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Advance Praise for
Hungry Ghosts



“Hungry ghosts, with their misery of insatiable desires, are ever lurking in the shadows of the Buddhist world and, perhaps, in our own shadows. With his deft translations of their stories—at once funny, disturbing, and insightful—and his reflections on a broad range of narratives and visual art, Andy Rotman invites us to explore the teachings of hungry ghosts, especially on the destructive power of meanness and the transformative possibilities of charity and kindness.”


—William Edelglass, director of studies at Barre Center for Buddhist Studies and associate professor at Emerson College


“In this delightful study of hungry ghost stories and imagery, Andy Rotman illuminates Buddhist psychological insights and social commentary on ‘meanness’ in ways that resonate with our own time. His vivid translations spring this ancient wisdom into life.”


—Maria Heim, professor of religion, Amherst College, and author of Voice of the Buddha: Buddhaghosa on the Immeasurable Words


“Andy Rotman’s elegant translations of the Divyāvadāna established him as the foremost English translator of Buddhist narrative literature. Here he turns his attention to the ten tales of pretas, or hungry ghosts, in the Avadānaśataka. Rotman’s deeply insightful commentary and lucid, precise translations open these stories to the modern reader, revealing a profound exploration of what it is to be mean-spirited and of the consequences of being mean. This beautiful volume is a masterpiece of translation and commentary, a gift that is literary, historical, and most importantly, ethical.”


—Jay Garfield, Doris Silbert Professor in the Humanities, Smith College, and the Harvard Divinity School




“It is a particular delight for me to see that another book with Rotman’s excellent translations is now available to all those interested in the Buddhist intellectual world. As always philologically accurate and enjoyable to read, this book brings to life the messages of the old narratives about pretas who, eaten away by meanness in their human life, now lead an existence of continuous pain and perpetual hunger. At the same time, Rotman provides a most insightful discussion of the development of the hungry ghosts in both literary and visual sources and their importance even for modern Buddhism. This volume is undoubtedly a must-read for students of Buddhist thought and art.”


—Monika Zin, Saxon Academy of Sciences and Humanities, Leipzig University, author of Representations of the Parinirvāṇa Story Cycle in Kucha
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THE REALM OF HUNGRY GHOSTS is one of the unfortunate realms of rebirth in the Buddhist cycle of existence, and those reborn there are said to have led lives consumed by greed and spite. In one of the earliest sources about hungry ghosts, translated here, hungry ghosts know the error of their ways, and they sometimes appear among humans, like the ghosts that haunt Ebenezer Scrooge, as augurs of what may await. Artistic depictions of the travails of hungry ghosts are found throughout the Buddhist world, and some of the best examples are reproduced and richly described here. In addition, Hungry Ghosts shows how an understanding of the meanness (matsārya) that afflicts hungry ghosts illuminates the human condition, offering insight and inspiring compassion for readers both in ancient times and today.


In this wonderful gem of a book, Andy Rotman offers us a compelling translation of a set of ten Sanskrit Buddhist stories about hungry ghosts (preta), taken from the Avadānaśataka (One Hundred Stories), an important early anthology of Indian Buddhist narratives. Rotman has brought them into the limelight and shown how important they are for Buddhists and for all of us. Hungry Ghosts will become a standard work on the subject.”


—JOHN STRONG, Charles A. Dana Professor Emeritus of Religious and Asian Studies, Bates College


“Rotman brings new life to old stories about hungry ghosts, and he provides unique insight into their development and their importance even for modern Buddhism. This volume will undoubtedly become a must-read for students of Buddhist thought and art.”


—MONIKA ZIN, Saxon Academy of Sciences and Humanities, Leipzig University


“Rotman’s deeply insightful commentary and lucid, precise translations open these stories to the modern reader, revealing a profound exploration of what it is to be mean-spirited and of the consequences of being mean. This beautiful volume is a masterpiece of translation and commentary, a gift that is literary, historical, and most importantly, ethical.”


—JAY GARFIELD, Doris Silbert Professor in the Humanities, Smith College, and the Harvard Divinity School
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Preface


HUNGRY GHOSTS ARE fascinating figures. At one level they are incredibly transparent—living testimonials, in body and word, to the dangers of meanness. And yet at another level they’re inscrutable, for they also function as a kind of repository for Buddhist fears and anxieties about how we as humans can be led astray, and these change according to time and place. You too, hungry ghosts seem to say, can be led away from the dharma and end up in “the hell of your own meanness,” echoing Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre.1 So how do we circumvent this terrible fate? And what fears and anxieties are Buddhists addressing?


Unfortunately there is very little scholarship on hungry ghosts, and many of the primary texts are unavailable in translation. That’s why I was so excited when Naomi Appleton and Karen Muldoon-Hules approached me with an intriguing proposition. They wanted to create a joint translation of the Avadānaśataka (“One Hundred Stories”), an early collection of Indian Buddhist narratives, with different scholars translating the various decades. They wanted to know if I would translate the ten stories on hungry ghosts. I immediately said yes.


Although the Avadānaśataka was translated into French by the inimitable Léon Feer and published in 1891, a new translation has long been on many wish lists. Feer crafted his translation directly from manuscripts. Between 1902 and 1909, however, Jacob Samuel Speyer, another early doyen of Buddhist studies, created a critical edition with an extensive apparatus that called into question a number of Feer’s readings. The intervening century has also given rise to numerous scholarly works like databases, dictionaries, editions, translations, and studies that make a new translation all the more glaring in its absence.


I began working on the present volume just as I was finishing up Divine Stories: Divyāvadāna, Part 2 (Wisdom Publications, 2017). At that time, in between rounds of reviews, rewrites, and copyedits, I wanted to keep my mind in the world of early Indian Buddhist narratives and on the intricacies of translation. Working on the present project allowed me to do so. What I didn’t anticipate was how complicated, compelling, and insightful these stories would be.


After working on the translations of these stories intermittently for two years, I wrote a brief introduction to the decade, which I presented at the International Association of Buddhist Studies conference in Toronto in 2017 on a panel of those of us who had agreed to translate the Avadānaśataka: Naomi Appleton, Karen Muldoon-Hules, David Fiordalis, and Justin Fifield. After much discussion, we agreed to publish our portions of the work separately, even though the hope still remains that one day a complete and fully collaborative translation of the text can be published. Inspired by the conference and my cotranslators, I decided that I would vastly expand my introduction, polish my translation, and publish the work independently.


Acknowledgments


The current volume benefited enormously from the advice of friends and colleagues. My first thanks go to the members of Five College Buddhist Studies Faculty Seminar, especially Jay Garfield, Peter Gregory, Yanlong Guo, Jamie Hubbard, Maria Heim, Susanne Mrozik, Ruth Ozeki, Ben Bogin, and Sandy Huntington. In fall 2017, they responded to an early version of the introduction, and their comments were invaluable as I expanded it.


Thanks to a sabbatical from Smith College, I was able to work on the introduction throughout 2018, both in India and the United States. I spent the spring writing the first half of the introduction at various locations in India. In Goa, I was fortunate to have Ira Schepetin as a conversation partner and to have a wonderfully supportive community that included Rebecca Andrist, Mohan Baba, Martin Brading, Renee Garland, Helen Noakes, Niels and Stina Legêne, Hélène Salvadori, and Sophia Schepetin. In and around Khandwa, Sumiran Caprihan, Shaista Dhanda, and Eva Joosten offered me friendship and refuge. And in Banaras, Rabindra Goswami once again let me stay in his home, work in my favorite chair, and listen to him make his sitar sing. Thanks, too, to my ever-helpful friends in the city: Abhishek Agrawal, Shubha Goswami, Arun Himatsingka, Ramu Pandit, Hari Paudyal, Divyansh Shukla, Sebastian Schwecke, Rakesh Singh, and Virendra Singh.
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Mātsarya and the Malignancy of Meanness


HUNGRY GHOSTS MAKE frequent and poignant appearances in early Buddhist literature and later Buddhist art, and there are diverse and telling accounts of their psychology and appearance that offer insight into the inner workings of Buddhist morality as well as ongoing anxieties about meanness and the dangers it poses to individuals, families, and communities. And yet there are surprisingly few academic studies of hungry ghosts, even though the topic, like many a hungry ghost in Buddhist stories and paintings, is hiding in plain sight. As William LaFleur suggests, hungry ghosts have been


something of an embarrassment to modern Buddhists, including persons of the West who like their Buddhism rational and empirical; although these ghosts pop up all over the tradition, such persons dismiss them as external to “real” Buddhism, things that the popular mind dragged in during weak moments when the Buddhist philosophers—with their usual vigilance for maintaining the rational—were dozing.2


Regardless of the reason for this oversight, hungry ghosts deserve better, as do scholars and students of Buddhism. In what follows, in an effort to bring hungry ghosts out of hiding, I focus on one of the earliest collections of stories about hungry ghosts, the Avadānaśataka, or One Hundred Stories.




The Avadānaśataka is an anthology of narratives that, in its present Sanskrit recension, was likely compiled by a Buddhist monk from the Mūlasarvāstivādin community in northwest India3 between the second and fourth centuries CE.4 And considering that a number of the stories in the anthology have nearly word-for-word counterparts in the monastic legal code of the Mūlasarvāstivādins,5 these stories may very well have functioned as a kind of law,6 offering prescriptions for behavior for both monastics and laity.7


The text is divided into ten sections of ten tales each, with each “decade” having a different orientation: (1) predictions of becoming a buddha, (2 & 4) the Buddha’s previous lives,8 (3) predictions of becoming a solitary buddha, (5) hungry ghosts, (6) rebirth in heaven, (7) men from the Śākya clan who became arhats, (8) women who became arhats, (9) persons of irreproachable conduct, (10) the consequences of evil deeds.


This volume contains a translation of the fifth decade of stories, all of which concern hungry ghosts—more literally, “the departed” (preta), a term with an important Brahmanical backstory.9 These hungry ghosts, along with animals and hell beings, constitute the miserable inhabitants of “the three realms of existence that no one desires.”10 The stories in this decade are an especially important record of early Buddhist thinking about hungry ghosts, as well as about ethics, eschatology, and ancestors, all the more so considering the dearth of extant representations of hungry ghosts in early Buddhist art.


More specifically, these stories recount the bad thoughts and actions various hungry ghosts cultivated as humans that led them to their current existence with its karmically customized miseries. In this way, the text offers a pathology of pretahood, and fundamental to this pathology is the cultivation and malignancy of what in Sanskrit is called mātsarya. In my translations of these stories I render the term as “meanness,” relying on two senses of the term: it is an unwillingness to give or share—what might be termed “miserliness,” “avariciousness,” or “stinginess”—along with being unfair, unkind, and spiteful.


The Mechanics and Misery of Mātsarya


The stories in this volume explain the logic of mātsarya’s development, the actions it engenders, the suffering it induces, and the ways it can be eradicated. All this is of the utmost importance, according to the text, for the karmic consequence of cultivating mātsarya is rebirth as a hungry ghost, and the result of engaging in the nefarious activities that mātsarya inspires is a unique set of torments. And one of those torments is elsewhere a wondrous attainment: the memory of past lives, although in this case it appears to be only the memory of those mātsarya-inspired activities from one’s previous human life that caused the present hellish predicament.11


Consider this description from the story called “A Pot of Shit”:




The venerable Maudgalyāyana saw a hungry ghost who looked like a burned-out tree stump, naked and totally covered with hair, with a mouth like the eye of a needle and a stomach like a mountain.12 She was ablaze, alight, aflame, a single fiery mass, a perpetual cremation. Tormented by thirst, she was racked with sensations that were searing, piercing, distressing, agonizing, and acute, and she was crying out in pain. She was foul smelling—really foul smelling. She looked like shit, and she was feeding on feces. And even those, she only procured with difficulty.


As the text goes on to explain:


She runs around suffering,


piles of shit everywhere,


[wailing] “I drink and eat only shit!”


The venerable Maudgalyāyana then approaches the Buddha, who explains to him the deed that the hungry ghost performed in a previous life that led her to this present fate:


Long ago, Maudgalyāyana, in the city of Vārāṇasī, there was a solitary buddha who had compassion for the poor and neglected and who stayed in remote areas. Afflicted with an illness, he entered Vārāṇasī for alms, since a doctor had prescribed for him [a diet] of wholesome food. He approached the home of a merchant.


The merchant saw him and asked, “Noble one, do you need anything?”


“Homemade nutritious food,” he said.


Then the merchant instructed his daughter-in-law: “Give wholesome food to the noble one.”


In his daughter-in-law there arose a feeling of mātsarya. “If I give him food today, he’ll just come back again tomorrow.” She retreated indoors, filled a bowl with shit, then covered it with food and proceeded to give it to the solitary buddha.


Now the knowledge and insight of disciples and solitary buddhas does not operate unless they focus their attention. So the solitary buddha accepted the bowl, and only after accepting it did he realize how much it smelled. “She must have filled it with excrement,” he thought. Then that great being dumped out his bowl to one side and departed.


The goal of the hungry ghost stories in the Avadānaśataka is pithily summarized at the end of nearly every story: “Work hard to rid yourself of mātsarya!”13 And for good reason. To cultivate mātsarya is tantamount to securing for oneself a future rebirth as a hungry ghost.


Other texts likewise bear out this claim. For example, in the Divyāvadāna (Divine Stories)—another compilation of Buddhist narratives closely associated with the Mūlasarvāstivādins—a young boy arrives at a monastery and, seeing a wheel of existence inscribed in the entrance hall, asks the learned monk in charge for an explanation. When the boy asks, “And what deed did these [hungry ghosts] do to experience such suffering?” the monk explains, “Friend, they possessed mātsarya, they were close-fisted, and they clung to their possessions. From practicing, developing, and cultivating various mātsarya-inspired deeds, they now experience as a result such sufferings as hunger and thirst.”14


But what exactly is mātsarya? As with the above example from the Divyāvadāna, the Avadānaśataka likewise pairs a form of mātsarya with some partial synonyms to create a cliché—in Sanskrit, matsariṇī kuṭukuñcikā āgṛhītapariṣkārāḥ. The term kuṭukuñcikā is etymologically ambiguous,15 yet its meaning is reasonably clear: “close-fistedness” or “lacking generosity.” The term āgṛhītapariṣkārā is more telling: it is “the holding close” or “clutching” (āgṛhīta) of one’s “possessions” (pariṣkārā). These are descriptions of hoarders, those who don’t share or practice charity. Nevertheless, hoarding on its own is not enough to explain why someone would shit in a monk’s bowl.


Some help in making sense of mātsarya comes from various Pali materials, which likewise recognize macchariya (i.e., the Pali equivalent of mātsarya) as a kind of “avarice, stinginess, selfishness, envy . . . the main cause of rebirth in the Petaloka [i.e., realm of hungry ghosts].”16 The great commentator Buddhaghosa, in particular, offers an intriguing account of the deep psychology of macchariya in his famous compendium, the Visuddhimagga (Path of Purification): “it is meanness [or, miserliness, avariciousness, etc.]. Its characteristic is concealing one’s own prosperity, whether already attained or yet to be attained. Its function is not enduring the condition of sharing of that prosperity with others. Its manifestation is contraction, or its manifestation is close-fistedness. Its proximate cause is one’s own prosperity. It should be seen as a condition of mental deformity.”17 Nevertheless, the Pali materials don’t account for the spiteful “acting out” that we find in the Avadānaśataka.




Helpful as well is one story in this decade that doesn’t concern mātsarya. “Sons” is something of an outlier in that it concerns īrṣyā—“jealousy” or “envy.” Yet mātsarya and īrṣyā, and their Pali equivalents macchariya and issā, are often paired together, and they appear consecutively in some lists of the various “bonds to existence” (saṃyojana).18 Not surprisingly, immediately before Buddhaghosa defines macchariya in the Visuddhimagga, he defines issā: “it is envying. It has the characteristic of being jealous of another’s prosperity. Its function is to be dissatisfied with that [prosperity]. Its manifestation is an aversion from that [prosperity]. Its proximate cause is another’s prosperity. It should be regarded as a bond to existence.”19


For Buddhaghosa, the most immediate cause of macchariya is one’s own “prosperity” (sampatti)—a kind of “success,” “happiness,” or “good fortune”—and the most immediate cause of issā is another’s prosperity. So perhaps giving what one has gained to another, or contemplating such a prospect, or no longer receiving something because it is being given to another, could lead from one state to the other. In the clutches of these mental states, one seems to view the world as a brutal battleground for prosperity, whereby one’s own gain is another’s loss and another’s gain is one’s own loss. In “Sons,” for example, a first wife who appears to be barren has been joined if not supplanted by a second wife who is now pregnant with the husband’s first child, and when the first wife sees the second wife (not her!) being honored and cherished, she is filled with īrṣyā.20 The honor and love she alone had once received is now being bestowed upon another, and she views this as a threat.


According to Buddhaghosa, macchariya manifests in a kind of “contraction” or “shrinking” (saṅkocana), “close-fistedness” or “tightness” (kaṭukañcukatā), and issā as a kind of “aversion” or “turning away” (vimukhabhāva). Buddhaghosa also goes on in the Atthasālinī to define kaṭukañcukatā, one of the closest synonyms of macchariya, in a telling manner: “A close-fisted person is one who, upon seeing a beggar, with bitterness contracts and draws in his mind.”21




In defining each of these terms, Buddhaghosa focuses on forms of contraction or even retraction, a kind of drawing back or drawing in. But the hungry ghost stories in the Avadānaśataka feature the exact opposite: characters reaching out, acting out, and lashing out. In “Sons,” for example, the first wife is so consumed with jealousy—in the Buddha’s diagnosis, “jealous by nature”22—that she gives the second wife a drug that causes her to miscarry and then swears that she never did so.23


In trying to connect Buddhaghosa’s explanations of these terms with the behavior of the characters in the Avadānaśataka, the image that comes to my mind is that of a cat on the hunt: first she contracts her body in a crouch, retracting her limbs as if compressing a coiled spring, and then she pushes off and leaps on her prey, trying to deliver a lethal blow. Retraction leads to extension; what at first appears to be a kind of closing down or shutting down is only a precursor to violent action.


Also helpful here is the repeated enumeration in Pali canonical sources and their commentaries of the five kinds of macchariya. One can possess macchariya with regard to residence (āvāsa), families (kula), material gain (lābha), reputation (vaṇṇa), and Buddhist doctrine (dhamma).24 Once again Buddhaghosa’s commentaries prove helpful. In the Aṅguttara-nikāya (Numerical Discourses), the Buddha explains that a nun who possesses the five kinds of macchariya “is deposited in hell as if brought there.”25 In his commentary, Buddhaghosa offers this explanation:


1.She is mean (in the sense of miserly) with her residence and cannot endure others living there.


2.She is mean with the families that support her and cannot endure others approaching them for support.


3.She is mean with material gain and cannot endure others acquiring it.


4.She is mean with her virtues (gụṇa as a gloss for vaṇṇa) and cannot endure talk about the virtues of others.




5.She is mean with the dhamma and does not wish to share it with others.26


As with the previous discussion of macchariya and issa, here too we find a concern with both self and other: the nun’s sense of “prosperity”—the term isn’t used here but it would fit well—is challenged by the prospect (or worse, actuality) of another’s prosperity. The thought of someone living in her residence or gaining the support of families that support her, or of her sharing what she has acquired or listening to accounts of other’s virtues is basically unbearable—she simply “can’t endure it” (na sahati). This is something like miserliness mixed with jealousy, reminiscent of what sometimes overcomes small children when they are required to share their toys.


Although the Avadānaśataka never lists the five kinds of mātsarya, it does make mention of one of them, demonstrating what seems to be an awareness of the categories. In the story called “Jāmbāla,” a young boy loves latrines and putting shit in his mouth.27 The Buddha explains that this is his karmic penance, for when he was a monk in a past life, he had “extreme mātsarya with regard to residence.”28 When he saw monks visiting the monastery, “he would lose his temper and become irritated, hostile, exasperated, and outraged,”29 and when he saw them leave, he would be delighted and insult them nonetheless. Notice here that possessing mātsarya to an extreme degree—or perhaps, being possessed by mātsarya, for the monk clearly has little control over himself—leads him to “lose his temper” and “take offense” (abhiṣajyate) and then on to overwhelming anger. Simply seeing monks come to the monastery where he stays is enough to infuriate him, and the text offers a string of near synonyms to emphasize the point.30 Then, as a result of his mātsarya, the monk commits an act of harsh speech against an arhat, suggesting that he smear his body with shit.


There seems to be a close connection between cultivating mātsarya and committing a “misdeed of speech” (vāgduścarita), like the above “act of harsh speech” (kharaṃ vākkarma) or the tendency to “berate” (pari + √bhāṣ),31 for mātsarya gives rise to scatological physical acts, vicious verbal barbs, or both. Notice that while eight of the stories in this collection end with an injunction to rid oneself of mātsarya, one is enjoined to rid oneself of mātsarya and misdeeds of speech in “Blind from Birth” and to rid oneself only of misdeeds of speech in “Sons.”32 Here the text seems to conflate cause and effect, pathogen and disease, for mātsarya tends to be virulent, metastasizing into toxic acts that have severe karmic repercussions. The monk in “Jāmbāla” apparently recognizes this karmic danger, for first he begs the aggrieved arhat for forgiveness and then on his deathbed makes a fervent aspiration to try to negate the effects of his caustic words. But to no avail.33 As a result of committing that act of harsh speech toward an arhat, “he experienced endless suffering in saṃsāra”—a severe punishment indeed.


Considering the monk’s foul-mouthed suggestion to the arhat, one might say that seeing other monks encroach on what he believes to be his turf makes him “lose his shit.” It is not a stretch to say that this being—first as a neurotically possessive monk and then, thanks to karmic justice, as a shit-eating boy—is anal. One might say that the monk is anal retentive in that he is sufficiently obsessed with his own version of propriety that he “shits on” others who don’t follow it. And in his incarnation as a coprophagic boy, he is anal in that he “eats shit,” literally if not figuratively.


Yet perhaps most helpful for making sense of the Avadānaśataka is the category of “mātsarya with regard to material gains.” In the story called “Sugar Mill,” a solitary buddha contracts a fatal disease, and a doctor prescribes that he drink sugarcane juice as a cure. So he goes to a sugar mill, and upon seeing him, the owner asks:


“Does the noble one need anything?”


“Yes, householder—sugarcane juice,” the solitary buddha said.




The householder instructed one of his workmen: “Provide the noble one with sugarcane juice.”


Then one day the householder went away on a business trip.


During that time, there arose in the workman [who dispensed the sugarcane juice] a feeling of mātsarya with regard to another’s property [in this case, his boss’s]. “If I give the noble one sugarcane juice,” he thought, “he’ll just come back again.” Hell-bent on descending into the three realms of existence that no one desires [the realms of hell beings, animals, and hungry ghosts], spurning the two realms of existence to which everyone aspires [the realms of gods and humans], and having strayed far, far away from any noble dharma, he produced a sinful thought and said to the solitary buddha: “Hey monk! Give me your bowl. I’ll give you some sugarcane juice.”


. . . That wicked and cruel-hearted man took the bowl, went off to a place hidden from view, filled it up with urine, topped it off with sugarcane juice, and then returned and presented it to the solitary buddha.


The solitary buddha reflected [on what the man had done] and thought, “This poor man has committed a great sin.” Then he dumped out his bowl to one side and departed.


Here mātsarya arises in the workman with regard to physical “property” (dravya)—close to a synonym for “material gains” (lābha)34—even though this property isn’t his; it belongs to his boss. The worker exhibits a kind of “organizational identification.”35 He so identifies with the business where he works that he treats the business’s property as his own, and he clings to it accordingly. The peculiarity here is that he chooses to reject his boss’s instructions. It’s as though, following Buddhaghosa’s commentary, he just “can’t endure” giving some “material gain” that is his to another person, even if it means infuriating his boss and risking punishment, in this life or the next.36


But the text also suggests that mātsarya has made the workman “hell-bent on” (namra)—more literally, “bowing to,” “attached to,” “devoted to,” or “worshiping”—a descent into the three lower realms of existence, where beings suffer terribly. In other words, the workman isn’t simply confused; he is actually “hell bent,” figuratively and apparently literally. He has strayed far away from any “noble dharma” or “Buddhist teaching” (āryadharma),37 and in doing so seems to have constructed his own hellish dharma such that he can be “wicked,” “badly behaved,” or “depraved” (durācāra) and nevertheless justify and rationalize his own deviant behavior. And so, to give the solitary buddha food would be a kind of travesty of his justice. According to his justice, mendicants are freeloaders and should not be rewarded; they should be punished.


Medieval and Modern Masters


In the Abhidhammatthavibhāvinī (Exposition of the Topics of Abhidhamma), a twelfth-century Pali commentary, the author Sumaṅgala offers a creative (yet telling and helpful) etymology for macchariya: it is “the state of one who is mean, or meanness occurs as the thought ‘May others not (mā) possess this wonderful thing (acchariya); let it be mine alone.’”38 This is close to the understanding of mātsarya in the Avadānaśataka. It is a clinging to one’s own material possessions while also wishing others not to gain any material advantage.


It is something like this sense of the term that we encounter in a modern explanation by Mahāsi Sayadaw, a renowned twentieth-century Burmese monk, as well as a prolific author and one of the most esteemed and influential meditation teachers of the last century. Most telling is his discussion of macchariya with regard to lābha.




“Stinginess with regard to gain” (lābhamacchariya) is to be jealous of another person’s gain. It is also stinginess regarding gain to be unwilling to share one’s belongings with worthy people, such as respectable fellow monks and so on. It may not be stinginess, however, if one is too fond of something to give it away; it could also be attachment. Note that the characteristic of stinginess is to be unable to bear that others possess or use one’s belongings, whereas the characteristic of greed is to be attached to one’s belongings without being able to give them away.39


Notice that he begins by explaining “stinginess” with “jealousy,” demonstrating not just a close link between macchariya and issā but a slippage between one and the other. He also distinguishes between macchariya proper and other forms of defilement like “greed” or “attachment” (lobha), for “not every apparent instance of stinginess [macchariya] is necessarily a sign of the fetter [saṃyojana] of stinginess.”40 What differentiates macchariya is a kind of unbearableness. Sounding like Buddhaghosa, he notes that someone suffering from macchariya proper is simply “unable to bear” others making use of his things. Or, as he notes elsewhere, even the thought that others would use his things or that he would offer them his consent.41


Ashin Janakābhivamsa, another renowned twentieth-century Burmese monk and prolific author who was the longtime abbot of the Mahagandayon Monastery in Amarapura, likewise offers helpful commentary:


Stinginess is the nature of macchariya. Nowadays, those who are not charitable, and those who are reluctant to give anything to anybody, are called people with macchariya. But actually, macchariya is not the lack of a will to give or be charitable—it is a wishing that others do not get anything. Not wanting to give is only the clinging to one’s possession—it is lobha [or “attachment”]. Macchariya is the wish that others do not get anything, by way of material gains or attributes, regardless of whether or not the materials or attributes belong to one.42


The venerable Janakābhivamsa was renowned for his skill at explaining Abhidhamma to lay audiences, as evidenced by his numerous popular books, so there is a temptation to dismiss this as a lay or perhaps modernist understanding of macchariya. And perhaps it is. But in this case, his understanding of the term offers considerable insight into mātsarya in the Avadānaśataka. It designates less a reluctance to give—as in being stingy or miserly, frugal or parsimonious—than a fervent and unjust wish43 that others don’t get anything, regardless of whether it is one’s own property being given. Such a mean-spirited person is mean not in the sense of being stingy but in the sense—to use an appropriate euphemism for someone destined to be reborn as a hungry ghost—of being an asshole.44


Consider this example from the story “Drinking Water,” in which we read of a monk, tormented by thirst, who finally comes upon a well, and standing beside it is a young woman who has just filled a pot with water.


“Sister,” the monk said to her, “I’m tormented by thirst. Please offer me some water.”


In that young woman there arose a feeling of mātsarya. Since she clung to her possessions, she said to the monk, “Monk, if you were dying, I still wouldn’t give you any water. My water pot wouldn’t be full.”


This doesn’t appear to be miserliness, avariciousness, or stinginess, nor close-fistedness or hoarding, attachment or greed, a contraction or a shrinking, a reluctance to give away something of one’s own or a kind of unbearableness. It is, instead, a kind of self-righteous sadism.


The Madness of Mātsarya


In the Avadānaśataka, the idea seems to be that mātsarya, especially if it is “practiced, developed, and cultivated,”45 gives rise to various “faults” (doṣa),46 which manifest in wrong action and wrong thinking, along with the mistaken conviction that these are, in fact, just.


One consequence of cultivating mātsarya is something akin to faulty wiring. While Buddhist narratives are full of examples of householders seeing the Buddha or monastics or holy sites and then cultivating faith in their hearts, which lead them to acts of charity,47 we find just the opposite in the story called “Food.”


At that time in Vārāṇasī there was a householder’s wife who possessed mātsarya, was miserly, and clung to her possessions; she couldn’t even bring herself to offer something to a crow, let alone beggars in need. When she saw an ascetic, a brahman, someone destitute, or a mendicant, she hardened her heart.


Another consequence, and this might be the most insidious, is that it leads to faulty logic and perverse conclusions such that one embraces an “ignoble dharma”—an unjust vision of justice—and yet thinks it true. And what is more, such individuals project onto those they disdain versions of those qualities that they themselves are exhibiting. They shift the blame away from themselves, perhaps to appease their guilt, like the adulterer who accuses his spouse of infidelity or the corrupt politician who accuses his opponent of breaking the law.


In the story called “Uttara,” a son gives all the money he earns to his mother with instructions that she should use the money to feed ascetics, brahmans, and the poor.




But his mother was greedy, possessed mātsarya, was miserly, and clung to her possessions. She would hide her son’s money, and when ascetics and brahmans would arrive at their home in search of alms, she would berate them: “It’s as though you were born as hungry ghosts, always begging for alms at people’s homes!” And she would deceive her son: “Today I offered food to lots of monks!” Eventually she died and was reborn as a hungry ghost.


And in the story called “Maudgalyāyana,” five hundred former merchants recount a similar pathology:


We possessed mātsarya, were miserly, and clung to our possessions. On our own, we never gave gifts or made offerings, and when others were giving gifts or making offerings, we would obstruct them. And we would berate all those truly worthy of offerings by calling them “hungry ghosts”: “It’s as though you were born as hungry ghosts, always begging for alms at people’s homes!” And so, after we died, we were reborn as hungry ghosts like this.


In both cases laypeople think of mendicants who receive gifts as hungry ghosts with insatiable yearnings. But this, according to the text, is a misunderstanding of the workings of karma. Begging for alms doesn’t lead one to become a hungry ghost, but obstructing that process just might. The mātsarya-filled mother and the mātsarya-filled merchants aren’t preventing an injustice; they’re causing one. And they’re incensed at what they perceive as a perversion of propriety.


One explanation for why these mātsarya-filled beings see religious mendicants and the poor as hungry ghosts is that their “faults” (doṣa) have so twisted their thinking, logic, and proverbial wiring that they are now psychologically deficient. They see the world in a distorted fashion, not so much half full or half empty but as a place teeming with hungry ghosts. Such deviance has enormous implications, for in many early Buddhist texts, as Rupert Gethin notes, “cosmology is essentially a reflection of psychology and vice versa.”48 We are what we think, quite literally.


Gethin offers this explanation:


When a human being experiences unpleasant mental states, such as aversion, hatred, or depression, then there is a sense in which that being can be said to be experiencing something of what it is like to exist in a hell realm—in other words, he makes a brief visit to the hell realms . . . But if those states of aversion, hatred, and depression become the habitual states of mind for that being, the danger is that he will end up visiting the hell realms for rather longer than he might have envisaged—in other words, when the wholesome conditions that placed him in the human realm are exhausted and he dies, he might find himself not just visiting hell but being reborn there.49


Perhaps then it isn’t so far off to say that the characters in these stories who are filled with mātsarya are, in fact, making a “brief visit” to the realm of hungry ghosts. And the irony is that they see those who beg for food as hungry ghosts when the truth is that it is they themselves who are hungry ghosts—only in mind for now but, with their next rebirth, in body as well. Mentally, in fact, they seem worse off as humans with a hungry-ghost mentality than as hungry ghosts proper. The latter, as I mentioned above, have come to know the error of their previous mātsarya-inspired ways and now suffer the consequences. The former are deluded or, better yet, delusional.50




Charity as Cure


So what’s the point here? First and foremost, don’t cultivate mātsarya. It leads to rebirth in the realm of hungry ghosts, which is filled with exquisite torments and tortures. One way not to cultivate mātsarya, and even to abandon it, is to be charitable. Consider this explanation that the Buddha gives to the monastic community in “Morsel,” which appears in the fourth decade of stories in the text:


If, monks, beings were to know the result of charity and the consequence of offering charity as I know the result of charity and the consequence of offering charity, then they would never eat the very last remaining morsel of food without giving it away or sharing it, if a worthy recipient of that food were to be found. And the mātsarya-filled thoughts that arise would not seize hold of their minds. But those beings who do not know the result of charity and the consequence of offering charity as I know the result of charity and the consequence of offering charity eat with a mind that is miserly, without giving their food away or sharing it. And the mātsarya-filled thoughts that arise do seize hold of their minds.51


Charity in other words functions as a kind of prophylactic against the cultivation of mātsarya. Give gifts and make offerings, and this should prevent mātsarya from seizing control of one’s mind and, one hopes, fend off rebirth as a hungry ghost.52


But charity also serves a second purpose: it can help lessen the torments of those who are already hungry ghosts, and the ranks of whom might very well include one’s deceased family members.53 And remember: hungry ghosts are in an especially painful situation. Besides undergoing daily and excruciating torments, they are basically powerless to perform good deeds, earn merit for themselves, and alter their destiny.54 And what makes this situation all the more painful is that hungry ghosts, unlike their previous human selves, know what deeds are karmically beneficial; they are just powerless to perform them.


Hungry ghosts—in an ironic twist of fate for those who once viewed beggars with such disdain—must now rely on the kindness and largesse of others.55 These good deeds come in two forms. In the first instance, the Buddha appears before various hungry ghosts, offering a vision of himself or a dharma teaching, so that those hungry ghosts can cultivate faith in their hearts toward him. This cultivation of faith is the direct cause of a better rebirth, even leading to an auspicious rebirth among the gods of Trāyastriṃśa (Thirty-Three), home to Śakra, the leader of the gods.56 Elsewhere, however, the cultivation of faith merely leads hungry ghosts to being reborn as “hungry ghosts with great power” (pretamaharddhika), who are then able to earn merit,57 although they may find it difficult to do so.58 Not cultivating faith could lead a hungry ghost to an even worse fate: rebirth in the realms of hells, where suffering is even greater.59


In the other instance, humans can make offerings to the monastic community, which can then assign the merit earned from those offerings to particular hungry ghosts.60 While ordinary humans in these stories can’t directly “feed” hungry ghosts,61 they can offer food and the like to monks and nuns, who can then “convert” these offerings into merit, rendering them into a form (karmic currency rather than comestible) that hungry ghosts can accept.62 Hungry ghosts may be perpetually hungry and thirsty, but merit is what they need most.


In addition to individual offerings to the monastic community, the text also counsels making collective offerings, which can be initiated by a layperson or monastic “going the rounds of the town and inviting subscriptions from all citizens.”63 In “Maudgalyāyana,” for example, the five hundred hungry ghosts who had previously been mātsarya-filled merchants offer this counsel:




Bhadanta Mahāmaudgalyāyana, our relatives live in Rājagṛha. Explain to them the deed that led us to this fate. Then initiate a general collection of alms, feed the monastic community led by the Buddha, and have the reward from the offering assigned in our names. Maybe then we can be liberated from this existence as hungry ghosts.64


A “general collection of alms” (chandakabhikṣaṇa) refers to a diverse set of practices,65 yet a singular explanation of them is offered in “Cloth,” which appears in the sixth decade of stories in the text. An extremely poor woman is puzzled as to why the householder Anāthapiṇḍada, who is fabulously wealthy, has initiated such a collective offering. She wonders why he can’t just pay for everything himself.66 A Buddhist layman offers this explanation:


It is for the benefit of others who [are poor and thus] are unable to feed the Blessed One and his community of disciples. He performs this act of kindness for their sake. However much is collected will be presented to the Blessed One.67


Although one gains great merit from feeding the Blessed One and the monastic community, not everyone has the means to do so. Buddhist materials are filled with accounts of wealthy individuals—including Anāthapiṇḍada himself68—inviting the Buddha and/or a group of monastics to their homes for a meal. But the poor, or even the middle class, would likely have found it difficult to feed a large group of monastics, lacking either the money to buy the food or the physical space to house them. Initiating a “general collection of alms” is an “act of kindness” (anugraha), for it allows individuals to contribute, however little, to a monastic meal or ritual offerings and reap the karmic benefits. Charity, however small, is still the best mechanism for improving one’s lot in life; it allows one to accrue the only currency that one can take with one into the next life: merit.




Words to the Wise


But how does the text convince its audience to give? First, it presents the stories it contains as both proof texts and models for behavior. Those who visit the realm of hungry ghosts and question the inhabitants about the deeds they performed as humans that led them to their current, wretched existence are invariably instructed to ask the Buddha instead. Although the hungry ghosts in these stories know the terrible deeds they committed and their karmic consequences, the Buddha still knows more. “When the sun has already risen, there’s no need of a lamp”69 is the common refrain, for the Buddha’s wisdom outshines a hungry ghost’s wisdom, as the sun outshines a lamp. And in the blazing sun, who needs a flickering flame?


Visitors to the realm of hungry ghosts are then offered instructions such as these:


Ask the Blessed One about the matter. He will explain to you the deed that led me to this fate. And when other beings hear his account, they will refrain from this sinful deed.70


Visitors then go and question the Buddha, and he responds with a detailed account of the sinful, mātsarya-inspired deed that led the hungry ghost to his or her present condition. More specifically, the Buddha recounts the “karmic bonds” or, better yet, “connective threads” (karmaploti) that tie together one’s karmic history, such that his account functions as a case study and proof text for the ill effects of mātsarya and the mechanics of karma. To cultivate mātsarya is to damn your future self to hellish torments as a hungry ghost. The listener, to be sure, is meant to trust the Buddha, and hence these stories, and to act accordingly.71


The text also tries to convince its audience of its message by employing scare tactics: cultivate mātsarya at your own peril! The hungry ghosts in these stores are meant to be negative role models, much like their compatriots in the Petavatthu (Ghost Stories),72 a Pali anthology of fifty-one stories told in verse.73 There, however, many hungry ghosts experience both miseries and joys, demonstrating not just that bad deeds lead to bad results—like being racked with sensations that are “searing, piercing, distressing, agonizing, and acute”74—but that good deeds lead to good results.75 It is an oft-repeated karmic truism that “the result of absolutely evil actions is absolutely evil, the result of absolutely pure actions is absolutely pure, and the result of mixed actions is mixed,”76 but the hungry ghosts in the Avadānaśataka experience only misery. And their misery offers a warning: mātsarya can be all consuming, devouring even the possibility of future joy.


The role of hungry ghosts, following Jeffrey Shirkey, is—


somewhat analogous to modern felons who participate in “scared straight” programs. In such programs, felons who have broken society’s laws and who are now suffering the consequences of poor choices during their youth, preach passionately to adolescents who may be on the verge of making similarly poor choices themselves. The goal, as the name for the program indicates, is to scare those youths straight, to get them to conform to ideals and laws they seem intent on transgressing.77


Hungry ghost are like felons in that they have direct experience that “crime doesn’t pay,” and while some would-be offenders might believe they can escape punishment from the state, no one, we are told, escapes karmic punishment: “Actions never come to naught, even after hundreds of eons.”78


While the ghost stories in the Avadānaśataka can certainly be read as ethical injunctions on charity, with trust and fear the major motivators for right action, a major critique in these stories is certainly psychological, as I have already mentioned. And that critique exposes a kind of paradox, for the fruits of charity can be both blessing and curse. Good deeds generate good karma, which as the text tells us, leads to surplus wealth (as opposed to mere subsistence), and yet surplus wealth can lead to the cultivation of mātsarya.79 And this mātsarya can generate a variety of faults, most notably a deviant form of thinking that leads one to fashion a false dharma and lash out at those who are in violation of it. Monks who ask for charity are like hungry ghosts or freeloaders, or like thieves, for they want something that is not theirs. Begging, in this view, is like stealing.


Helpful, at least for me, for making sense of this wrong view is the writings of a preacher who was once posted in my hometown of Northampton, Massachusetts—Jonathan Edwards, the famous eighteenth-century Protestant theologian and reformer. He recognized a similar paradox.
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