.

The Sayadaw seemed to have attained a certain higher Path and Fruition. May be it was Arahatta Magga and Phala. For a few days before his passing away, he surprisingly assumed a wonderful look. His face was brighter; his complexion was clearer. It was a happy sight to everybody.

But the Sayadaw was not to live any longer. At 16:44 hrs, on that fatal day he succumbed to that killer disease and passed away very gently — perhaps passed away for ever.

The Government declared State Funeral for the Sayadaw. His remains were kept in State for one month during which thousands of devotees from all States and Divisions converged on Mingun. Last respect was paid by all and appropriate rites were performed. The cremation took place on 18th March 1993 and the submerging of the relics on the next day in the Ayeyawadi opposite Momeik Hill where young Bhikkhus, his undeclared sons, were learning the Triple Canon by heart to follow in his foot-steps.

