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Preface


This volume offers a new translation of the Suttanipāta together with its commentarial apparatus. The Suttanipāta is an anthology of discourses ascribed to the Buddha, included in the Khuddaka Nikāya, the Minor or Miscellaneous Collection, the fifth of the five nikāyas that constitute the Sutta Piṭaka (or Compilation of Discourses) of the Pāli Canon. The Suttanipāta sits in this collection alongside such popular works as the Dhamma­pada, the Udāna, and the Itivuttaka, and is itself a perennial favorite among followers of Theravāda Buddhism. Most of the discourses in the Suttanipāta are in verse, some in mixed prose and verse. None is entirely in prose. Several discourses in the Suttanipāta are found in the main collections — specifically in the Majjhima, Saṃyutta, and Aṅguttara Nikāyas — though most are unique to this anthology.


Linguistic and doctrinal evidence suggests that the Sutta­nipāta took shape through a gradual process of accretion spread out over three or four centuries. The anthology is unique to the Pāli Canon, though it contains discourses with parallels in other transmission lines among the schools of Early Buddhism. This implies that the Suttanipāta itself was compiled within the Pāli school from preexisting material. Several of its texts are considered to be among the most ancient specimens of Buddhist literature. Among these are two chapters, the Aṭṭhakavagga (chap. IV) and the Pārāyanavagga (chap. V), that are quoted in the Saṃyutta and Aṅguttara Nikāyas. These two chapters are, moreover, the subjects of a two-part expository text, the Niddesa, so old that it was included in the Khuddaka Nikāya. The Suttanipāta also contains discourses that have been absorbed into the common Theravāda monastic liturgy, among them the Metta Sutta and the Ratana Sutta, and popular discourses like the Parābhava Sutta and the Mahāmaṅgala Sutta that serve as the basis for Buddhist lay ethics. These suttas are often drawn upon by preachers of the Dhamma for their sermons to the laity.


The Suttanipāta has been previously translated into English at least six times: by Robert Chalmers, Viggo Fausbøll, E. M. Hare, Ven. H. Saddhātissa, K.R. Norman, and N.A. Jaya­wickrama. A German translation by Nyanaponika Thera is also available. A translation of the Aṭṭhakavagga by Bhikkhu Paññobhāsa has been published in a small printed edition, inclusive of the Pāli text. Several chapters and individual suttas are posted on the website Access to Insight, most translated by Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu. Another translation of the Aṭṭhakavagga, this one by Gil Fronsdal (2016), was published too late for me to consult when preparing the present work.


My intention, in preparing this work, was not to offer still another translation that would improve on the work of my predecessors and shake up the world of Buddhist scholarship with bold, innovative renderings. Rather, it was to make the Suttanipāta available in an accurate and readable version along with its commentaries as preserved in the Pāli Buddhist tradition. This is, I believe, the first time that the entire Suttanipāta Commentary and substantial excerpts from the Niddesa have been published in translation.


I based my translation of the Suttanipāta on three editions. I relied primarily on the excellent Roman-script edition by Dines Anderson and Helmer Smith, published by the Pali Text Society (PTS), but I also consulted two other versions. One is the electronic edition of the Burmese Chaṭṭha Saṅgāyana Tipiṭaka, the Sixth Council compilation, published by the Vipassana Research Institute and available online (designated CST4). The other is the Sinhala-script Buddha Jayanti edition published in Sri Lanka, now available online as a PDF. Occasionally I preferred a reading in one or another (or both) of these editions to that in the PTS edition. When I do so, I have usually mentioned my preference in a note. My numbering scheme follows that of the PTS edition.


In preparing my translation of the Suttanipāta I regularly consulted the careful and precise translations by Norman and Jayawickrama and often refer to them in my notes. I also found Norman’s endnotes (which take up 300 pages of his 430-page volume, The Group of Discourses) particularly helpful in understanding the text from a philological perspective. Jayawick­rama’s monograph, “A Critical Analysis of the Suttanipāta,” gave me insights into the work’s historical and linguistic development. The two translations I consulted most often occasionally differ due to their divergent approaches. Norman’s aim, as he expresses it in his preface, is “to give the meaning of the text as it was intended to be understood by the original speakers, or as it was accepted by the first hearers” (GD x). This is a tall order for one living so far from the culture and environment in which the Suttanipāta took shape, but Norman brought to the task his consummate knowledge of Middle Indo-Aryan languages. Jayawickrama, in contrast, leans heavily on the commentary and thus follows more closely traditional Theravādin exegesis.


In my translation I have tried to steer a middle course between the two. I sought to remain faithful to the words of the text when it is clear, simple, and straightforward. Since this is not always the case, I relied on the commentary to understand more difficult verses and obscure words and expressions. There were, however, places where I had to differ from the commentary, even when doing so created a dissonance between my rendering of the root text and the commentary. I have noted these discrepancies in the introduction (pp. 78–81), where I refer to the notes that explain my disagreements. Also, unlike Norman and Jayawickrama, I have composed my translation in free verse. Since I am not a poet, I did not aim at poetic elegance but simply at rendering the verses in a style that is more uplifting and less pedantic than a bare prose translation.


To keep the translation of the canonical text as trim as possible, I have relegated virtually all my notes dealing with matters of substance to the commentarial section, with verse and commentarial numbers correlated. The citation of lines in these notes refer to the Pāli text, not the translation. Thus, for example, 189c means verse 189, third line of the Pāli. Because of the differences in syntax between the two languages, the line number of a Pāli verse is not always the same as that of the English rendering. The notes to the root text deal primarily with my choices among the readings in the three editions I consulted and with other minor linguistic matters. Occasionally too I cite the commentary in a note to clarify a reading. I have recorded parallels to the discourses in the Suttanipāta in two places: under the summary of each sutta in the Guide to the Suttas and in Appendix 1. I also refer to parallels when I discuss them in the notes to the commentarial section.


The commentary on the Suttanipāta is named Paramatthajotikā. Since the commentary on the Khuddakapāṭha, a short work in the Khuddaka Nikāya, is also named Paramatthajotikā, modern editors designate the Khuddakapāṭha Commentary “Paramatthajotikā I” and the Suttanipāta Commentary “Paramatthajotikā II.” Paramattha means “supreme meaning” and jotikā “illuminator” or “elucidator.” Thus I render the title “Elucidator of the Supreme Meaning.” This commentary is traditionally ascribed to Ācariya Buddhaghosa, the Indian monk who came to Sri Lanka in the fifth century C.E., where he composed the Visuddhimagga (“Path of Purification”), a comprehensive treatise on Buddhist doctrine and meditation, and commentaries on the four main Nikāyas; he may also have been the author of still other commentaries as well. These commentaries — known as aṭṭhakathā — were based largely on older commentaries preserved in the ancient Sinhala language, which in turn, it is said, were translated from still older Indian originals brought to the island centuries earlier.


Buddhaghosa’s authorship of the commentary to the Suttanipāta is disputed, and it is virtually impossible to settle the issue with certainty. What is clear, however, is that the author of the Suttanipāta Commentary, whoever it may have been, draws upon the same system of exegesis that Buddhaghosa used, the system that had evolved over the centuries at the Mahāvihāra, the Great Monastery in Anuradhapura, the ancient capital of Sri Lanka. Paramatthajotikā II thus belongs to the same body of aṭṭhakathā considered authoritative by the Theravāda school of Buddhism. These commentaries look at the canonical texts through the lens of exegetical analysis maintained by the elders of the Mahāvihāra, which often draws upon ideas and schemes of categories unique to the Pāli school.


I have translated the entire commentary, with a few minor omissions. I omitted portions of the “term explanations” (padavaṇṇanā) that merely define particular Pāli words in the canonical text by way of synonyms more familiar to readers in the age of the commentaries. To have translated these passages into intelligible English, I would have had to define common English words with other common English words, which would be redundant if my translation of the root text is sufficiently clear. I have omitted, too, translations of individual sentences here and there that deal with technical grammatical issues and other matters of protocol.


My translation of the commentary is based primarily on the PTS edition of Paramatthajotikā II, edited by Helmer Smith. I also consulted the Vipassana Research Institute’s electronic version of the Chaṭṭha Saṅgāyana edition and the Sinhala-­script Simon Hewavitarne Bequest edition. Smith omitted from his edition of Pj II the commentaries on three suttas that the Suttanipāta shares with the Khuddakapāṭha — the Metta, Ratana, and Mahāmaṅgala Suttas. He had already edited Paramatthajotikā I, and since the explanations of these discourses are almost identical in the two commentaries, he decided to avoid the repetition. I therefore translated the commentaries on these suttas from the PTS edition of Pj I, again while also consulting the Burmese and Sri Lankan editions of Pj II, which include them.


While the style of the aṭṭhakathā can be dense and ponderous, I believe it is important to have the commentaries on the canonical text available in English translation as a safeguard against arbitrary interpretations. Since the Suttanipāta is composed mostly in verse, and the stanzas are sometimes obscure and suggestive, it is tempting for writers on Early Buddhism to seize upon single suttas and even a few enigmatic stanzas as the building blocks for erecting their own personal theories about “Original Buddhism just as the Buddha intended it.” Thus, based mainly on the Suttanipāta, claims are sometimes put forth that Buddhism was originally a premonastic movement made up of individualistic wandering hermits, or that the Buddha was a radical skeptic whose teaching had no room for such ideas as kamma, rebirth, saṃsāra, and transcendent liberation, but was aimed solely at inner tranquility through the relinquishment of all views and attachments. Such theories depend largely on selective citation in defiance of the weight of evidence bearing down from the great mass of Early Buddhist literature and stubborn facts about the history of Buddhism. Reading the Suttanipāta in the light of the main Nikāyas and their commentaries should serve to correct such speculative theories. While the commentaries certainly represent the views of later generations of exegetes and may not capture the original intent of the work in all respects, to ignore or reject them is to dismiss the cumulative efforts of the early doctrinal masters to understand and explain the Word of the Buddha.


As mentioned above, two chapters of the Suttanipāta, the Aṭṭhakavagga and the Pārāyanavagga, along with the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta, were taken as the subjects of an expository work included in the Khuddaka Nikāya. This work, known as the Niddesa or “Exposition,” is divided into two parts. The larger part, the Mahāniddesa or “Great Exposition,” comments on the Aṭṭhakavagga; the Cūḷaniddesa or “Minor Exposition” comments on the Pārāyanavagga and the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta.


By necessity I have included only excerpts from the Niddesa. Given that the Mahāniddesa comes to 385 pages in the Chaṭṭhasaṅgāyana edition, and the Cūḷaniddesa to 275 pages, full translations of these texts would have swelled this volume far beyond serviceable size. I have selected what I consider the most illuminating passages of both parts of the Niddesa and interlaced them with the translation of Pj II. I have sometimes simplified my renderings of the Niddesa (for example, by shortening the chains of synonyms it typically employs) and have tried to avoid excessive repetition, which is hard to do with a work as repetitive as the Niddesa. Only occasionally did I include translations of the suttas from other sources that the Niddesa quotes to reinforce its explanations.


William Stede, in editing the PTS edition of the Cūḷaniddesa, reorganized the work in accordance with his own conception of it as “an aggregate of disconnected pieces or atoms.” He arranges, in Pāli alphabetical order, the terms commented on by the Cūḷaniddesa and for each term provides the verse numbers where the terms occur and the relevant explanations. For this reason his edition was not suitable for my purpose, which requires that I follow the sequence of the verses. I have therefore used as my text the Vipassana Research Institute’s electronic version of both parts of the Niddesa, the Mahā and the Cūḷa portions, included in their edition of the Pāli Tipiṭaka (CST4). Each complete excerpt from the Niddesa is marked off with [image: Image] at the beginning and [image: Image] at the end. The source for each excerpt is set in bold preceding the passage. Those who read Pāli can find the passage in the electronic version by comparing these numbers with the VRI page numbers at the bottom edge of the window.


The serious non-academic student of Early Buddhism might feel daunted by the amount of material presented in this volume and not know where or how to proceed. As a practical approach, I suggest initially reading the introduction and the Guide to the Suttas, and then the translation of the Suttanipāta itself. Read it slowly and reflectively, without being anxious to understand every verse and line on a first reading. After reading and digesting the root text to the best of one’s ability, return to the text again, this time reading each sutta individually — or perhaps even each verse — along with the commentary on it. Skip over those parts of the commentary one finds dense, tedious, pedantic, or irrelevant to one’s concerns, and focus on those parts that actually explain the text. Connections between the root text and the corresponding portion of the commentary are easy to make because both use the same numbering scheme. Thus, for instance, the commentarial explanation of stanza 18 can be located by finding the bold number 18 in the commentarial section. Lines and phrases from the root text being commented on, known as the lemma, are set in bold (as thus illustrated). This makes them easy to identify. Occasionally, when there are gaps in the numbering of the commentary sections, this is either because the commentary does not comment on the verse (since all the terms are already clear) or because it merely offers routine word glosses that I thought need not be translated.


By any merit I have acquired through this work, may the Three Gems of the Ratana Sutta long flourish in the world and may the peoples of the world live together in peace, guided by the ethics of the Parābhava Sutta, the values of the Mahāmaṅgala Sutta, and the sublime attitudes of the Metta Sutta. May seekers of liberation discard erroneous views and deviant practices, as advised by the Aṭṭhakavagga, and set their feet on the path to the goal pointed to by the Pārāyanavagga, the Chapter on the Way to the Beyond.
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Key to the Pronunciation of Pāli


The Pāli Alphabet


Vowels: a, ā, i, ī, u, ū, e, o


Consonants:






	  


	Gutterals:


	

k, kh, g, gh, ṅ






	  


	Palatals


	c, ch, j, jh, ñ







	  


	Cerebrals


	ṭ, ṭh, ḍ, ḍh, ṇ







	  


	Dentals


	t, th, d, dh, n







	  


	Labials


	p, ph, b, bh, m







	  


	Other


	y, r, ḷ, l, v, s, h, ṃ








Pronunciation


a as in “cut”


ā as in “father”


i as in “king”


ī as in “keen”


u as in “put”


ū as in “rule”


e as in “way”


o as in “home”


Of the vowels, e and o are long before a single consonant and short before a double consonant. Among the consonants, g is always pronounced as in “good,” c as in “church,” ñ as in “onion.” The cerebrals (or retroflexes) are spoken with the tongue on the roof of the mouth; the dentals with the tongue on the upper teeth. The aspirates — kh, gh, ch, jh, ṭh, ḍh, th, dh, ph, bh — are single consonants pronounced with slightly more force than the nonaspirates, e.g., th as in “Thomas” (not as in “thin”); ph as in “putter” (not as in “phone”). Double consonants are always enunciated separately, e.g., dd as in “mad dog,” gg as in “big gun.” The pure nasal (niggahīta) ṃ is pronounced like the ng in “song.” An o and an e always carry a stress; otherwise the stress falls on a long vowel — ā, ī, ū, or on a double consonant, or on ṃ.











Abbreviations


I. EDITIONS USED
















	Be


	  

	Burmese-script Chaṭṭha Saṅgāyana Tipiṭaka edition in Vipassana Research Institute’s electronic version 4.0







	Ce


	  

	Sinhala-script edition







	Ee


	  

	Roman-script edition








II. TEXTS IN PĀLI AND OTHER INDIAN LANGUAGES


Unless otherwise specified, references to Pāli texts are to the editions of the Pali Text Society. References to Vism followed by Ppn give first the page number of the PTS edition of the Visuddhimagga followed by the chapter and section number of Bhikkhu Ñāṇamoli’s translation, The Path of Purification.
















	AN


	  

	Aṅguttara Nikāya







	Ap


	  

	Apadāna







	Ap-a


	  

	Apadāna-aṭṭhakathā
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	Dhp


	  

	Dhammapada







	Dhp-a


	  

	Dhammapada-aṭṭhakathā







	Dhs


	  

	Dhammasaṅgaṇī (VRI ed.)







	Dīp


	  

	Dīpavaṃsa







	DN


	  

	Dīgha Nikāya







	It


	  

	Itivuttaka







	It-a


	  

	Itivuttaka-aṭṭhakathā







	Ja


	  

	Jātaka-aṭṭhakathā







	
Mhv



	  

	Mahāvaṃsa







	Mil


	  

	Milindapañha
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	Majjhima Nikāya







	Mp
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	Petavatthu







	Śag


	  

	Śarīrārthagāthā (of the Yogācārabhūmi)







	SN


	  

	Saṃyutta Nikāya







	Sn


	  

	Suttanipāta







	Sp
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Introduction


1. THE SUTTANIPĀTA AS A COLLECTION


The Suttanipāta is an anthology of Buddhist discourses belonging to the Khuddaka Nikāya, the fifth collection in the Sutta Piṭaka of the Pāli Canon. The title of the work means a compilation (nipāta) of discourses (sutta). Several of these discourses occur elsewhere in the Sutta Piṭaka, but most are unique to this collection. The commentary to the work, Paramatthajotikā II, already recognizes its composite nature when, in its introductory verses, it says that “it is so designated [Suttanipāta] because it was recited by compiling suitable suttas from here and there.”1 It is sometimes claimed that the Suttanipāta is one of the most ancient Buddhist texts. This may be true of some of its contents, but it is not true of the collection as a whole. As an anthology that emerged from the oral tradition, the Suttanipāta is a multitextured, multilayered work that spans several phases of Buddhist literary activity. It includes material that belongs to the most ancient stratum, but it also contains other material which, while still representative of Early Buddhism, has to be assigned to a later period. Exactly when the anthology came into existence is not known, but since, as a collection, it has no parallel in the texts surviving from other Early Buddhist schools, it is likely to be unique to the Pāli school now known as the Theravāda.


The stratification of material in the Suttanipāta shows that as a collection it underwent a process of gradual growth and evolution as newer material was added to a more primitive core and the contents were rearranged until it arrived at its present shape. The growth of the Suttanipāta by the addition of new material does not necessarily mean that all the suttas inserted into the anthology at a later time were composed subsequent to those included earlier. It is likely that as the work took shape, older suttas and strings of verses that were floating freely in the oral tradition, without anchorage in any established textual collection, were absorbed into the Suttanipāta in order to provide them with a secure home.


An illustration of this point is the Uraga Sutta, the first discourse in the collection. Four versions of the Uraga verses in Indic languages are known, and from their common theme and method of arrangement it is clear the verses always existed as a set. The version transmitted in the Gāndhārī language was inserted into the Gāndhārī Dharmapada, at the end of the chapter on the bhikkhu (chapter 2, corresponding to chapter 25 of the Pāli Dhammapada). Another version, found in the Patna Dharmapada, has its own chapter (22), the last in the work. And still another version, in Sanskrit, is included in the bhikṣu chapter (32) of the Udānavarga, a work of the Dhamma­pada genre; several verses referring to flowers are included twice, in the bhikṣu chapter and the chapter on flowers (18). Obviously, these arrangements reflect decisions made by the transmitters of these traditions about the most suitable place to accommodate the verses. The transmitters of the Pāli tradition made a different decision. They assigned the verses not to its Dhamma­pada or some similar work but to another anthology unique to that tradition, the Suttanipāta. Although the verses are very early, their placement at the beginning of the chapter suggests they were added there at a relatively late time.


As it stands now, the Suttanipāta is divided into five chapters (vagga): the Uragavagga, the Cūḷavagga, the Mahāvagga, the Aṭṭhakavagga, and the Pārāyanavagga. The number of ­suttas they contain, respectively, is 12, 14, 12, 16, and 18; in the last case the introductory verses and the epilogue are counted separately along with the sixteen pucchās, or question sections, that make up the body of the chapter. Although the Cūḷavagga, the “Minor Chapter,” has more suttas than the Mahāvagga, the “Great Chapter,” the two differ in length and in the number of their verses. The verse distribution among the five chapters is respectively 221, 183, 361, 210, and 174. The Mahāvagga also contains several relatively long suttas in which the verses are embedded in prose.


It is generally recognized that the last two chapters of the Suttanipāta, the Aṭṭhakavagga and the pucchās of the Pārāyana­vagga, are extremely old. They are quoted in the Saṃyutta Nikāya and Aṅguttara Nikāya and evidently existed as collections in their own right before they were integrated into the anthology that became the Suttanipāta.


The Aṭṭhakavagga as a distinct collection is mentioned in an incident recorded twice in the Pāli Canon, in the Vinaya and in the Udāna. In the Vinaya Mahāvagga it is reported that Soṇa Kuṭikaṇṇa, a pupil of the Elder Mahākaccāna, traveled from distant Avantī to visit the Buddha at Jetavana in Sāvatthī. After his arrival the Blessed One asked him to recite some Dhamma. In response, he recited all the texts of the Aṭṭhakavagga (sabbān’eva aṭṭhakavaggikāni sarena abhāsi). At the end of the recitation, the Buddha applauded him with the words: “Excellent, excellent, bhikkhu! You have learned well, attended well, memorized well the texts of the Aṭṭhakavagga.”2 The Udāna version adds a further detail. It states that Soṇa recited all sixteen texts of the Aṭṭhakavagga (soḷasa aṭṭhakavaggikāni sabbān’eva sarena abhaṇi), and the Buddha mentions the figure in his word of appreciation: “Excellent, excellent, bhikkhu! You have learned well, attended well, memorized well the sixteen texts of the Aṭṭhakavagga.”3


The Aṭṭhakavagga is also referred to in SN 22:3 (III 9–12). Here a householder named Hāliddakāni comes to Mahākaccāna, Soṇa’s preceptor, and says: “Bhante, this was said by the Blessed One in the Questions of Māgandiya of the Aṭṭhakavagga” (aṭṭhakavaggiye māgandiyapañhe). He then cites verse 844 and asks for an explanation. Mahākaccāna explains the verse in detail and then recites it again at the end of his reply.4


The Pārāyana is mentioned six times elsewhere in the canon. In SN 12:31 (II 47) the Buddha addresses Sāriputta, saying: “This was stated in the Questions of Ajita of the Pārāyana.” He then cites verse 1038 and asks Sāriputta to explain it. In the Aṅguttara Nikāya the Buddha refers to the Pārāyana in the following places:






AN 3:32 (I 133) refers to 1048 from the Questions of Puṇṇaka


AN 3:33 (I 134) refers to 1106–7 from the Questions of Udaya




AN 4:41 (II 45–46) again refers to 1048 from the Questions of Puṇṇaka








On each occasion, rather than introducing the verse at the beginning of a discourse, he cites the verse at the end, preceded by the phrase “And it was with reference to this, bhikkhus, that it was stated by me in the Pārāyana” (idañca pana m’etaṃ, bhikkhave, sandhāya bhāsitaṃ pārāyane).


At AN 3:61 (III 399) a group of elders are sitting together after their meal when one of them says: “This was said, friends, by the Blessed One in the Pārāyana, in the Questions of Metteyya.” He then cites 1042 (with a slightly different reading of the first line) and asks his fellow monks how they understand it. Each offers his own interpretation, after which they go to the Buddha for clarification. The Buddha then repeats the verse (at AN III 401) and explains his intention. Finally, in AN 7:53 (IV 63), it is said that early one morning the female lay disciple Nandamātā recited the Pārāyana in a voice so pleasing that the divine king Vessavaṇa, passing nearby, stopped in his flight and congratulated her for her recitation.


It may be significant that these passages refer to the work as Pārāyana rather than as Pārāyanavagga. The suffix –vagga, “chapter,” may have been added only after the Pārāyana became a chapter in the Suttanipāta. In the case of the Aṭṭhakavagga, however, the suffix seems always to have been part of the title, perhaps implying that the group of suttas formed a set, not necessarily a chapter in a larger work.


The antiquity of these two chapters — the Aṭṭhakavagga and the Pārāyana — as well as their importance for the Buddhist community, can be understood from the fact that each was made the subject of an ancient commentary, the Niddesa, which was incorporated into the Sutta Piṭaka. The larger section, the Mahāniddesa, comments on the Aṭṭhakavagga; the shorter section, the Cūḷaniddesa, comments on the Pārāyana­vagga and the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta.


Circumstantial evidence for the early existence of several other texts presently included in the Suttanipāta is provided by the Bhabra Inscription of King Asoka, where he cites seven discourses on the Dhamma that he desires “many monks and nuns should hear frequently and meditate upon, and likewise laymen and laywomen.” Three can be reasonably identified with texts now existing in Sn. The Munigāthā are almost certainly the verses of the Muni Sutta (I,12). The Moneyya Sutta is probably the Nālaka Sutta (III,11), excluding the introductory verses. And since Upatissa was the personal name of Sāriputta, the Upatisapasina — Upatissa’s Questions — is probably the Sāriputta Sutta (IV,16), where Sāriputta asks questions of the Buddha.


In commenting on its respective source texts, the Niddesa often buttresses its points by quoting from other texts (not the Aṭṭhakavagga or Pārāyanavagga), usually prefaced with the remark: “For this has been said by the Blessed One” (vuttaṃ h’etaṃ Bhagavatā) or “Hence the Blessed One said” (ten’āha Bhagavā). Several of these texts are now included in Sn. The ones most often referred to are the Sabhiya Sutta (III,6) and the Padhāna Sutta (III,2). Verse 271 from the Sūciloma Sutta is cited several times, as well as 576–81 from the Salla Sutta; individual verses from other texts are also cited. The Niddesa does not refer to these works by their titles, though in its citations from the Sabhiya Sutta it includes the line where the Buddha addresses Sabhiya by name. These quotations testify to the existence of those discourses at the time the Niddesa was composed, though from this it cannot be determined whether they had as yet been incorporated into the anthology now called the Suttanipāta. The earliest known references to the Suttanipāta are in the Milindapañha (at 369, 385, 411, 413, and 414), but these are all in a section of that work recognized as relatively late.


The formation of the Suttanipāta can only be reconstructed through critical analysis of its texts with reference to their language, doctrinal content, and the social conditions they reflect. The most thorough attempt at such a reconstruction was made by N. A. Jayawickrama in his “Critical Analysis of the Suttanipāta.”5 Jayawickrama suggests that the suttas of the Aṭṭhakavagga, the pucchās of the Pārāyana, and the poems extolling the muni ideal are likely to be the oldest parts of Sn. At a subsequent phase, he conjectures, the work was enlarged by including other material. In this phase he puts the didactic poems of the first three vaggas, the two biographical discourses (the Pabbajjā and Padhāna Suttas), the older dialogues of the Mahāvagga, the dialogue poems of the Uragavagga, and the yakkha poems. He considers four of the popular discourses — the Maṅgala, Metta, Parābhava, and Vasala Suttas — along with the Cunda and Kokālika Suttas to be a little younger but still pre-Asokan. The youngest suttas he takes to be the Ratana, the Vijaya, and the Dvayatānupassanā, and the latest compositions to be the vatthugāthā, the introductory verses, which were added at a relatively later time to the Nālaka Sutta and the Pārāyana. I would qualify this, however, with the observation that while the Dvayatānupassanā itself might be relatively young, its verses likely stem from an older period and may have been brought into the sutta to give them a framework. Several of these verses are found elsewhere in the Aṅguttara, Saṃyutta, and Itivuttaka. Verse 728 is identical with 1050ef–1051 of the Pārāyana, from which it was evidently taken.


Jayawickrama ascribes the composition of the bulk of the poems roughly to the period 400–300 B.C.E. He delineates five stages in the evolution of the anthology. (1) First, there was “an early nucleus of more or less floating material” available for the creation of an anthology. (2) Next came an attempt at a collection by bringing together the Aṭṭhakavagga, the Pārāyana pucchās, the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta, and a few other suttas on the ascetic ideal. These became the foundation of the work. (3) This was followed by a transitional stage in which more suttas considered representative of the Buddha’s teachings were selected and bundled along with the foundational texts. (4) As more material was amassed, the Cuḷavagga and Mahāvagga were separated off, thus yielding the five chapters we have now. (5) The final phase, he suggests, “was marked by the prefixing of the Uraga, Ratana, and Pabbajjā (and Padhāna) Suttas to the three respective vaggas under the editorial hand of monastic redactors for the purpose of propagating the Dhamma.”


2. FORMAL ELEMENTS OF THE SUTTANIPĀTA


The discourses of the Suttanipāta exhibit a variety of structures and forms. There are suttas delivered entirely in verse, as straightforward expositions of a particular topic. Others take the form of dialogues in verse. And still others present the verses embedded in a prose framework. The prose may merely establish the setting of the discourse, as is the case with the Parābhava and Maṅgala Suttas, or the prose may weave a more elaborate narrative that culminates in a conversation in verse, as we find in the Sabhiya and Sela Suttas. The table on p. 34 classifies the suttas by way of their formal structures. The classification is based largely on Jayawickrama (PBR 1977, 87–88). I have, however, made several changes. I classify the Rāhula Sutta (II,11) as didactic verse rather than as a discourse given in reply to a question, since the body of the discourse has no direct relation to the introductory question. I classify the Kalaha­vivāda Sutta (IV,11) as a conversation in verse, since there is a repeated exchange of questions and replies. I also reclassify the epilogue to the Pārāyana, which includes dialogue in the verse portion.


Whereas the verses of the Suttanipāta are cast in a variety of styles characteristic of different periods in the evolution of Pāli prosody, the prose passages are in the standard canonical style of the main Nikāyas. This suggests that the prose passages may have originally been an orally transmitted explanation of the background to the sutta, without a fixed and formalized wording. These sections may have been spoken extemporaneously by the reciter so that the listeners could grasp the situations that occasioned the verses. Over time, as the canonical texts assumed a more definite shape, the prose narratives were integrated into the sutta and acquired a fixed wording, cast in the style that prevails elsewhere in the Pāli Nikāyas.


This hypothesis may explain certain discrepancies we encounter between the prose and the verses. For example, the Sundarikabhāradvāja Sutta (III,4) relates a background story identical with that which begins a sutta of the same title in the Sagāthāvagga of the Saṃyutta Nikāya (SN 7:9, at I 167–68), yet, with a few exceptions, the verses in the two suttas are entirely different. Obviously, the Buddha did not speak to the same brahmin under the same circumstances on two different occasions, on each of which he spoke different verses. The difference in the verses can only be explained by assuming that there were groups of verses held together by a vague story of how the Buddha uttered them in a conversation with a brahmin who held brahmanical beliefs about recipients of offerings. When the two groups of verses were being collected and incorporated into suttas, they were each provided with the same background story, one that had been orally transmitted in relation to one group of verses but was now attached to both.




FORMS OF THE SUTTAS IN THE SUTTANIPĀTA




I. Simple didactic verse (22)


(I) 1, 3, 8, 11, 12 (5)


(II) 1, 3, 6, 8, 10, 11 (6)


(III) 8 (1)


(IV) 1– 6, 8, 12, 13, 15 (10)


II. Dialogues entirely in verse (29)


A. Conversation in verse (21)


(I) 2, 5, 9 (3)


(IV) 9, 11 (2)


(V) 1–16 (16)


B. Discourse given in reply to a question, challenge, or request (8)


(II) 2, 9, 13 (3)


(III) 11 (1)


(IV) 7, 10, 14, 16 (4)


III. Didactic discourse or dialogue following a prose introduction (16)


(I) 6, 7, 10 (3)


(II) 4, 5, 7, 12, 14 (5)


(III) 3–7, 9, 10, 12 (8)


5 pieces not classified:


I,4 and Epilogue to Pārāyana: prose and verse, mixed narrative with dialogue


III,1, III,2, and Vatthugāthā of Pārāyana: narratives in verse, with internal dialogue





Occasionally we find in Sn lines in which the speaker is identified or the person being addressed is mentioned by name (or both). These lines, though included in the Pāli text, are metrically not part of the verse itself but additions; in modern editions they are therefore enclosed in parentheses. Thus verses 18–29 identify the speaker as either Dhaniya or the Buddha; 33 identifies the speaker as Māra and 34 as the Buddha; 153–63 identify which of the two yakkhas, Sātāgira or Hemavata, is the speaker; and in 169 the Buddha is said to be addressing Hemavata. And so in a number of other verses. According to the commentary, in all cases these lines were added by the compilers (saṅgītikārā).6 When I have added my own identification of a speaker, I put the name in brackets above the verse.


The additional lines that identify the person being addressed are to be distinguished from those in which the auditor is addressed by name within the verse itself. The contrast might be clearly seen by comparing 1062 with 1064. Verse 1062 contains an additional line in which the Buddha is said to be addressing Dhotaka, Dhotakā ti Bhagavā. In 1064, the vocative Dhotaka is part of the verse proper and conforms to the meter: kathaṃkathiṃ Dhotaka kañci loke.


3. INTERLOCUTORS AND AUDITORS


The Suttanipāta depicts the Buddha teaching and conversing with people from different walks of life in the Indian society of his time: a herdsman, a farmer, brahmins, monks, wandering ascetics, and lay disciples. His ministry in the texts extends even beyond the human sphere to devas and yakkhas. In this respect the anthology resembles the Sagāthāvaggasaṃyutta, with which it shares several suttas. The Sagāthāvagga is classified according to the types of people and beings with whom the Buddha speaks. Though the inquirers and auditors in Sn are far less numerous, they fit into most of these categories.


The following list shows the types of interlocutors in Sn who meet the Buddha and the other auditors whom he addresses, along with the numbers of the discourses in which they appear. The list is based solely on information provided by the text of Sn itself or by reasonable inference from the text.7 It does not take into account the background information related by the commentary, whose attributions may stem from a later narrative tradition.


Ascetic inquirer(s): III,6, III,11. Total 2.


Bhikkhu(s), unnamed: II,6, II,9, II,10, II,14, III,3, III,10, III,12, IV,15. Total 8.


Bhikkhu, specified: II,11, II,12, III,3, IV,7, IV,16. Total 5.


Brahmin(s): I,4, I,7, II,2, II,7, III,4, III,7, III,9. Total 7.


Brahmanic students: III,5, V,1–16. Total 17.




Deities: I,6, II,1, II,4. Total 3.


King: III,1. Total 1.


Layperson, specified: I,2, I,4, I,5, II,14, IV,9. Total 5.


Māra: III,2. Total 1.


Yakkha(s): I,9, I,10, II,5. Total 3.


Unspecified: II,13, IV,8, IV,10, IV,11, IV,12, IV13. Total 6.


None: I,1, I,3, I,8, I,11, I,12, II,3, II,8, III,2, III,8, IV,1, IV,2, IV,3, IV,4, IV,5, IV,6. Total 15.


In this scheme I distinguish suttas that make no mention of an interlocutor or auditor from those in which the interlocutor or auditor is left unspecified. Those that make no mention of an auditor also do not specify a speaker; the implication is that the speaker is the Buddha himself. The Uraga Sutta (I,1) and the Metta Sutta (I,8) are examples of discourses that fall into this category; taken on their own, without reference to the commentary, they appear to be straightforward didactic poems bereft of any dialogical or expository format. The Khaggavisāṇa Sutta can also be cited as an example of this type, though the commentary explains each verse as the utterance of a particular paccekabuddha.


Suttas with an unspecified interlocutor feature another voice that poses questions, which the Buddha answers. The other speaker either asks questions at the beginning of the sutta, which the Buddha responds to without interruption in the body of the sutta, or the other speaker and the Buddha engage in an alternating question-and-response exchange. The Sammāpabbājaniya Sutta (II,14) is an example of the former type; the Kalahavivāda (IV,11) and the two Viyūha Suttas (IV,12–13) follow the question-and-response format. The commentary explains that the inquirer in all six suttas without a specified interlocutor was a duplicate buddha that the Blessed One had mentally created for the purpose of asking these questions, which no one else was capable of posing in just the way the Buddha wanted. While this explanation might seem to exceed the bounds of credibility, the background narrative to several sūtras in the Chinese 義足經 (*Arthapada), a parallel to the Aṭṭhakavagga, provides a similar explanation. This suggests that the two spring from a common narrative tradition, one that goes back to a very early period.




Among the categories of interlocutors and auditors who are identified, it might seem that “brahmin students” (māṇava) constitutes the largest group. However, the number in this category is inflated by counting separately the sixteen students of the brahmin Bāvari, who visit the Buddha as a group and ask him the sixteen sets of questions that make up the body of the Pārāyanavagga. If we collapse these into one, the distribution per category would more faithfully reflect the actual number of separate interlocutors. Further, since these sixteen students seem to have adopted the lifestyle of celibate ascetics, they could also be reassigned to the category of “ascetic inquirer,” which would then expand to eighteen.


The categories of interlocutors and auditors in the Suttanipāta roughly correspond to those of the Sagāthāvagga, though proportions and details vary. Two discourses are spoken to deities in response to questions, and a third can be added if we include the Ratana Sutta, apparently addressed to earth and sky deities. Three suttas involve yakkhas, including two parallels to suttas from the Sagāthāvagga. Only one discourse reports a conversation with a king, the Pabbajjā Sutta, where King Bimbisāra visits the future Buddha outside the city of Rājagaha. This contrasts with the Sagāthāvagga, where an entire chapter of twenty-five suttas is devoted to the Buddha’s conversations with King Pasenadi. Māra, too, appears here only once, in the Pabbajjā Sutta, also assigned to the period prior to the enlightenment. In the Sagāthāvagga Māra, too, gets an entire chapter of twenty-five suttas. There are no discourses involving bhikkhunīs, though according to the commentary the Vijaya Sutta, on the repulsive nature of the body, was taught to two bhikkhunīs for the purpose of removing their attachment to their beauty. Among the distinct categories, brahmins claim a disproportionately large number. This may be indicative of the friction that existed between Buddhism and Brahmanism. It is telling that in five of these discourses the Buddha challenges tenets and practices of the brahmins prevalent during this period (see pp. 41–42).


When we take an overview of the Buddha’s interactions with inquirers from the different groups, one consistent feature that stands out is his success in winning them over to his teaching. Among householders, Dhaniya (I,2) and Māgandiya (IV,9), who both start off scornful of the Buddha, end up going for refuge and entering monastic life along with their wives, after which they attain arahantship.8 The two ascetic inquirers, Sabhiya and Nālaka, leave behind their old loyalties and go forth under the Buddha. The three yakkhas not only take refuge but extol the Buddha with exuberant words of praise. With the brahmins, perhaps the most difficult challenge and potentially the biggest win, the Buddha always ends victorious. Three of the brahmins — ­Kasibhāradvāja, Sundarika­bhāra­dvāja, and Sela — not only take refuge but enter the homeless life, while the others become lay disciples. The brahmin student Māgha becomes a lay follower, and the sixteen brahmin inquirers of the Pārāyana become monastic disciples. In the Vāseṭṭha Sutta, Vāseṭṭha and Bhāradvāja become lay disciples, but at the beginning of the Aggañña Sutta it is reported that they were living among the bhikkhus seeking to become bhikkhus themselves. They did so even in the face of sharp condemnation by their fellow brahmins (DN III 80–81).


These cases of conversion point to what might have been an underlying purpose behind the compilation of the Suttanipāta — ­perhaps not the sole or primary purpose but a major one: to show the Buddha in his role as the incomparable teacher of devas and human beings (satthā devamanussānaṃ). Even when faced with fierce resistance, he prevails. Even when confronted by hostile antagonists, he wins them over. His adversaries, despite their prestige and rhetorical skills, are no match for the Buddha. With his wisdom, patience, wit, and skillful means, he turns his opponents into ardent disciples some of whom even attain the final goal of the holy life.


4. THEMES OF THE SUTTANIPĀTA


The discourses of the Suttanipāta span a wide range of topics in Early Buddhism. These include personal and social ethics, devotional praise of the Triple Gem, reflections on death and loss, the path of monastic training, discussions with brahmins about class status, and the nature of the spiritual ideal. The Thematic Guide (pp. 93–94) offers a broad overview of the topics dealt with in the work. Here I will discuss the more important of these topics.




It is worth noting at the outset that the Suttanipāta does not contain systematic discussions of Buddhist doctrine in the analytical style that prevails in the prose Nikāyas. Such topics as the four noble truths, the eightfold path, the three marks of existence, the five aggregates, and other doctrinal topics are seldom mentioned or totally passed over. The word anicca, for instance, does not occur at all in any of the poems, and there is only one mention of anattā (at 756a). From such observations, some scholars have suggested that the unstructured teachings we find in Sn and kindred works represent the authentic and original teachings of the Buddha and that the doctrinal expositions of the prose Nikāyas are late developments, perhaps the product of monastic editors.


Such a suggestion, however, would have bizarre consequences. It would in effect reduce the Dhamma to a collection of poems and aphorisms with only the barest unifying structure. The plain fact is that the discourses of Sn have a different purpose than to provide a comprehensive overview of the Dhamma. As works mostly in verse, their primary purpose is to inspire, edify, and instruct rather than to provide systematic doctrinal exposition. While the exact diction and format of the prose suttas might have taken shape at the hands of monastic editors, without the light shed by these suttas it is virtually impossible to determine the purport of the verse collections and the vision that unifies them.


(1) Lay Ethics


The Suttanipāta contains five discourses, popular in character, that have served as sources of moral guidance for lay Buddhists through the centuries. These are the Parābhava, the Vasala, the Āmagandha, the Mahāmaṅgala, and the Dhammika Suttas.9 The first four inculcate standards of conduct that are not exclusively tied to Buddhist faith in the narrow sense but reflect the moral values accepted as normative by Indian society from a very early period. These norms constitute “Dhamma” in the broad ethical sense, as the timeless law of righteousness and moral truth that classical Indian thought sees as the bedrock of the cosmic and social order. It is this concept of Dhamma that King Aśoka, in his Rock Edicts, commended to his subjects, knowing that such norms were affirmed by the many diverse religious systems prevailing in his empire.10 The Dhammika Sutta (at 393–404) prescribes a code of lay ethics built on the blueprint of the five precepts and thus one that is more distinctively Buddhist in character.


The Pāli commentaries distinguish two aspects of morality, the negative and the positive, prohibitions and injunctions, rules of abstinence and guides to virtuous conduct. The negative side is called vāritta, the positive side cāritta. Two separate discourses, both spoken in conversations with devas, can be seen to serve as paradigms for these two dimensions of morality, especially as they relate to laypersons. The Parābhava Sutta (I,6) deals with vāritta, the types of conduct to be avoided. This includes bad friendship, neglect of one’s filial duties, false speech, miserliness, maligning ascetics, womanizing, drinking and gambling, and other types of dishonorable behavior. Such conduct is said to be the cause of a “downfall” in that it defiles one’s character, ruins one’s reputation, leads to loss of wealth, and brings a fall to subhuman realms of rebirth.


The positive side of morality is broadly covered in the Mahāmaṅgala Sutta (II,4), which sketches the actions and personal qualities that lead to individual moral progress and harmony in the community. The actions advocated include association with the wise, support for one’s parents and other family members, earning one’s living by a respectable line of work, and giving to those in need. The discourse extols such virtues as heedfulness, reverence, humility, patience, and devotion to religious practice. The last verses apply more specifically to monastic life, advocating austerity, celibacy, insight, and realization of nibbāna.


Such codes of conduct, in both their negative and positive aspects, have a significance that extends beyond personal purification. While they sustain individuals in their endeavors to fulfill the moral and spiritual good, they contribute to the formation of a society marked by mutual care, kindness, and respect. In simple words and phrases they reveal the kinds of socially responsible conduct treated more elaborately in the Sīgalovāda Sutta (DN 31), which explains the reciprocal duties of householders in their relations with other members of their household and the broader society.




In the living Theravāda tradition three discourses in the Suttanipāta — ­the Mahāmaṅgala, the Ratana, and the Metta Suttas — ­play a special role as parittas or protective suttas. Recited daily in the monasteries and on ceremonial occasions, these discourses are regarded as a source of spiritual blessings. Each makes its distinctive contribution to this end. The Mahāmaṅgala Sutta delineates the guidelines for success in both mundane and spiritual undertakings. The Ratana Sutta invokes the protection of the deities and extols the excellent qualities of the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha. And the Metta Sutta teaches the cultivation of loving-kindness, a virtue that resonates throughout the sentient cosmos and attracts the protective care of the deities.


(2) Brahmanism and the Social Order


The Suttanipāta contains seven discourses that depict the Buddha engaging in discussions with brahmins: I,4, I,7, II,2, II,7, III,4, III,7, and III,9.11 Five of these — I,7, II,2, II,7, III,4, and III,9 — challenge fundamental tenets and practices of Brahmanism. In mounting these challenges the Buddha makes use of strategies tailored to the case at hand. At times he bluntly rejects brahmanic observances that he considered contrary to the rule of righteousness. This approach is evident in the Brāhmaṇadhammika Sutta (II,7) where he condemns animal sacrifice, which the brahmins had been urging upon the rulers in order to increase their wealth. At other times, rather than simply reject a prevalent brahmanic belief, he tries to undermine it from within, for instance by redefining a concept to subtly transform its meaning. Thus in his discussion with the haughty brahmin Aggikabhāradvāja (I,7), he redefines the concept of outcast (vasala) so that it does not refer to people of inferior birth but to those of dishonorable conduct. The same method is employed in the Vāseṭṭha Sutta (III,9), where he ascribes a new meaning to the word brāhmaṇa, so that it comes to mean not one born into the brahmin caste but the truly holy person replete in clear knowledge and virtuous conduct. In the Sundarikabhāradvāja Sutta (III,4) the Buddha issues a rejoinder to brahmanic beliefs about who is worthy of offerings. In the Āmagandha Sutta (II,2), when the brahmin Tissa accuses the past buddha, Kassapa, of transgressing the moral norm by eating meat, Kassapa turns the tables on him by explaining “impure fare” in terms of behavior rather than diet.


(3) The Turn toward Renunciation


In the Pabbajjā Sutta, King Bimbisāra visits the future Buddha at his hillside cave and tries to persuade him to give up his quest in order to resume his role as an elite member of the khattiya caste. The youthful mendicant replies: “Having seen the danger in sensual pleasures, having seen renunciation as security, I will go for the purpose of striving: it is here that my mind delights” (424). This pithy statement makes renunciation the pivot point of the spiritual quest. For Early Buddhism, as exemplified by the Buddha’s own career, the household life is “confinement, a basis for accumulation of dust,” while the homeless life is free and open. Thus, to bring the spiritual quest to completion, at some point a step must be taken beyond the life of righteousness within the world, a step that brings one onto the stainless path that leads to emancipation from the world. The act that marks this transition is “going forth from home into homelessness.”


The spur for taking this step is the clear discernment of the faults of mundane life and the faith that there exists a higher dimension of spiritual freedom that can only be won by turning away from the pleasures and rewards of life in the world. While the Suttanipāta does not explore the pitfalls of mundane life in a systematic way, it brings together suttas that highlight these faults from different angles. The Kāma Sutta (IV,1), for example, points out the drawback of sensual pleasures, highlighting their addictive quality and the suffering that inevitably lurks just below their surface. The Vijaya Sutta (I,11) strips away the veneer of beauty that covers the physical body, exposing to the inner eye its inherent repulsiveness, transience, and impersonal nature. The Salla Sutta (III,8) and Jarā Sutta (IV,6) offer sobering meditations on old age and death. And the ­Dvayatānupassanā Sutta (III,12) offers methodical contemplations on suffering and its origin, holding up nibbāna, the cessation of all conditioned things, as the imperishable truth and the highest happiness.




(4) The Monastic Training


For those who embark on the life of renunciation, a clear path of self-discipline is needed to bring the goal into view. The Suttanipāta does not offer a systematic model of the monastic training as found in such prose discourses as the Sāmaññaphala Sutta (DN 2), the Cūḷahatthipadūpama Sutta (MN 27), and the Dantabhūmi Sutta (MN 125), each of which describes in sequence the steps that proceed from the initial act of “going forth” to the attainment of arahantship. But what the text lacks in systematic arrangement is compensated for by the attention several of its suttas devote to the details of monastic training.


The Dhammika Sutta (II,14), for example, explains how the monk should conduct himself on alms round, how he is to converse with disciples, and how he makes proper use of the four material requisites. The Tuvaṭaka Sutta (IV,14) speaks about the need for wakefulness and heedfulness in all activities. It rejects certain types of wrong livelihood, points out the need to remain unmoved by praise and blame, describes the kind of speech a bhikkhu should avoid, and prescribes patience and equanimity in the face of difficulties. The Sāriputta Sutta (IV,16) instructs a bhikkhu to be free of fear; to patiently endure oppressive conditions such as illness, hunger, cold, and heat; to ward off anger and arrogance; and to vanquish discontent. It describes the deportment the monk should assume when wandering for alms, the kind of speech he should utter, and the need to resist the lure of enticing sense objects. Perhaps the only discourse in Sn that provides a structured picture of the training is the short Rāhula Sutta (II,11). Here, speaking to his son, the Buddha traces the main steps of the training, from the initial act of entering the homeless life through to the attainment of perfect peace.


(5) The Spiritual Ideal


The Suttanipāta uses several terms to describe the person who has realized the final goal. In the prose Nikāyas this type of person is the arahant, but in Sn the word “arahant” is mostly restricted to stock prose passages on the Buddha’s epithets and the announcement that a particular monk became an arahant. The only place in the verses where the word is used as an acclamation is at 644c, where the true brahmin, as the Buddha defines this term, is said to be “the arahant with influxes destroyed” (khīṇāsavaṃ arahantaṃ). Instead of arahant, Sn uses three other words to designate the ideal figure: bhikkhu, brāhmaṇa, and muni.


Bhikkhu


Since the best qualified practitioner of the Buddhist path, according to Sn, is the bhikkhu, this word is occasionally extended beyond its normal use, as designating an ordained monk, and employed to represent one who has realized the goal. In the Uraga Sutta (I,1) the bhikkhu is depicted as one who has removed anger, cut off lust and craving, swept away conceit, uprooted the unwholesome roots, and abolished the latent tendencies — all criteria of an arahant. In the Sammā­paribbājaniya Sutta (II,13), when asked how “a bhikkhu might properly wander in the world,” the Buddha describes the bhikkhu in terms normally applicable to an arahant. He is one utterly released from things that fetter, who has abandoned greed and existence, who no longer harbors latent tendencies, who has destroyed the influxes, and has eliminated conceit. These expressions, as used here, again establish a functional equivalence between bhikkhu and arahant.


Brāhmaṇa


The Vāseṭṭha Sutta contains a long passage (620–47), already referred to, in which the Buddha attempts to reconceptualize the word brāhmaṇa so that it no longer designates one born into a brahmin clan but rather one who embodies ultimate holiness. As described in these verses, the brahmin is one who has cut off all fetters, bears his final body, dropped lust and hatred, and reached the supreme goal. The Aṭṭhakavagga also employs the word brāhmaṇa in this way. Thus a brahmin is one who does not grasp any view as supreme (795), who “does not posit even a subtle notion about what is seen, heard, or sensed,” who does not cling to any view (802). A brahmin “does not indulge in mental constructs,” he is “not a pursuer of views,” he “maintains equanimity while others grasp” (911). He has relinquished all and is called peaceful (946).




Muni


The word used most often in the Suttanipāta to represent the liberated sage is muni. While the word usually denotes an arahant, as a nontechnical term it has a more numinous ambiance of meaning than arahant, suggesting an ineffable depth of realization. Since no English rendering can quite capture the mystical feel of the word, I have left muni untranslated, and by the same token I render moneyya and mona as “munihood” rather than translate them as sagehood or sagacity.


Jayawickrama (PBR 1977, 32) draws a distinction between the bhikkhu and the muni, maintaining that “in addition to possession of all the characteristics of the bhikkhu, there appears something nobler and more positive about [the muni] than the bhikkhu.” This distinction seems to me partly misleading. Both the fully dedicated practitioner and the accomplished sage, as depicted in Sn, are bhikkhus. For the sake of convenience, the word “bhikkhu” may be taken to primarily denote the disciple in training, the word “muni” one who has reached the goal. But this usage is not fixed and inflexible, nor does it imply that the accomplished muni is not a bhikkhu. The two words are used with a certain fluidity and ambiguity that varies according to the context. In places “bhikkhu” describes the liberated sage; in other places “muni” designates one still in training. The Nālaka Sutta describes the practice for attaining the state of a muni in terms appropriate to the most austere training of a bhikkhu. Verse 221 slides seamlessly from “bhikkhu” to “muni” as if they were synonymous.


The Mahāniddesa, the canonical commentary to the Aṭṭhakavagga, says that there are six kinds of munis (p. 1037): householder munis, homeless munis, trainees, arahants, pacceka­buddhas, and the Buddha, whom it calls “the muni among munis.” I do not know of any references to householder munis in Sn. When the text uses the word, it usually refers either to monks in training, arahants, or the Buddha.


The Nālaka Sutta is the best example of a text that uses the word “muni” to describe a monk in training. The theme of the discourse is the practice to attain moneyya, the state of a muni, yet the sutta also uses moneyya to describe the practice for attaining munihood. Accordingly the word “muni” here signifies one who, though still in training, has earnestly taken up this practice. With this sense in view, the discourse says “women try to seduce a muni,” who must be on guard against temptation (703cd). The muni should resort to the woods and sit at the foot of a tree (708d). The muni should behave properly when going on alms round in the village (711). The muni is one who maintains self-control and does not speak much (723ab). Since such injunctions, often expressed with optative verbs, would be unnecessary in relation to the arahant, it is clear they are identifying the muni with one still walking the ascetic path, a bhikkhu who has adopted an austere life of solitary wandering and strict meditation for the purpose of winning the final goal.


The following is a sampling of lines from the Muni Sutta that describe the arahant-muni:


207c: one without an abode and without intimacy (see too 844b)


208c: a solitary wanderer


209cd: a seer of the final end of birth, who cannot be designated


210b: one without greed


212c: one freed from ties, not barren, without influxes


214c: one devoid of lust, with well-concentrated faculties


219ab: a seer of the supreme goal, who has crossed the flood and ocean


The Aṭṭhakavagga especially extols the muni for his aloofness from conflict. The muni “does not become involved in an arisen dispute” (780c); the muni “would not engage in contentious talk with people” (844d); “liberated by knowledge, the muni does not enter disputes” (877bc). Since he does not take sides in disputes, the muni “is peaceful among the restless, equanimous, without grasping while others grasp” (912cd).


Munis dwell detached not only from disputes but from all phenomena. They are untainted by possessions (779b), untainted by sensual pleasures and the world (845f). They are not dependent on anything, for they take nothing as pleasant or unpleasant (811b). Being free from the “swellings” of conceit, they do not think of themselves as superior, equal, or inferior to others (855). Just as the lotus is untainted by water and mud, so too “the muni does not cling to anything among the seen, heard, or sensed” (812).




“Muni” is also used as an epithet of the Buddha. He is directly addressed as muni at 508c, 700c, 838b, 1058b, 1081e, and 1085b. At 225b he is extolled as Sakyamuni, one of the rare appearances of this term in the Pāli Canon. At 83a and 359a he is called “the muni of abundant wisdom” (muniṃ pahūtapaññaṃ). At 484c and 540c he is called “the muni possessed of munihood” (muniṃ moneyyasampannaṃ). At 541c he is said to be “the muni, the fully enlightened one” (munī’si sambuddho). At 545b (= 571b) he is called “the muni, the conqueror of Māra” (mārābhibhū muni). Verse 211, which from other sources we know refers to the Buddha, describes him as a muni who “has overcome all, all-knowing, very wise, untainted among all things, and liberated in the destruction of craving.”


(6) The Repudiation of Views


The above description of the muni leads into another theme prominent in the Aṭṭhakavagga, namely, the rejection of adherence to views. Throughout this chapter, the Buddha is shown maintaining that views are a spiritual blind alley. One who adopts a view grasps it tightly, proclaims it as supreme, and thereby becomes embroiled in conflict with those who hold contrary views. When views are grasped, sincere inquiry gives way to dogmatism as rival thinkers reject the impartial search for truth in favor of frenzied attempts to bolster their own standpoint. Like a hunter caught in his own snare, the theorists become trapped in systems of their own devising.


The adherence to views, according to Sn, is bound up with conceit. Inflated esteem for one’s opinions leads to an inflated opinion of oneself, so that the theorist becomes “intoxicated with conceit, thinking himself perfect” (889). In contrast to the disputatious theorist, the sage — the muni or real brahmin — does not stick to any views and thereby experiences peace and inner freedom. Having seen through the commonplace opinions, amid those who grasp the muni abides in equanimity (911). Having seen into views, not grasping any of them, the sage discovers peace within (838).


These admonitions against the adoption of views have to be interpreted cautiously. They should not be taken in isolation from other teachings of the Buddha and read as an injunction to jettison right view and the aspiration for consummate knowledge. Rather, they are best understood in the light of the prose passages of the main Nikāyas that expose the dangers in views and teach the proper attitude to adopt toward right view. The Mahāniddesa repeatedly glosses the word “views” in the Aṭṭhakavagga as the sixty-two views, the speculative views about the self and the world laid out in the Brahmajāla Sutta, which describes all such views as “the feelings of ascetics and brahmins who do not know or see, the agitation and vacillation of those who are immersed in craving.”12 The explanation of the Mahāniddesa accords with a coherent picture of the Buddha’s teachings, unlike the position that all views should be discarded without qualification, which would lead to a dead end.


Right view, as a constituent of the path, is essential for all the other path factors to reach maturity. It may be just a plank in the raft for crossing over from “the near shore” to “the far shore,” but without that plank the raft would sink (see MN I 134–35). Reading the Aṭṭhakavagga in the light of the prose discourses, its message would be: (1) discard wrong views, morally subversive views and speculative assertions about the self and the world, which are rooted in false assumptions; (2) do not engage in disputes over views, which merely generate dogmatism, conceit, self-righteousness, and indignation; and (3) adopt right view and use it correctly, not as an object to be cherished, not as a subject for debates, but as an instrument of self-cultivation.13 The liberated one, the arahant or muni, no longer requires right view, but even after liberation the arahant possesses “the right view of one beyond training” (asekhā ­sammādiṭṭhi), the clear experiential knowledge of the truths realized along the path.14


The interpretation I offer here accords well with Steven Collins’s thesis that the attitude toward views adopted in Early Buddhism is stretched out on “a continuum, along which all conceptual standpoints and cognitive acts are graded according to the degree to which they are held or performed with attachment.”15 At the lowest point on this continuum there is the attitude of the ignorant worldling, who adopts views out of sheer attachment. In the middle, there is the attitude of the disciple, who adopts right view as a guide to wholesome action and as an integral part of a training aimed at severing attachments and realizing the ultimate state of liberation. And at the highest point — actually beyond the continuum — there is the unconditioned freedom from views of the muni, who has overcome all attachment and thereby attained liberation, including liberation from the bondage of views. To use this third attitude, the one that transcends the continuum, to repudiate those that operate along the middle and upper reaches of the continuum is to discard the means that make that attitude possible.


(7) The Ultimate Goal


For the Suttanipāta, as for all the texts of Early Buddhism, the ultimate goal of spiritual training is said to be nibbāna. Exactly how the discourses of Sn understand this goal has been a matter of debate. The Dvayatānupassanā Sutta seems to take an ontological perspective on nibbāna. The sutta says that whatever is transient is of a false nature, but nibbāna, not being transient, is of a non-false nature. The noble ones realize this truth, and by doing so they are “fully quenched” (parinibbutā), with all defilements extinguished (757–58).


Some interpreters, however, see a tension between such statements and the position of the Aṭṭhakavagga. The Aṭṭhakavagga, it is said, does not describe the goal in terms suggestive of transcendent liberation but instead emphasizes the tranquility the illumined sage wins in this very life through freedom from attachment. Though the Aṭṭhakavagga is certainly shy about treading in metaphysical waters, it might still be rash to conclude from this that the text actually conceives the final goal of Buddhist spiritual endeavor as nothing other than the tranquility that comes from non-attachment. The core suttas of the chapter, those on freedom from views, hardly provide a comprehensive picture of the Buddha’s teachings, and thus their particular slant on the ultimate goal should not be regarded as categorical and complete.


While it is hard to understand why references to nibbāna as a state of transcendent liberation are not found in the Aṭṭhakavagga, it would strain credulity to infer from this that the chapter takes the ultimate aim of the Dhamma to be simply a state of inner peace not so very different from the ataraxia — the calmness untroubled by mental or emotional disquiet — sought by the Pyrrhonic skeptics of ancient Greece. It is also hard to see how the rigorous self-discipline laid down for the bhikkhu in the last three suttas of this chapter could culminate merely in a state of cognitive agnosticism, even if that includes a tranquil abiding in the here and now. Surely there must lie behind these suttas a background of understanding that the compilers and reciters shared but did not think necessary to articulate.


Though not very much is said about it, references to nibbāna as the goal of endeavor are not entirely absent from the Aṭṭhakavagga. The inquirer at 915 asks the Buddha how a bhikkhu attains nibbāna, which is here qualified as “seclusion and the state of peace” (vivekaṃ santipadaṃ). At 940cd the Buddha instructs the bhikkhu to “pierce through sensual pleasures” and “train for one’s own nibbāna” (sikkhe nibbānam attano), and 942cd states that “one whose mind is set on nibbāna should not persist in arrogance.” Admittedly, these statements in the text come from suttas that seem to be less archaic than those on transcending views, but there is no reason to consider the two perspectives as antithetical and mutually exclusive.


While the Aṭṭhakavagga may have its reasons for remaining taciturn about the goal, other suttas in the collection uphold the established view of nibbāna as a state of transcendent liberation. Chief among these is the Pārāyana, whose very title, “The Way to the Beyond,” leaves no doubt about its point of view. As with the prose suttas, the Pārāyana describes nibbāna as the negation of the factors responsible for bondage. It says that nibbāna is to be won by the abandoning of craving (1109cd). “The state of nibbāna, the imperishable” is the dispelling of desire and lust for all pleasant objects of cognition (1086). When Kappa asks the Buddha to point out to him “an island” in the midst of the flood of old age and death, the Buddha declares that the island is nibbāna, “the extinction of old age and death” (1092–94). While such expressions are suggestive rather than explicit, they point in the direction of a world-transcending liberation gained by ending the cycle of repeated birth and death.


Apart from actual occurrence of the word “nibbāna” in Sn, the text also uses metaphorical terms to convey some idea of the goal. This is fitting for a work mainly in verse, which aims at inspiration and edification more than at doctrinal explication. Perhaps the most striking metaphor used for the goal is that of “going beyond,” an image that draws its meaning from the crossing of a river, a common experience in monsoon-prone India.


The following is a list of expressions in Sn that invoke the idea of going beyond, expressed in Pāli as pāragata, pāragā, and pāragū:






gone beyond all phenomena: 167c, 699d, 992b, 1105c, 1112c (said solely of the Buddha)


gone beyond birth and death: 32c (said of the Buddha)


you will go beyond the realm of death: 1146de (said of Piṅgiya)


you have gone beyond suffering: 539a (said of the Buddha)








Several verses simply speak of one “gone beyond” (pāragata) without specifying an object overcome. Thus at 210d, the muni is described as one who “does not endeavor, for he has gone beyond.” At 359b, the Buddha is addressed as a muni “who has crossed over, gone beyond, attained nibbāna.” And at 638c, the Buddha praises the arahant, the true brahmin, as “a meditator who has crossed over, gone beyond . . . attained nibbāna through no clinging.”


Another metaphor for the attainment of nibbāna is “crossing over,” an expression that likewise draws upon the river imagery. The exact expressions used in the text ring the inflections of the verb tarati, “to cross,” and its past participle, tiṇṇa. Variations on this expression with their sources are as follows:






crossed over attachment to the world: 333c, 857d, 1053d–1054d, 1066d–1067d, 1085d–1087d


crossed beyond: 1059d


crossed over birth, old age, death: 355c, 358cd, 1045e–1046e, 1047d-1048d, 1052c, 1060d, 1079f–1080f–1081g, 1119d




crossed over doubt or perplexity: 17b, 86a, 514b, 540b, 1088c–1089c


crossed the flood: 21b, 173ab–174d, 179d, 183ab–184ab, 219b, 273cd, 471a, 495b, 771c, 779a, 823c, 1052c, 1059c, 1064d, 1069abd, 1070b, 1081e, 1082g–1083g, 1101b, 1145d


crossed over greed and miserliness: 941cd


crossed over sensual pleasures: 948a


cross the tie: 791b


“crossed over” without a specific object: 36b, 515c, 545d (= 571d), 638c








Still another expression relevant to understanding the goal posited in Sn is bhavābhava, which I render as “various states of existence.” The form itibhavābhavataṃ occurs at 6b. The commentaries sometimes interpret this compound as combining a positive and a negative, that is, as bhava and abhava, representing the dichotomy of gain and loss, success and failure, merit and demerit; they also see it as establishing a contrast between eternal existence and annihilation. Usually, however, they explain it as meaning “existence upon existence, various states of existence,” with the long middle vowel indicating mere repetition. It thus signifies the round of repeated becoming, saṃsāra. Since the text pinpoints craving for bhavābhava as a cause of suffering, it instructs the disciple to overcome craving for bhavābhava and praises the one who has removed such craving. This suggests that the goal is not merely a state of tranquility to be realized within this life but a state of world-transcendence: release from the beginningless series of existences to which ordinary people are bound by their craving and delusions. In Sn we find the expression bhavābhava in the following verses:


6b: a bhikkhu has transcended such and such states of existence


496b: those worthy of offerings have no craving for any state of existence here or beyond




776d: inferior people are not devoid of craving for various states of existence


786b: one who is cleansed constructs no view about states of existence


801ab: one has no wish for various states of existence here or beyond


877d: the wise one does not come upon various states of existence


901d: those who are dependent on various practices are not rid of craving for various states of existence


1060d: the wise man has loosened this tie to various states of existence


1068d: one should not create craving for various states of existence


5. THE BUDDHA IN THE SUTTANIPĀTA


While the arahant — conceived as the muni or as the true brahmin — ­represents the spiritual ideal of the Suttanipāta, the spiritual hero is none other than the Buddha himself. Occasionally the text uses the word “buddha” in a generic sense to denote anyone who has attained the final goal, in which case it is equivalent to the arahant. Thus 517cd says they call one a buddha who is “rid of dust, unblemished, purified, and has attained the destruction of birth.” At 622, “buddha” is used along with several metaphorical terms — “one who has cut the strap and thong, the reins and bridle-band, whose shaft is lifted” — to describe the true brahmin.


These occurrences of the word “buddha,” however, are relatively infrequent. Far more often the word is used in the exclusive sense to signify the ascetic Gotama and others who have achieved the status of a sammā sambuddha, a perfectly enlightened one, such as Kassapa, the previous buddha, in II,2. A ­buddha is distinguished as such because “he has directly known what should be directly known, developed what should be developed, and abandoned what should be abandoned” (558). While arahants have also accomplished these tasks, they do so in dependence on a buddha, while it is the buddha alone who clears the obstructions to ultimate knowledge and makes the path to liberation known to others. Hence the Buddha is called “the dispeller of darkness, the universal eye” (1133a), “the supreme eye for humans” (347d), a wind that sweeps away the clouds covering the world (348), a maker of light (349a).


Several suttas in Sn treat the word “buddha” as if it were in circulation among the wise men of the time, even those who had no inkling that one of this stature was actually dwelling in the world. A learned brahmin, on hearing the word, exclaims: “Even this sound ‘buddha’ is rarely encountered in the world” (III,7). When a deity informs the brahmin Bāvari that a buddha has arisen, “having heard the word ‘Enlightened One,’ Bāvari was elated” (994ab). The prose introduction to III,7 relates the tradition about the two destinies open to one whose body bears the thirty-two marks of physical excellence: either he becomes a wheel-turning monarch who rules over the earth, or if he goes forth into homelessness, he becomes a perfectly enlightened buddha “whose coverings in the world are removed.”


Already in the Suttanipāta the building blocks of the Buddha-­biography have started to take shape. While it makes no attempt to construct a continuous biography, the text contains three suttas that highlight key events in the Buddha’s life: his birth (III,11), his renunciation (III,1), and his struggle against Māra (III,2). Nevertheless, compared to later works like the Jātakanidāna, the Buddhacarita, the Mahāvastu, and the Lalitavistara, the treatment here is simple and restrained.


Whereas in the prose Nikāyas the Buddha is often hidden behind his teachings, in the Suttanipāta, as in the Sagāthāvagga, he appears in the open as part of the ancient Indian culture of itinerant spiritual teachers wandering homeless from town to town. The suttas featuring dialogue give us insights into the Buddha’s pedagogical techniques, those strategies that came to be called his skill in means (upāyakosalla). We can detect at least four techniques that he uses to convince inquirers and win opponents over to the Dhamma. One is what I call analogical rebuttal. When applying this technique, the Buddha adopts an expression or image used by the adversary and explains it in a way that validates his own mission. An example of this is the Dhaniya Sutta (I,2), where each time Dhaniya praises the security and bliss of the household life, the Buddha picks up his terminology and bends it to his purpose by praising the superiority of the homeless life. Another example is the Buddha’s reply to Kasibhāradvāja (I,4), who censures him for living off the bounty of the land, without plowing and sowing. The Buddha declares that he does in fact plow and sow, and then explains how he plows the hearts of people and sows the seeds that ripen in the deathless.


A second technique is terminological redefinition, which involves taking up a term in common use in the world and then reconceptualizing it in a way consonant with the Dhamma. The Buddha applies this technique to such concepts as brahmin, outcast, impure fare, and one worthy of offerings. His replies to the questions of Sabhiya, with their subtle word plays, might also be subsumed in this category. Still another method, used when dealing with yakkhas, is solving riddles. We see this method at work in the three yakkha suttas — I,9, I,10, and II,5 — spoken respectively to Hemavata, Āḷavaka, and Sūciloma. The fourth technique is straightforward exposition, which in Sn tends to be concerned with practical rather than doctrinal matters.


The Buddha appears in Sn not only as a teacher but as an object of devotion. Like a delicate melody, a subtle current of veneration, awe, and adulation runs through the poems, lending to them a touch of inspirational fervor. The Buddha is praised by a variety of voices, both human and nonhuman, including his own. In a long passage extending from 467 to 478 he explains to a brahmin why “the Tathāgata is worthy of the sacrificial cake.” At 561, he declares: “I have become Brahmā, peerless, one who has crushed Māra’s army. . . . I rejoice without fear from anywhere.” At 646 he calls himself “the chief bull, the excellent hero, the great rishi whose victory is won, without impulse, cleansed.”


Most often, however, it is others who are shown praising the Buddha. When the rishi Asita beholds the newborn Buddha, he exclaims, “He is the best of all beings, the foremost person, the chief bull of men, the best of all creatures,” who will turn the wheel of the Dhamma, “roaring like a powerful lion” (684). The two yakkhas, Sātāgiri and Hemavata, discuss at length the excellence of the Buddha’s conduct and knowledge (153–67), and after meeting him, they extol him in a paean of exceptional beauty (176–77). The poet-monk Vaṅgīsa uses similes, metaphors, and allusions to sound the Buddha’s praises (343–53), as does the lay disciple Dhammika (376–84). The wanderer Sabhiya, whose tormenting doubts were resolved by the ­Buddha, calls him “the Teacher, the muni, the conqueror of Māra, the one who leads this population across” (545). He compares the Buddha to a lion, without fear and dread, and to a lovely white lotus not tainted by muddy water (546–47). The erudite brahmin Sela, teacher of three hundred pupils, calls the Buddha “one who has become Brahmā, incomparable, the one who has crushed Māra’s army” (563).


The sages of the Pārāyana likewise praise the Buddha in various ways. When they first see the Buddha he is “like the glorious sun with a hundred rays, like the moon when it has arrived at fullness” (1016). They call him the seer of the root, a Veda-master, the great rishi, the universal eye, the cutter off of craving, the one without impulse, the one who has crossed the flood, the one gone beyond all phenomena. They reveal to him their perplexity, voice their anguish, and ask him to be their refuge, to provide an island of security amid the perilous flood of birth and death.


Perhaps the high point of devotional expression in the Sutta­nipāta comes at its very end, in the epilogue to the Pārāyana, where the aged brahmin Piṅgiya is conversing with another person, presumably his teacher Bāvari. Piṅgiya states that, having found the Buddha, he is like a bird that has left a small woods and settled in a fruit-filled forest, like a goose that has arrived at a great lake. When asked how he could dwell apart from the Buddha, he replies that he does not dwell apart from him even for a moment. “Night and day,” he says, “I see him with my mind as if with my eyes. I pass the night paying homage to him; hence I do not think I am apart from him” (1142). His body is feeble, his health is poor, and thus he cannot travel to be with the Buddha physically. But, he declares, he is never separated from the Master: “I go constantly on a journey of thought, for my mind is united with him” (1144).


6. SPECIAL TERMS USED IN THE SUTTANIPĀTA


The Suttanipāta employs a number of terms that, while not unique to this work, occur often enough there to shed light on ­Buddhist perspectives during a very early phase of Buddhist history. These terms take us back past the established vocabulary of the prose canonical texts to a period when the choice of words might have been freer and more fluid and thus more transparent as to the concerns and ideals of the emergent Buddhist community. We have already encountered several of these in the description of the spiritual ideal: muni, pāragū, tiṇṇa, and so forth. A brief look at a few others might also be illuminating.


(1) Aneja


Used as a description of the Buddha and the arahants, aneja is based on the verb ejati, “to move, tremble, shake.” The noun ejā accordingly means “motion, disturbance, agitation, emotion” (DOP). As a negative, aneja might literally be rendered “one without emotion, one without agitation,” but the word is not intended to depict the arahant as cold and emotionless. Nor does it explicitly point to the absence of fear and worry, as “one without agitation” might suggest.


The commentaries consistently explain ejā as a designation for craving (taṇhā; see pp. 532, 1006, 1059, etc.); thus one who is aneja is one without craving. But ejā is a metaphorical word, and in this respect, unlike taṇhā or rāga, its use is evocative rather than descriptive. Ejā perhaps suggests the impact of craving on the mind rather than the desire itself. It might be best understood as psychological drivenness, the propensity of one overcome by craving to engage in compulsive behavior. I have rendered aneja as “one without impulse,” understanding ejā to be the impulse of craving that drives a person to pursue the objects of desire.


Aneja is used exclusively to describe a buddha or an ara­hant. Norman renders aneja as “without lust,” which seems to me to miss the evocative tone of ejā. In this respect Jayawickrama’s rendering, “with no turbulence (of craving),” is preferable. The second bhikkhu of the Cunda Sutta, the type who “explains and analyzes the Dhamma,” is said to be “the muni who has cut off doubt, who is without impulse” (87c). A bhikkhu who would properly wander in the world is “a master of things, gone beyond, without impulse” (372b). Having known that suffering is conditioned by disturbance, a bhikkhu should wander mindfully, “having given up impulse . . . without impulse, without clinging” (751). Just as in the middle of the ocean no wave arises, so a bhikkhu “should be steady, without impulse” (920c). The muni, too, is “without impulse, everywhere the same” (952b). The brahmin, as understood by the Buddha, is “a meditator who has crossed over, gone beyond, without impulse and rid of doubt” (638cd). Again, the true brahmin is “without impulse, cleansed, enlightened” (646c). In the Pārāyana, the Buddha himself is addressed as “one without impulse” (at 1043a, 1101a, and 1112b).


(2) Akiñcana


Kiñcana originally meant “something, anything,” the implication being that kiñcana are things one owns. Since Early Buddhism conceives of ownership as a burden, the commentaries extend the meaning of the word to the things that drag one down: hence it is taken to mean “an impediment” or “defilement.” An arahant, by eradicating lust, hatred, and delusion, is thereby akiñcana, which I render closer to the more literal meaning as “one who owns nothing, one who is ownerless.” This development is based on the canonical statement: “Lust, friend, is a something/an impediment, hate is a something/an impediment, delusion is a something/an impediment. For a bhikkhu with influxes destroyed, these are abandoned, cut off at the root.”16


Like aneja, the word akiñcana is applied solely to the ­Buddha and arahants. The yakkha Hemavata praises the Buddha as one “owning nothing, unattached to sensual pleasures and existence” (akiñcanaṃ kāmabhave asattaṃ, at 176b). The Buddha himself uses the exact same phrase to describe the true brahmin (1059b) and the muni (1091d). When a haughty brahmin asks the Buddha about his “birth” or social class (jāti), he first replies, “I am not a brahmin, nor am I a prince. I am not a vessa or anything else.” Then he describes himself as akiñcana, “one owning nothing” (455).


The brahmin student Dhotaka in the Pārāyana praises the Buddha as “a brahmin owning nothing, traveling about” (1063). In two places the Buddha declares “one who owns nothing, taking nothing” (akiñcanaṃ anādānaṃ) to be a true brahmin (620c, 645c). He even extends the phrase from the personal to the impersonal, using it to describe nibbāna: “Owning nothing, taking nothing (akiñcanaṃ anādānaṃ): this is the island with nothing further. I call this ‘nibbāna’” (1094). The word akiñcana thus suggests an ideal of total renunciation, of casting off. First, it signifies one who has cast off all external possessions so that one can wander freely, unencumbered by concern over things that drag one down. And second, in its extended meaning, it indicates one who has discarded the internal possessions — the defilements of the mind — which might impede even one who wanders freely.


When akiñcana is turned into an abstract noun it yields ākiñcañña, “nothingness.” This word is used as the name of the third formless meditation, the base of nothingness (ākiñcaññāyatana). This was the meditative attainment that the Buddha, before his enlightenment, attained during his apprenticeship under Āḷāra Kālāma, as told in the Ariyapariyesana Sutta (MN 26). In Sn the term appears without explicit reference to the scheme of the four formless attainments. Thus Upasīva is told to contemplate ākiñcañña in order to cross the flood (1070–72). Posāla is instructed to see with insight the origin of ākiñcañña in order to gain “the real knowledge of the brahmin” (1115). From Sn, it seems that these words were part of the contemplative and ascetic culture to which the Buddha belonged and thus were readily understood across traditions. But while non-Buddhist contemplatives could attain the base of nothingness as a formless meditative state, only the arahant could be described as akiñcana.


(3) Tādī


In its origins, tādī was a simple term of reference, a demonstrative meaning “such a person, a person like that,” referring to one previously described. Over time, however, the word acquired an elevated connotation, so that it came to imply, as DOP puts it, “(one) who is unaffected, immovable.” This sense is ascribed to tādī as far back as the Niddesa, which gives five reasons why one might be called tādī: because one is impartial toward the desirable and undesirable; impartial because one has renounced; impartial because one has crossed over; impartial because one is freed; and impartial as a descriptive term (see pp. 1073–74). I believe this nuance of the word is not solely a commentarial innovation but can already be discerned in the canonical texts.


It is not always easy to determine in any particular instance whether tādī is being used with this elevated meaning or as a simple term of reference. In translating the texts, I have had to let intuition guide my judgment. In the lines cited just below I see the word bearing an elevated sense and thus I render it as “impartial one.” I provide the context so the reason for my choice will be clear:


86d: the tādī is the conqueror of the path


154b, 155b: the mind of the tādī is well disposed to beings


219b: a tādī has crossed the flood and ocean


712c: a tādī remains the same whether or not he gains food on alms round


803d: a brahmin who has gone beyond, who does not fall back, is a tādī


957a: the Buddha, unattached, is a tādī


Nevertheless, there are several places where this elevated meaning does not seem to fit. In these instances I understand it in the referential sense and render it “such a one.” Those occurrences are as follows:


488d: tādī describes a generous householder


509b: tādī describes one devoted to charity


697a: the rishi Asita is called tādī


In each explanatory verse of the Sabhiya Sutta as well, I take tādī to mean “such a one.” This was a difficult choice, since the commentary interprets it in the elevated sense, but the context seems to support understanding it in its simple referential function.




(4) Upadhi


This word, like kiñcana, straddles the divide between the internal and the external, the subjective and the objective. DOP defines upadhi as “worldly possessions or belongings, acquisitions; attachment to such possessions (forming a basis for rebirth).” Thus it means both things one owns and the internal claims of ownership.


The use of upadhi to refer to external belongings is seen in the exchange between the Buddha and Māra at 33–34. Appearing out of nowhere, Māra praises ownership of children and cattle and declares that “acquisitions are a man’s delight” (upadhī hi narassa nandanā). The Buddha turns his words around and describes the situation from a higher point of view: “acquisitions are a man’s sorrow” (upadhī hi narassa socanā). The objective sense appears in other passages as well. Thus a bhikkhu who wanders properly is one who “does not find a core in acquisitions” because he has “removed desire and lust for things taken up” (364ab).


Elsewhere the subjective sense is more prominent. We see this at 728 (= 1050cd–1051) where upadhi is said to be the basis for the origination of suffering; this sets upadhi in a close relationship to taṇhā or craving. At two points the stanza uses a curious expression that indicates that upadhi is not simply something one acquires but something one actively creates and thus something over which one can exercise control. The verse says that “the ignorant person creates acquisitions” (avidvā upadhiṃ karoti) and therefore encounters suffering again and again. The wise, in contrast, “should not create acquisitions” (upadhiṃ na kayirā) but should regard doing so as the genesis and origin of suffering.


The arahant or true brahmin is one without acquisitions (nirūpadhi). The true brahmin has “become cool, without acquisitions, a hero who has overcome the whole world” (642bc). The Buddha, “having attained the destruction of all kamma, is liberated in the extinction of acquisitions” (992ef). He is praised for having “transcended the acquisitions” (546a). He teaches the state that is anūpadhikaṃ, “without acquisitions” (1057b, 1083b). In a stock formula, not found in Sn, nibbāna itself is described as “the relinquishment of all acquisitions” (sabbūpadhipaṭinissaggo, at MN I 167,37; SN I 136,15; etc.).


(5) Ussada


Among the meanings of ussada given in DOP are “mound (of flesh), thickness, swelling, abundance, prevalence.” An indication of what the word suggests in ordinary usage is at Pj I 150,22–23, where it is said that through the merit generated by seeing ascetics, “for many thousands of births one has no illness of the eyes, fever, swellings, or pimples” (anekāni jāti­sahassāni cakkhumhi rogo vā dāho vā ussadā vā piḷakā vā na honti). As a term with doctrinal import, ussada occurs at 515d, where an ascetic who is “gentle” (sorata) is defined as one “for whom there are no swellings.” Pj II 425,29 explains this as the absence of the seven swellings: lust, hatred, delusion, conceit, views, defilements, and misconduct (rāga-dosa-moha-māna-diṭṭhi-­kilesa-duccarita). The ideal brahmin is praised as “observant, of good behavior, without swellings” (624ab). Here Pj II 467,24 explains anussada simply as “the absence of the swelling of craving” (taṇhāussadābhāvena anussadaṃ).


When a bhikkhu does not boast of his good behavior, the skillful say “he has no swellings anywhere in the world” (783d). Nidd I 51 comments on this by way of the seven swellings, with “kamma” replacing “misconduct”: “There are seven swellings: the swelling of lust, the swelling of hatred, the swelling of delusion, the swelling of conceit, the swelling of views, the swelling of defilements, and the swelling of kamma. One who does not have these is an arahant, one whose influxes are destroyed.” One who “does not conceive himself to be equal, or superior, or inferior” is said to have no swellings (855). Nidd I 178 explains this in mechanical fashion as the absence of the seven swellings, but obviously in this case the swelling of conceit is more prominent than the others. Ussada apparently are not things that merely happen to one passively. They are states or conditions that one actively creates. Hence the Buddha says of the bhikkhu in training, in a verse that links aneja to the absence of ussada, that he should be “steady, without impulse, and should not cause a swelling anywhere” (evaṃ ṭhito anej’assa ussadaṃ bhikkhu na kareyya kuhiñci).




(6) Kappa


In several of the discourses of Sn, especially in the Aṭṭhakavagga, the word kappa plays a major role, occurring with a frequency and gravity not found anywhere else in the Nikāyas. The word has multiple meanings. Among those listed in DOP are: an eon (a cycle of the world’s evolution and dissolution); a rule, ordinance, or proper proceeding; a false supposition or theory; a figment. Kappa also occurs as a suffix indicating “similar to, like,” as in the line eko care khaggavisāṇakappo, “one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn.”


While kappa might be ambiguous when used alone, the psychological nuances of the word can be seen in prefixed forms that are obviously connected with thinking: saṅkappa, intentional thought, purpose; vikappa, distinction, discrimination, classification; and pakappati, to plan, to intend. From this we can infer that in Sn the base form kappa also has a psychological significance. Here, however, kappa does not denote mental activity in a neutral sense; it does not signify thoughts that can be either wholesome or unwholesome, “right thought” or “wrong thought.” Rather, in Sn kappa is invariably given a negative valuation. The Niddesa explains that there are two kinds of kappa, that due to craving and that due to views. Kappa thus underscores the constructive function of thought when it is driven by defiled propensities. It is thought that fabricates ideas and notions derived not from actuality but from the subjective imagination.


I struggled to find an adequate rendering for kappa, one that could match the simplicity of the Pāli. After experimenting with several alternatives, I found myself forced to settle for “mental constructs, mental construction.” This lacks the simplicity and suggestiveness of the original and may stress the cognitive aspect of kappa at the expense of the emotive aspect. But as the Niddesa says, kappa can arise from craving as well as from views, and thus it is not exclusively concerned with matters of doctrine and theory. It seems kappa encompasses both the act of mental construction and the products of the act, the mental constructs. It is not always easy to differentiate the two and thus I vary the rendering in the way that I see better fits the context. Apart from the noun kappa, we also find the causative verb kappayanti, which I render “they construct,” the optative kappayeyya, “one would construct,” and still other forms.


The message repeatedly conveyed by Sn is that the sage — the muni or true brahmin — keeps aloof from kappa, does not create kappa, does not take up kappa. The verses, for instance, tell us that the sage has “overcome mental constructs about things past and future” (373ab). Whereas devas and ordinary people are prone to mental construction, the sage “does not enter upon mental constructs” (521cd). True brahmins “do not construct” and “have no preferences” (794a), and thus are free from the knot of grasping. The muni, who does not rank himself in relation to others, is “not given to mental construction and thus does not enter upon mental constructs” (860d). The disciple in training is advised: “one should not construct any view in the world” (799a).


A prefixed form of the word, pakappita, occurs several times in relation to views and other objects of thought. The word is a past participle, which I have rendered “formulated.” Thus it is said of the true brahmin that “not even a subtle notion is formulated by him about what is seen, heard, or sensed here” (802ab). The sage “does not grasp any judgments that have been formulated” (838ab). The corresponding absolutive occurs in the statement that disputes arise as a consequence of “having formulated (pakappayitvā) reasoning about views” (886c). Another prefixed form occurs as an optative in the line kenīdha lokasmiṃ vikappayeyya, which is found twice (at 793d and 802d). In accordance with the explanation in the Niddesa, I render this: “How could anyone here in the world categorize him?”


This emphasis on avoiding kappa underscores the function of the Dhamma as a system of mental training that requires introspective awareness of one’s own thought processes and the effort to train the mind to abolish wrong modes of thinking, particularly in this case those driven by craving, distorted conceptualization, and attachment to dogmatic beliefs. Behind all kappa lies the positing of things as “I” and “mine” (ahaṃkāra and mamaṃkāra), which creates the false sense of a substantial self and reinforces possessiveness.




(7) Mamāyita, Mamatta


In the prose Nikāyas, the contemplation of non-self usually proceeds through a three-term formula whereby the disciple sees all phenomena, such as the five aggregates and twelve sense bases, thus: “This is not mine, this I am not, this is not my self” (n’etaṃ mama, n’eso’ham asmi, na m’eso attā). The three terms here are given equal weight. Sn, however, makes only a couple of references to the view of self. One is the observation at 756 that the world conceives a self in what is non-self (anattani attamāniṃ passa lokaṃ); the other is the instruction to Mogharāja at 1119 to see the world as empty and uproot the view of self (attānudiṭṭhiṃ ūhacca). But these are exceptional. The focus in Sn falls instead on removing the attachment to things taken as “mine.”


This emphasis might be thought to indicate that Buddhism in its primitive phase gave greater weight to abolishing craving than to seeing through conceptual views of self. This thesis, it might be said, is supported by the specification of craving rather than ignorance as the origin of dukkha in the Buddha’s first discourse. Such a conclusion, however, would be premature. Most passages in Sn offering advice about overcoming “mineness” are addressed to bhikkhus, who in adopting the Buddha’s teachings would have already rejected the views of self promulgated by non-Buddhist teachers. For them, the challenge was to overcome craving.


In any case, words indicative of possessiveness prevail in Sn. The two most important words (actually alternative forms of the same word) are mamāyita and mamatta, both nouns built upon mama, “mine.” Both words, it seems, straddle the two domains, the subjective and objective, referring to both the inner act of appropriation by which things are taken as “mine” and the things themselves appropriated and claimed to be one’s own.


As to mamāyita it is said (at 466b) that those worthy of oblations “have abandoned things taken as ‘mine.’” People in the world tremble and sorrow over things taken as “mine” (777a, 805a). Therefore, a monk in training “should not take anything in the world as ‘mine’” (922d). This attitude should extend not only to people and material possessions but to everything comprised in the physical and mental complex designated “name-and-form” (950ab). Having given up taking things as “mine,” in this very life the wise “might abandon suffering: birth and old age, sorrow and lamenting” (1056).


As for mamatta, a wise person understands that whatever is taken as “mine” (mama) must be abandoned at death; hence a follower of the Buddha “should not incline to take things as ‘mine’” (806d). Taking things as “mine” depends on desire, and when desire does not exist, there is no taking as “mine” (872c). One “not finding anything to be taken as ‘mine’ does not sorrow, thinking: ‘It is not mine’” (951cd).


7. THE SUTTANIPĀTA COMMENTARY


Each of the books of the Pāli Canon has an authorized commentary, called an aṭṭhakathā, “Discussion of the Meaning.” The function of the commentary is to explicate virtually every significant word, phrase, and idea in its root text. The major Pāli aṭṭhakathā were composed by the great Indian commentator Ācariya Buddhaghosa, who came to Sri Lanka in the fifth century C.E. expressly for the purpose of composing commentaries. Buddhaghosa based his commentaries on the old Sinhala aṭṭhakathā preserved for centuries at the Mahāvihāra, the Great Monastery in Anurādhapura, the ancient capital of Sri Lanka. The original Sinhala commentaries were purportedly translated from Indian originals brought to Sri Lanka by the earliest Buddhist missionaries to the island. Others, such as the famous Mahā-aṭṭhakathā, were likely composed in Sri Lanka. None of these Sinhala commentaries has survived.17


The Suttanipāta, too, has its commentary, the Suttanipāta-­aṭṭhakathā, also known under the name Paramatthajotikā: “Elucidator (jotikā) of the Supreme (parama) Meaning (attha).”18 Since the commentary to the Khuddakapāṭha is also named Paramatthajotikā, it is customary to title that one Paramattha­jotikā I and the Suttanipāta Commentary Paramatthajotikā II.19 In the colophon of Pj II, the author claims to be “the elder who bears the name Buddhaghosa conferred by his teachers,” and he describes himself with the same chain of epithets as is found in the colophon to the Visuddhimagga, Buddhaghosa’s great treatise on Buddhist doctrine and meditation.


Buddhaghosa’s authorship of the Suttanipāta Commentary has been disputed by present-day scholars, but this ascription also has its defenders. The text of Pj II bears evidence that the author was acquainted with other Pāli commentaries traditionally ascribed to Buddhaghosa.20 These references could be understood either as Buddhaghosa alluding to his own previous works or as another author alluding to the works of Buddha­ghosa. It is not critical, however, to settle the question of Pj II’s authorship with certainty, for the purpose of the work is the same as that which Buddhaghosa set for himself in his commentaries to the four Nikāyas: to explain the meaning of the text in accordance with “the doctrine of the elders resident at the Mahāvihāra.”


The commentaries are works of exegesis intended to lay bare the meaning of the canonical text and to explain its words in relation to the established body of Buddhist doctrine. Occasionally the commentaries will saunter off and relate interesting background information and illustrative stories, but such excursions are always subordinate to the task of explication. In undertaking this task, the commentaries analyze and explain the texts through the lens of the complex exegetical apparatus that was maintained at the Mahāvihāra. This meticulous scholastic system often makes the commentaries seem dry and ponderous, but with patience they can also be found to be highly illuminating, lighting up layers of meaning not apparent on a cursory reading. To help readers navigate their way through the translation of the commentary I will briefly explore the ­pillars of this system as they relate to the Paramatthajotikā. I will discuss them under two headings, exegetical methodology and doctrinal interpretation.


(1) Exegetical Methodology


The exegetical methodology can be subsumed under two principal tasks undertaken by the commentary, padavaṇṇanā and atthavaṇṇanā, “explanation of terms” and “explanation of the meaning.” These two facets of the commentarial approach to the text correspond to the canonical description of the Dhamma as sātthaṃ sabyañjanaṃ, “possessing meaning and possessing phrasing.” The explanation of terms is intended to clarify the words used in the text, often taking up each word for examination. The explanation of the meaning is intended to bring out the purport of each passage and to relate the text to the overall architecture of the Dhamma, which, it is held, is intrinsically meaningful or beneficial (atthasaṃhitaṃ) and directed toward a goal (also attha), the deathless nibbāna.


Since the explanation of terms usually involves merely defining the Pāli words of the original text by means of other Pāli words more in line with the commentarial diction, I have occasionally omitted this portion from my translation. To translate such passages would have involved simply defining English words with other English words. The explanation of terms almost always precedes the explanation of the meaning. As the commentary advances, term explanations become increasingly briefer and more infrequent, limited only to terms not encountered earlier in the work. Thus it is not seldom that we come across a statement to the effect (as in the comment on 117): “We will pass over the terms whose meanings are clear and merely comment on the terms that have not yet been explained.” Often Pj II will comment on just a few new words and add, “As to the rest, the term meaning is clear” (sesaṃ uttānapadatthameva), or even more briefly: “The rest is already clear” (sesaṃ uttānameva).


The difference between a term explanation and a meaning explanation can be seen in the commentary on 143, the first verse of the Metta Sutta. Pj II first takes up the term explanation, defining “one skilled in the good” as an expert in the good (a synonym), “the good” (attha) as anything beneficial to oneself, and so forth. When it comes to the explanation of the meaning, Pj II contrasts “one skilled in what is not good” with “one skilled in the good” and explains each by way of types of behavior considered unsuitable and suitable for those who have entered monastic life.


The difference between term explanation and meaning explanation is also seen in the commentary on 259, the second verse of the Mahāmaṅgala Sutta. Here, after giving brief definitions of the terms “fools,” “the wise,” “associating with,” “venerating,” and “worthy of veneration,” Pj II moves on to the explanation of the meaning, where it elucidates the structure of the passage, the nature of foolish people and wise people, the marks of those who deserve veneration, and the benefits of venerating those who are truly venerable. The explanations are embellished with stories and citations from other texts relevant to the topic. Occasionally, rather than explain the meaning at length, the commentator will provide a statement of “the concise meaning” (saṅkhepattha), as in commenting on 57, 58, 80, and 229. A “summary of the meaning” (piṇḍattha), which might wrap up an extended passage, is found in the comments on 234 and 259.


To explain a word in the root text, the commentary sometimes cites the different meanings the word has in different contexts, quoting passages from elsewhere in the canon to illustrate those meanings. An example is the explanation of brahmacariya, “the spiritual life,” at 32.21 Here the word is said to be “a designation for abstinence from sexual intercourse, the path, the ascetic’s duty, the Teaching, and marital fidelity.” Another analysis of brahmacariya is at 267, where only four aspects are mentioned: abstinence from sexual activity, the duty of an ascetic, the Teaching, and the path. At 69 the word jhāna is explained in two ways, which are correlated respectively with the eight meditative attainments and with insight, the path, and fruits. At 182, different meanings of the word sacca, truth, are brought forward, again supported by textual citations. At 222, we find different meanings of bhūta, and in commenting on the prose preamble to the Mahāmaṅgala Sutta, Pj II cites different meanings of the words kevala and kappa, which are joined into the compound kevalakappa, meaning “entire.” Often, after collecting these different meanings of a word, Pj II will select one and declare: “Here [just this] is intended” (idha . . . adhippetaṃ).


To clarify the meaning of a passage, the commentary usually seeks to determine its purport (adhippāya). The commentary may bring out the purport by paraphrasing the canonical text, expanding upon the original statement to make the implications clearer. In its exegesis of the Dhaniya Sutta, for example, Pj II draws out the purport behind each of the Buddha’s succinct replies to Dhaniya, and at the end of the poem, it does the same with his reply to Māra. Often the commentator will pass over the explanation of terms and go directly for the purport, saying, for example at 49: “The verse is clear with regard to the meaning of its terms, but this is the purport here.” At the end of the Kasibhāradvāja Sutta (p. 522), when the brahmin praises the Dhamma with four similes, the commentary says, “This is the construal of the purport,” and proceeds to elaborate on the similes. In commenting on 143, it offers three alternative ways of understanding the purport of the opening lines of the Metta Sutta. In the exchange at 168–75, it explains the purport of the yakkha’s questions and the Buddha’s replies.


Another exegetical method used by the commentary is the yojanā, which I render “construal.” The purpose of the yojanā is to unravel the syntax of a verse (or series of verses), joining the lines of the root text together into a fuller and clearer statement that conveys the purport. Since in Pāli verse, word order is shuffled to fit the meter and normal sentence structure may be disregarded to create a heightened effect, the commentary will offer a prose paraphrase of the verse (or verses), reformulating the passage with the use of standard syntax. Examples of the construal of individual verses are at 5, 47, 67, 90, and 404. The construal may also explicate the anusandhi, the sequence of ideas in a text, explaining why the Buddha passes from one topic to the next. This is done to demonstrate the coherence of the text, for “no explanation by the buddhas is ever incoherent” (na buddhānaṃ ananusandhikā nāma kathā atthi), that is, never without anusandhi.


Occasionally, at the end of a long discourse, the commentator will tie all the verses together by offering a paraphrase of the whole poem. An example is seen at the end of the Mahāmaṅgala Sutta (pp. 771–72). Alternatively, the commentator may offer the construal at the beginning of a series of verses, as at 849, where he says: “. . . thus the construal should be understood here. This method applies everywhere, but from this point on, without showing the construal, we will only explain the unclear terms.” At the end of the commentary on the Khagga­visāṇa Sutta, the commentator says that all the verses should be construed according to the method given, but “we did not construe them in every case from fear of too much elaboration.”


The commentaries almost always offer explanations of the “origin” (uppatti) of a sutta, the background to the discourse. They distinguish four modes of origin: personal inclination (of the Buddha), the inclination of others, a particular incident, and a question.22 The preamble to the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta (at p. 401) mentions the four together and cites examples of each from Sn. The commentary to any sutta begins with the question, “What is the origin?” (kā uppatti), and then provides the origin story. Often Pj II will relate a detailed background story to the discourse, drawing on the rich narrative tradition of Buddhism. To explain the origin of the Metta Sutta, for example, the commentary tells the story of the monks who were harassed by tree spirits. In explaining the origin of the Ratana Sutta, it starts with the beginnings of the Licchavi clan, the founding of the city of Vesālī, and the plagues that afflicted the city. To explain the origin of the Maṅgala Sutta, it relates the controversy that had broken out over all of Jambudīpa about the meaning of the word maṅgala.


Sometimes, when commenting on a sutta in verse that appears to be an integral work, Pj II will explain that each stanza was actually uttered separately on a different occasion in response to a specific incident. This is the case with its treatment of the Uraga Sutta, the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta, and the middle stanzas of the Muni Sutta. The commentary to the Khaggavisāṇa relates the stories of each paccekabuddha who supposedly uttered a verse, explaining how they became disenchanted with the world, went forth, and attained enlightenment.


These origin stories betray a tendency to what might be called “projective literalism.” By this I mean the construction of a concrete story corresponding to a metaphor or simile in the canonical text, the story being then projected onto the verse in order to explain its origin. For instance, where stanza 2 compares the cutting off of lust to the plucking of a lotus in a lake, the commentary provides a background story of a monk observing boys diving into a lake and plucking lotuses. Where stanza 5 illustrates the coreless nature of existence with the simile of the udumbara tree, which bears no flowers, the commentary brings forth the story of a brahmin searching for flowers in such trees. The same procedure occurs in relation to almost every verse of the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta.


In describing the background to the Kasibhāradvāja Sutta, the commentary provides a detailed account of the Buddha’s daily routine, documenting virtually his entire schedule from the predawn hours through the middle of the night. The passage also explains how the Buddha locates the potential recipients of his teaching. Before dawn, it is said, he “enters the meditative attainment of great compassion and surveys the world with the buddha eye” until there appears in his field of vision those with supporting conditions who are ripe enough to benefit from his teaching. When morning arrives he heads in their direction and creates the opportunity for a discourse. Examples of this procedure are found in the background stories to I,4 (p. 497), I,7 (p. 545), I,10 (p. 611), II,5 (p. 773), III,4 (p. 887), and IV,9 (p. 1105).


Another exegetical technique distinguishes whether a particular teaching is based on persons (puggalādhiṭṭhāna) or based on qualities (dhammādhiṭṭhāna). A teaching based on persons can be employed to teach about qualities; and conversely, a teaching about qualities can be employed to teach about persons. The beginning of the commentary to the Parābhava Sutta says, with reference to the words “One who succeeds is easily known,” that the Buddha points out the cause of a downfall by way of a teaching based on persons. Here, the subject to be explained is a quality (dhamma), namely, the cause of a downfall (parā­bhava­mukha); but the text demonstrates this quality by speaking of the persons who undergo a downfall. The commentary on the Āmagandha Sutta neatly highlights the contrast between these two modes of teaching. In 242, when explaining “carrion,” the text describes such qualities or actions as taking life, violence, fraudulence, and so forth, and thus the teaching here is one with “qualities as a basis.” But the next two verses, 243–44, illustrate carrion by means of people who act immorally; thus this is a teaching about qualities that has persons as a basis.


(2) Doctrinal Interpretation


The commentaries provide not only exegetical analysis of the words of the texts but expositions of their purport from a doctrinal point of view. The concepts employed in the commentaries demonstrate how over time Buddhist doctrinal inquiry became increasingly more complex and sophisticated. The doctrinal specialists did not merely transmit the texts but subjected them to rigorous analysis and investigation. In this respect the commentaries are extraordinarily consistent with one another and even their explanations are extremely uniform. The treatment of a concept in one commentary will often be repeated verbatim in other commentaries, though sometimes with minor differences.


The use of various explicative categories shows that the Pāli tradition did not remain static but had built up an intricate doctrinal framework that could be applied to any text to draw out its doctrinal significance. Signs of a movement in this direction are already evident in the Nikāyas. The “analysis” (vibhaṅga) suttas, for example, anticipate the analytical methods of the commentaries by taking up each major term in a formula and providing it with a formal definition. The Dasuttara Sutta (DN 34) carries this trend still further. Here Sāriputta classifies groups of doctrinal concepts ranging from single items to groups of ten, distinguishing each group according to ten categories: whether the factors are helpful, to be developed, to be understood, to be abandoned, lead to decline, lead to distinction, are hard to penetrate, should be aroused, should be directly known, and should be realized.23 As the methods of doctrinal explication evolved in the Mahāvihāra lineage, they converged into a rigorous, meticulous, and remarkably consistent system. Here I can only briefly touch on some of the doctrinal concepts employed in Pj II, with examples of how they are applied to the root text.


A fundamental distinction the commentary makes, one that stands at the base of the entire commentarial system, is the dichotomy of the mundane (lokiya) and the world-­transcending (lokuttara). Factors of experience, modes of practice, and the teachings that describe them are distinguished on the basis of this dichotomy. A clear example is the commentary on the Dvayatānupassanā Sutta (at p. 1000), where it is said: “Accurate knowledge is a designation for insight into things defined as twofold by division into the mundane and the world-­transcending.”24 In each of the dyads, the first member (dukkha and its origin) is said to be mundane, while the second member (cessation and the means to cessation) is said to be world-transcending. At 31–32 Dhaniya and his family see the Buddha’s Dhamma body (dhammakāya = nibbāna) with the world-transcending eye and his form body with the mundane eye. In explaining 84 Pj II says that trainees live on the world-­transcending path, while the virtuous worldling lives on the mundane path. Discussions of wisdom at 76–77, 176, and 188 distinguish between mundane and world-transcending wisdom. Stanza 276 speaks of mundane and world-­transcending good conduct. At 261, discipline is said to be a means to mundane and world-transcending happiness. And the commentary on III,3 (p. 882) says that proper speech “brings mundane and world-transcending well-being and happiness.”


The distinction between the mundane and the world-­transcending corresponds to another distinction mentioned at several points in Pj II, that between the preliminary portion of the practice and the subsequent portion. The preliminary portion (pubbabhāgapaṭipadā) is the training in good behavior, concentration, and insight leading to the world-transcending path. The world-transcending path is itself the subsequent portion of practice (aparabhāgapaṭipadā). This distinction rests on the idea that the gradual and sequential practice undertaken by a practitioner culminates in a momentary breakthrough by which one discerns the ultimate truth of the Dhamma.


This breakthrough experience is designated “the path” (magga), a new usage of an old term that shifts its meaning in a technically systematic direction. The four paths are the four breakthrough experiences by which the disciple sees the truth of the Dhamma and thereby attains to one or another of the four noble fruits, from stream-entry to arahantship. Each path endures for a single mind-moment during which one penetrates the four noble truths, directly experiences nibbāna, and eliminates certain defilements. The path is followed immediately by several moments of fruition (phala), during which the disciple experiences the bliss of release from the defilements that have just been eradicated by the path. This conception of a single moment path-experience immediately followed by fruition is not discernible in the Nikāyas. It is derived from the Abhidhamma analysis of experience into discrete cittas or mind-moments. The Visuddhimagga gives a full account of the process (in chaps. 21–22), which is presupposed by the commentaries.


This picture of a sequential practice culminating in a world-transcending breakthrough governs the distinction between the preliminary portion and the subsequent portion. At 186, the preliminary portion is said to consist in good conduct of body, speech, and mind, the subsequent portion in the thirty-seven aids to enlightenment. In the comment on 203, a bhikkhu who contemplates the body is said to [tentatively] abandon the unwholesome roots in the preliminary portion of practice, and as he progresses he “eventually reaches the path of arahantship and can thereby expunge all desire and lust.” In commenting on “having known the state, having penetrated the Dhamma” at 374a, Pj II explains the first clause as knowing the four noble truths with the wisdom of the preliminary portion of the path, and the second as penetrating the Dhamma of the four truths with the four world-transcending paths.


Since the four noble truths are the core of the liberating Dhamma, Pj II sets out to demonstrate how a verse or group of verses can be interpreted as an exposition of these truths. This is not always obvious, for the four truths may not be mentioned at all in the actual text; rather, they have to be teased out from suggestive phrases. Thus Pj II takes up the Buddha’s final verse to Dhaniya (29) and explicates it by way of the four noble truths, so that the “bed of the womb” becomes the truth of suffering, “the bonds” the truth of the origin, the “cutting of the bonds” the truth of cessation, and the method of cutting the bonds (which is only implied) the truth of the path. In its interpretation of the riddles posed by the yakkha Hemavata at 170, Pj II relates them to the truths of suffering and the path, which entail the truths of the origin and cessation. When it takes up the Buddha’s reply at 171–72, it explains how each phrase signifies one of the four truths. Similarly, in explicating the Buddha’s reply to the yakkha Sūciloma at 272–73, Pj II maps its terms against the four truths. And virtually all the verses of the Dvayatānupassanā Sutta, according to Pj II, are oblique expressions of the four noble truths.


The commentary recognizes that each of the four noble truths is bound up with a particular task, as is already indicated in the Nikāyas. Thus in glossing the stock declaration of arahantship (at pp. 169–70), the statement “What had to be done has been done” is interpreted thus: “The sixteen functions have been completed by the four paths in relation to the four truths respectively by way of full understanding, abandoning, realization, and development.” The total of sixteen is arrived at because each of the four paths executes the same four functions. Each path fully understands suffering, abandons its origin, realizes cessation, and develops the path. At 167, where the Buddha is declared one who “has gone beyond all phenomena,” Pj II explains this by way of direct knowledge (of the four truths), full understanding (of suffering), abandoning (of the origin), development (of the path), realization (of nibbāna), and attainment (of buddhahood).


A few other doctrinal developments in the commentary may be briefly noted in passing. When explaining the meaning of the first line in the first verse of the Uraga Sutta, Pj II picks up the word uppatitaṃ, “arisen,” and gives a fourfold analysis of the notion of arisen as “what is actually occurring, what has occurred and gone away, what has made an opportunity, and what has gained ground.” This is a difficult passage, and the commentary here is not as clear as it might have been. It may be unfortunate that the author employed this analysis so close to the beginning of the commentary, when it might deter the reader from continuing with the work.


The commentary goes on to explain the removal of defilements to occur in two ways, by restraint (saṃvara) and by abandoning (pahāna), and it analyzes each as fivefold, citing other canonical texts as illustrations (pp. 362–65). Three kinds of abstinence (virati) are explained at 264, which sets various aspects of practice in their proper context. And in several places the commentary explains “full understanding” (pariññā) as a threefold process by which insight advances to successively deeper levels. At 202, the three kinds of full understanding are related to the contemplation of the body. There are references to the three kinds of full understanding at 250, 455, 458, 473, and 736–37. At 778, the root text speaks of fully understanding contact, which Pj II explains as “having fully understood, by the three kinds of full understanding, contact such as eye-contact and so forth, or all name-and-form concurrent with contact.” Just below, at 779, the text speaks of fully understanding perception, which Pj II explains: “Having fully understood not only contact but perception too by the three kinds of full understanding.” Similarly, where 1082 speaks of the full understanding of craving, Pj II says “having fully understood craving by the three kinds of full understanding.” These explanations of pariññā (based on the Niddesa) involve a reconceptualization of the word. In the Nikāyas pariññā is used solely in relation to the final comprehension achieved by an arahant, yet in the commentaries its scope is widened so that it comes to include the stages of preparatory insight culminating in full comprehension.


Finally, like other commentaries, Pj II occasionally cites and evaluates alternative opinions, which differ from those approved in the sources on which the commentator relied, presumably the old Sinhala commentaries of the Mahāvihāra. These opinions are usually prefaced by the phrase keci pan’āhu, “but some say.” The commentary may either gently tolerate the alternative opinion or flatly reject it. Thus at 13 a view is cited different from the dominant view and the commentator says: “One may accept whatever explanation one prefers” (yaṃ ruccati taṃ gahetabbaṃ). In commenting on the prose preamble to I,4 (pp. 501–2), he says the same about alternative explanations of the word “Magadha.” At 16, however, the author rejects an explanation of vanatha, which he says is applicable to the Dhammapada verse but not to the Uraga verse. At 191, where in the root text Āḷavaka declares that he knows the worthy recipient of gifts, Pj II paraphrases this as referring to the Buddha. However, it adds, “Some say he said this with reference to the Sangha,” and he lets this go without comment. At 257, he cites two alternatives to the established explanation of three terms — “the taste of solitude, peace, and rapture in the Dhamma” — but says, with reference to the established explanation: “The previous explanation alone is good.” At 268, he cites an explanation of “sorrowless” (asokaṃ) as referring to nibbāna but points out that this “does not agree with the earlier term,” which is citta, and therefore he upholds the position that the word describes the mind of an arahant. In relation to 689, where the commentary says that the parasol over the new-born Buddha was held up by devas, he adds, “Some say this is stated with reference to a human parasol,” but in that case, he points out, “there is nothing exceptional with this statement.” This is an implicit endorsement of the authorized view that the parasol was being held up by devas.






(3) Tensions Between My Translation and the Commentary


Although I have leaned heavily upon Pj II in understanding the Suttanipāta, inevitably I came across explanations with which I disagreed. Often these did not affect my translation. In such cases I simply recognized that the explanations I found questionable reflect the thought of the period in which the commentary took shape; if I had an alternative explanation to offer, I relegated it to a note. However, I did run into commentarial interpretations of lines in Sn that I considered contrary to the intended meaning of the original, and these put me, as a translator of both the root text and its commentary, in a bind. If I were to translate the root text out of deference to the commentary, I would then be going against my own judgment. If I were to translate the root text in accordance with my understanding, a dissonance would then emerge between my rendering of the text and the explanation of the commentary, including the lemma, the line from the root text cited in the commentary. In cases where my understanding and the commentary conflicted, I have generally chosen to follow my personal judgment, even though by doing so I risk finding myself in the company of those dissenters Pj II speaks of dismissively as keci pan’āhu.


The following are the passages where I confronted this dilemma and resolved it in a way that runs contrary to the commentary. There may be still more such passages that I failed to record. I refer the reader to the relevant notes for explanations of the reason for my disagreement with Pj II.


6b. having transcended such and such states of existence


itibhavābhavatañca vītivatto


See notes 305 and 1418.


49b. words of address or abusive speech


vācābhilāpo abhisajjanā vā


See note 466.


64b. like a pāricchattaka tree that has shed its leaves


sañchannapatto [sañchinnapatto] yathā pārichatto


See note 503.




66c. having cut off affection and hatred


anissito chetvā sinehadosaṃ


See note 507.


131a. One here who speaks what is untrue


asataṃ/asantaṃ yo’dha pabrūti


See note 653.


143b. having made the breakthrough to that peaceful state


yan taṃ santaṃ padaṃ abhisamecca


See note 684.


270c. Having originated from what do the mind’s thoughts


kuto samuṭṭhāya manovitakkā


See note 1108.


277cd. one does not know defilement as the path leading to hell


saṃkilesaṃ na jānāti, maggaṃ nirayagāminaṃ


See note 1122.


322d. those equipped with attentive ears as a supporting condition


sotāvadhānūpanisūpapanne


See note 1173.


330c. being settled in peace, gentleness, and concentration


te santisoraccasamādhisaṇṭhitā


See note 1185.


382ab. these brahmins given to debate, and also some who are elder brahmins


ye keci’me brāhmaṇā vādasīlā, vuddhā cāpi brāhmaṇā santi keci


See note 1292.




453cd. The good and the Dhamma, good people say, are established upon truth.


Sacce atthe ca dhamme ca, āhu santo patiṭṭhitā.


See note 1368.


454ab. the speech that the Buddha utters for the attainment of nibbāna, the secure


yaṃ buddho bhāsati vācaṃ, khemaṃ nibbānapattiyā


See note 1369.


468a. the same as the righteous, far from the unrighteous


samo samehi visamehi dūre.


See note 1392.


496b. for any state of existence here or beyond


bhavābhavāya idha vā huraṃ vā


See note 1418.


519 and following. such a one: tādī


See note 1459.


635c. arrived at firm ground in the deathless


amatogadhamanuppattaṃ


See note 1596.


787ab. One involved is embroiled in disputes about teachings;


but how, about what, could one dispute with one uninvolved?


Upayo hi dhammesu upeti vādaṃ, anūpayaṃ kena kathaṃ vadeyya?


See note 1803.


873a. How must one attain for form to vanish?


Kathaṃsametassa vibhoti rūpaṃ


874c. form vanishes for one who has so attained


evaṃsametassa vibhoti rūpaṃ


See note 1931.




916ab. By reflection, he should stop [the conceit] “I am,”


the entire root of concepts due to proliferation.


Mūlaṃ papañcasaṅkhāya, mantā asmīti sabbamuparundhe.


See note 1980.


1055cd. having dispelled delight and attachment to these,


consciousness would not persist in existence


etesu nandiñca nivesanañca, panujja viññāṇaṃ bhave na tiṭṭhe


See note 2089–90.


1065d. right here I would live, peaceful and unattached


idh’eva santo asito careyyaṃ


See note 2099.


1087b. quenched in this very life


diṭṭhadhammābhinibbutā


See note 2119.


1148cd. The Teacher is the end-maker of questions


for those in doubt who acknowledge this.


Pañhānantakaro satthā, kaṅkhīnaṃ paṭijānataṃ.


See note 2170.


7. THE NIDDESA


When Pj II arrives at chapter IV and the pucchās of chapter V, it provides little more than word glosses on new terms in the root text, and does so in a perfunctory manner, often abridging explanations with “and so forth” even more than is usual for a commentary. Pj II adopts this very constrained role because an ancient expository text on those chapters already existed at the time it was composed, a text given canonical status. The text, called the Niddesa, is included in the Khuddaka Nikāya of the Pāli Canon. It is divided into two parts, the longer one called the Mahāniddesa or “Great Exposition” and the shorter one the Cūḷaniddesa or “Minor Exposition.” The former is an exposition of the Aṭṭhakavagga, the latter an exposition of the pucchās of the Pārāyanavagga together with the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta. The Cūḷaniddesa does not comment on the introductory verses (vatthugāthā) of the Pārāyana, which suggests that this section was either composed at a later time or not yet considered fully canonical.




The fact that these parts of the Suttanipāta are commented on by the Niddesa without reference to the work as a whole indicates that they originally existed as independent units and were later collected along with other discourses to form the anthology. The dedication of a commentary just to these texts underscores the high regard with which they must have been held by the early Buddhist community. The Niddesa is traditionally ascribed to Sāriputta, though this is far more likely to be an article of belief than a genuine historical fact. It is conceivable, however, that the Niddesa was composed by monks in the pupillary lineage stemming from Sāriputta, learned monks who, in the process of elucidating the texts, may have drawn on some of Sāriputta’s oral explanations. Both parts of the Niddesa frequently cite passages from the Sutta Piṭaka, including lines from suttas (other than those in the Aṭṭhakavagga and Pārāyanavagga) that are now included in Sn. This suggests that those suttas, too, existed as independent units before they were collected into the anthology.


The Niddesa’s date of composition has not been determined with any degree of certainty. Norman earlier wrote (1983, 86) that “the beginning of the third century B.C.E. would seem to be quite suitable as the date of its composition,” but he later took a more cautious position (at GD xxxiii), stating that the date “cannot be later than the date of the fixing of the Canon.” Since the suttas cited correspond to the versions of the texts found in the Pāli Canon (with very minor variations), this indicates that the Niddesa was a work solely of the Pāli school not shared by other schools of Early Buddhism. It also entails that the work was composed subsequent to the emergence of separate schools. The Niddesa mentions the Abhidhamma several times, alongside Sutta and Vinaya, which of course means that it must have been composed later than the Abhidhamma.25


Here I want to point out some of the main themes and highlights of the Niddesa. For ease of reference in the discussion to follow, I notate the text according to the page numbers in the blocks of excerpts that I have included rather than cite the precise page number from the VRI edition, which I cannot determine anyway from the electronic version.


In what follows I will briefly discuss some methodogical features of the Niddesa and the contributions it makes to an understanding of the texts on which it comments.


(1) Definitions and Compendia


The Niddesa, somewhat like the Abhidhamma, employs the practice of defining terms with a fixed series of synonyms that is repeated verbatim for each occurrence of the term in the root text. It thus functions partly like a thesaurus. Terms defined in this way include, among others, craving (taṇhā), wisdom (paññā), suffering (dukkha), and ignorance (avijjā) or delusion (moha). The definitions may contain compounds formed from the primary term as well as metaphors taken from elsewhere in the Nikāyas. If a synonymous term occurs in the root text it may first be defined by the primary term, which is then followed by the whole series of synonyms.


Thus where the expression “attachment to the world” (visattikaṃ loke) occurs at 770, Nidd I 7 first glosses attachment as “craving” and then introduces a hundred synonyms for craving, including such metaphors as seamstress, ensnarer, woods, and jungle, as well as compounds like “the river of craving, the net of craving, the leash of craving, the ocean of craving.” At 945, where greed is called “the great flood,” Nidd I 319–20 defines greed as craving and then introduces the same string of synonyms, abridged in the printed editions.


When 770 states “The wise say life is short,” Nidd I 32 explains “the wise” (dhīrā) as those who possess intelligence (dhī). It then glosses intelligence as wisdom (paññā) and segues into a long series of synonyms for wisdom, including such metaphorical compounds as “the light of wisdom, the radiance of wisdom, the lamp of wisdom,” and such technical expressions as non-delusion, discrimination of phenomena, and right view. The same definition (abridged) is cited at Nidd II 27–28 for wisdom as it occurs in 1035. Where 1048 uses the expression “having comprehended” (saṅkhāya), Nidd II 53 equates comprehension with knowledge (ñāṇa) and then, as a gloss on knowledge, introduces the formal definition of wisdom (abridged).


Suffering at 1033 is explicated by Nidd II 23–24 with a compendium of the different types of suffering, beginning with “the suffering of birth, old age, illness, and death” and continuing, through a long list of human miseries (including the many diseases that afflict the body, which I have abridged), to “loss of relatives, loss of wealth, loss through illness, loss of good behavior, loss of view.” The compendium recurs several times later in the Niddesa when the word “suffering” occurs in a verse. Sometimes the passage mentions only the major manifestations of suffering.


Another type of list is used to delineate the principles that are to be understood with wisdom. This list, which we might call “the compendium of comprehension,” first appears in relation to the phrase “having realized the Dhamma” at 792, which Nidd I 67–68 explicates with the long series of principles that should be realized. These include the three characteristics, dependent origination in the orders of arising and cessation, the four noble truths, the pentad of origin, passing away, gratification, danger, and escape, and the insight that “whatever is subject to origination is all subject to cessation.” The same list occurs at least nine times in Nidd II’s comments on verses in the Pārāyana.


(2) Defilements


The Niddesa employs several modes of grouping together mental defilements, some apparently unique to itself. A set of seventeen defilements plays a fundamental role, first appearing at Nidd I 17 on 772: lust, hatred, delusion, anger, hostility, denigration, insolence, envy, miserliness, hypocrisy, deceitfulness, obstinacy, vehemence, conceit, arrogance, vanity, and heedlessness.26 From fear of missing anything, the passage continues by saying “all defilements, all misconduct, all disturbances, all fevers, all afflictions, all unwholesome volitional activities.” The same series is repeated many times in both Nidd I and Nidd II. Māra’s army is defined with this list at Nidd I 68–69 (on 793) and elsewhere — an increase over the ten armies of Māra in Sn itself at 436–38.


Occasionally the goal of spiritual endeavor is expressed as the “quenching” or “stilling” of the items in this list. Thus when 1041 says that a bhikkhu is “quenched by having comprehended,” Nidd II 38 first glosses comprehension with the formal definition of wisdom; it then explains “quenched” — nibbuta, which implies the attainment of nibbāna — as the extinguishing of the seventeen defilements along with all other defilements and unwholesome volitional activities. Where 1087 describes the mindful ones as “always peaceful” (upasantā ca te sadā), Nidd II 115–16 says that they are “continuously peaceful through the pacifying and extinguishing of lust, hatred, delusion . . . of all unwholesome volitional activities.”


Another set of eight defilements appears peculiar to the Niddesa: lust, hatred, delusion, conceit, views, restlessness, doubt, and the latent tendencies. Since the “latent tendencies” is a group and not a single defilement, perhaps here it should be understood not as an addition to the list but as the proclivities to the previous seven defilements. Each of these is described as operating in a particular way, as on their first appearance where Nidd I 18, commenting on 772, says that a person dwells “lustful because of lust, full of hate because of hatred, deluded because of delusion, bound down because of conceit, seizing wrongly by views, distracted because of restlessness, indecisive because of doubt, tenacious because of the latent tendencies.” This set occurs, either explicitly or implicitly, multiple times in Nidd I, but only once in Nidd II. Six of these defilements — ­excluding restlessness and the latent tendencies — ­are included among the “seven darts” at Nidd I 306–11 (commenting on the word “dart” at 939), where the seventh dart is sorrow. The passage provides formal definitions of the seven darts and explains how, when struck by them, a person “runs in different directions.”


A pair of defilements used to explicate several important terms in the Aṭṭhakavagga is craving and views (taṇhā and diṭṭhi). Nidd I 69, having related the verb “categorize” (vikappayeyya) at 793 to the noun kappa (which I render “mental construct”), says there are two kinds of mental constructs: by way of craving and by way of views. The same two types, set in ­relation to either kappa or pakappanā (“mental formulation”), are at Nidd I 70, 183–84, 232, and 241–42. Other concepts explained on the basis of the dichotomy of craving and views are:


possessions (pariggaha): Nidd I 41–42 (on 779), I 201–2 (on 872)


dependency (nissaya): Nidd I 77–78 (on 800), I 96 (on 811), I 138–39 (on 839), I 179 (on 856), I 344–45 (on 957)


preference (purekkhāra): Nidd I 70 (on 794), I 81 (on 803), I 155–56 (on 849)


judgment (vinicchaya): Nidd I 194–95 (on 867)


residence (nivesanā): Nidd I 78–79 (on 801)


In proclaiming a path to liberation, the Suttanipāta stresses the need to renounce craving for sensual pleasures. A stock passage, introduced at Nidd I 1–2 (on 766) and repeated throughout the Niddesa, distinguishes sensual pleasures (kāma) as twofold: sensual objects, which are the five sense objects and enjoyable commodities, and the sensual defilement, which is sensual lust, sensual desire, sensual craving, etc. The tie that binds beings to the round of rebirths is craving for existence, which is represented by a formula cited at Nidd I 34 (on 776). It recurs at Nidd I 179 (on 856), along with craving for nonexistence, and again at Nidd II 90 (on 1068).


Since the relinquishment of views is a major topic in the Aṭṭhakavagga, the Niddesa often comments on views, spoken of either explicitly as diṭṭhi or implicitly as dhammā, which I render “teachings.” Whether as views or as teachings, these constitute a domain from which the practitioner must keep aloof. The Niddesa glosses both words, diṭṭhi and dhammā, as the sixty-­two views, with reference to the speculative views about the self and the world described in the Brahmajāla Sutta (DN 1). Occasionally the Niddesa mentions, along with the sixty-­two speculative views, the twenty views about the self, the tenfold wrong view, and the ten extreme views, for instance at I 35–36 (on 777) and I 80–81 (on 803).


Nidd I 284–85 (on 929) introduces an interesting stratification of defilements into the coarse, middling, and subtle levels, based on AN 3:101 (I 254). The subtle level is represented by a list of nine types of unwholesome thoughts, which recurs at Nidd I 379–80 and at Nidd II 112 and II 145. Nidd II 63–64 (on 1050) explains the “acquisitions” (upadhi) from which suffering arises as ten kinds of upadhi, a wider scheme than the usual four upadhi of the commentaries.


The elimination of the defilements is usually signaled in the Niddesa by a fixed formula, which says that these or those defilements “have been abandoned, eradicated, allayed, tranquilized, made incapable of arising, burnt up by the fire of knowledge.”27 We find this formula used in Nidd I in relation to, among other things, the seven darts at I 42–43; the five or three kinds of barrenness at I 44–45; grasping at I 72; the sixty-­two views at I 77–78; craving at I 78–79; anger at I 156–57; remorse at I 158–59. In Nidd II it is used in relation to disturbance at II 36–37 and II 53–55; craving at II 37; the “seamstress” at II 39–40; and anger, lust, hatred, and delusion at II 53–55. These are merely several examples of the use of this formula.


(3) Spiritual Practice


The Niddesa treats spiritual practice from the same monastic perspective that governs its root texts, emphasizing such ascetic values as renunciation, detachment, and meditation. The idea of renunciation is underscored by the comment on the word “alone” (eka, literally “one” or “singly”). “Alone” at 816 is said to be twofold at Nidd I 105–6: as the going forth and as separation from a group. The former is described as the act of entering upon the homeless life, the latter as resorting to remote lodgings suitable for meditation. At Nidd I 341–44 (on 956) the Buddha is said to be “alone in the way designated the going forth; alone in the sense of being without a partner; alone in the sense of the abandoning of craving; alone as utterly devoid of lust, hatred, and delusion, as utterly without defilements; alone by having gone to the one-way path; alone by having awakened to the unsurpassed perfect enlightenment.” In elaborating on this, mention is made of how, in the prime of life, he went forth with his parents weeping and by abandoning the “impediment” of wife and child. The paccekabuddha too, at Nidd II 210–12 (on 35), is described in a similar way as solitary, except that he has awakened, not to perfect enlightenment, but to “the unsurpassed pacceka enlightenment.”


The solitary lifestyle adopted by the act of renunciation leads to the practice of seclusion (viveka). The Niddesa proposes a sequence of three kinds of seclusion, introduced at Nidd I 19–20 (on 772): bodily seclusion, mental seclusion (achieved through the jhānas, paths, and fruits), and seclusion from the acquisitions, which is the deathless nibbāna. In connection with mental seclusion, Nidd I 5–6 (on 768) mentions two ways of avoiding sensual pleasures, by suppression and by eradication. The former takes place by reflecting on the dangers in sensual pleasures and by concentration; the latter takes place by attaining the four world-transcending paths. This distinction plays a prominent role in the commentaries, which expand the means of abandoning to five (as at pp. 362–65).


Proper motivation is necessary to give direction to the spiritual life, and the overriding motive for ethical and contemplative practice in Early Buddhism is the attainment of nibbāna. Commenting on the phrase “one should train for one’s own nibbāna” at 940, Nidd I 312–13 says “one should train in the higher good behavior, in the higher mind, in the higher wisdom, for the extinguishing of one’s own lust, hatred, delusion.” The same is said at Nidd II 80–81 commenting on 1061. The Niddesa consistently explains the higher good behavior as restraint by the monastic rules, the higher mind by the formula for the four jhānas, and the higher wisdom as the insight into arising and passing away and the understanding of the four noble truths (as at Nidd I 28–29, commenting on 775). Where 942 says one should have “a mind set on nibbāna,” Nidd I 315–16 explains that one practices all virtuous deeds not for the sake of a blissful rebirth but “for the purpose of detachment, leaning toward nibbāna, inclining toward nibbāna, bent upon nibbāna.” It reinforces this point with some inspired verses not found elsewhere in the Pāli Canon (pp. 1196–97).


Since the foundation of monastic training is virtuous behavior, the Niddesa fills in the root text with details about monastic discipline. Where stanza 852 describes the monk as “not a schemer” (akuhako), Nidd I 163–65 explains three types of “scheming” (kuhanā), modes of deceptive behavior used to win respect and offerings from laypeople. Since the same verse says that the monk should be courteous (appagabbho), that is, without impudence, Nidd I 166–68 offers a detailed explanation of three kinds of impudence, bodily, verbal, and mental. One who is courteous behaves in precisely the opposite ways. Nidd I 168–69 continues with an explanation of unrepulsive (ajeguccho) by detailing the ways a monk is morally repulsive; by abandoning these he becomes unrepulsive. Where 854 says that the monk “does not train from a desire for gain,” Nidd I 173 provides a detailed account of how a bad monk trains from a desire for gain while a disciplined monk trains “only for the sake of taming himself, for the sake of calming himself, for the sake of his attainment of nibbāna.” Stanza 927 mentions the modes of livelihood that a monk should avoid, such as casting spells, fortune-telling, and astrology, which Nidd I 280–81 elucidates with examples of each.


Spiritual training requires the use of intelligence, which in the root text is indicated by the term paṭibhāna, “ingenuity.” Where 853 says the monk should be “gifted with ingenuity,” Nidd I 171 explains this by way of three kinds of ingenuity: in learning, that is, in study of the scriptures; in interrogation, the ability to skillfully reply to questions about the Dhamma; and in achievement, mastery over the various practices. The perfection of understanding comes by directly knowing the principles comprised under the sphere of comprehension, usually described by the fixed formula referred to earlier, ranging from the three characteristics to the insight that whatever originates is subject to cessation. However, other approaches to developing wisdom are suggested in the root text and expanded upon by the Niddesa. When an inquirer asks how consciousness ceases, the Buddha (at 1111) says one should not seek delight in feeling. Nidd II 146–47 elucidates this with a long passage on the contemplation of feeling: not seeking delight in feeling internally, externally, internally and externally, and so forth, down to discerning feeling by way of its origin, passing away, gratification, danger, and the escape from it.


The canonical text recommends full understanding (pariññā) of various domains of knowledge: of contact (at 778), of perception (at 779), and of craving (at 1082). The Niddesa — ­respectively at I 37–38, I 40, and II 109 — explains each of these by way of the three kinds of full understanding mentioned earlier: full understanding of the known, full understanding by scrutinization, and full understanding by abandoning. This scheme, which plays an important role in the commentarial map of the practice, expands the idea of “full understanding” beyond its usage in the Nikāyas, where it is considered an exclusive achievement of the arahant, to the stages of insight even preceding stream-entry.


Commenting on the injunction “Look upon the world as empty” at 1119, Nidd II 164–69 gives a detailed account of how to contemplate emptiness. It first states that one sees the world as empty on two grounds: by considering its occurrence as beyond mastery and by contemplating it as consisting of hollow conditioned things. With quotations from the Nikāyas, it then proceeds to explain how to see the world as empty in six ways, ten ways, and twelve ways.


(4) The Spiritual Ideal


As the spiritual ideal of the Suttanipāta, the arahant is variously described in the Niddesa. Nidd I 58–59, commenting on how the arahant no longer takes up and lets go (at 787), says: “The arahant has overcome grasping and letting go, transcended growth and decline. He has lived the spiritual life, completed the practice, finished the journey, reached the goal; for him there is no more renewed existence with its wandering on in birth and death.” Where the root text (at 795) says that the brahmin no longer grasps anything, Nidd I 71 says that for the arahant “there is nothing grasped, seized, adhered to, clung to, resolved upon.” Nidd I 82–83 explains how the arahant is tādī, “impartial,” in five ways: “impartial toward the desirable and undesirable; impartial because he has renounced; impartial because he has crossed over; impartial because he is freed; and impartial as a descriptive term.” Stanza 902 speaks of one “who has no passing away or rebirth,” and Nidd I 232–33 identifies this person as “the arahant, one whose influxes have been destroyed, for whom there is no going or coming, no going in time, no various states of existence, passing away and rebirth, production and dissolution, birth, old age, and death; for whom these have been abandoned and burnt up by the fire of knowledge.”




The Niddesa celebrates the arahant under other designations, the most prevalent being muni. Nidd I 41–42 (on 779) gives a detailed explanation of this term, mentioning six kinds of munis: householder munis, homeless munis, trainee munis, arahant munis, pacceka munis, and the buddhas, the “munis among munis.” Of these, it is the last three that represent the spiritual ideal. Nidd II 97–98 (on 1074) has an illuminating passage that explains how the muni is liberated and cannot be designated. This continues into Nidd II 99–100 (on 1076) with a statement of how the liberated one cannot be measured and has passed beyond all the pathways of speech. This same attainment is described more analytically at Nidd II 29–30 (on 1037) with an account of how volitionally active consciousness ceases in stages with each of the successive path attainments, until finally, when the arahant attains the nibbāna element without residue remaining, all name-and-form utterly ceases.


As the supreme muni and discoverer of the path, the ­Buddha is extolled by the Niddesa in ways that refer back to themes in the Nikāyas and extend beyond them into new territory. Nidd I 104 (on 815) offers a detailed explanation of the word bhagavā, “Blessed One,” which plays on verbal roots and near-homonyms. Nidd I 344–45 (on 957) gives an explanation of the word buddha that concludes by saying that “Buddha” is not a name given by others but “a name pertaining to the end of emancipation, a designation accruing to the buddhas, the blessed ones, along with realization, with the obtaining of the omniscient knowledge at the foot of the bodhi tree.” The passage continues at Nidd I 345–46 with an explanation of how the Buddha is tādī, “an impartial one,” commented on earlier in relation to the arahant. Nidd II 140–41 (on 1105) states that the Buddha has “gone beyond all phenomena” through direct knowledge, full understanding, abandoning, development, realization, and attainment. An inquirer (at 915) addresses the Buddha as mahesi, “great rishi,” and Nidd I 250–51 explains this to mean that he sought, searched for, and pursued all great qualities culminating in the great supreme goal, the deathless nibbāna. The explanation involves a word play that takes mahesi to be derived from mahantaṃ esi rather than, correctly, as a Pāli formation of maharṣi.


The brahmin youth Mettagū (at 1049) calls the Buddha a Veda-master, and Nidd II 55–57 explains this brahmanic term by imposing on it a new meaning consonant with the Buddha’s teaching: “It is the knowledge of the four paths that is called the Vedas. Through those knowledges, the Blessed One has gone to the end of birth, old age, and death, has reached the end, gone to the peak, reached the peak, gone to the limit, reached the limit . . . gone to the deathless, reached the deathless, gone to nibbāna, reached nibbāna.” At 1059, where the Buddha is actually called a brahmin, Nidd II 75–76 explains: “One is a brahmin because one has expelled bad unwholesome qualities that are defiling, that lead to renewed existence, that are troublesome, that result in suffering, and that lead to future birth, old age, and death.”


In the Nikāyas, the Buddha is called cakkhumā, literally “one who has eyes,” which I render as “the One with Vision.” The suttas ascribe various kinds of vision to the Buddha: the divine eye, the eye of wisdom, and the buddha eye. He is also extolled with the epithet “universal eye.” In Sn, at 921, the Buddha is hailed as “one with opened eyes” (vivaṭacakkhu), and Nidd I 261–65 uses this as an opportunity to collect the Buddha’s types of vision into a set of “five eyes”: the fleshly eye, the divine eye, the wisdom eye, the buddha eye, and the universal eye. The passage explains the universal eye as “the knowledge of omniscience” (sabbaññutaññāṇa). Nidd I 130 (on 834) extols the Buddha’s omniscience in a passage that goes far beyond anything said in the Nikāyas: “Whether past, future, or present, all phenomena in all modes enter the range of the Blessed One’s portal of knowledge. . . . Just as all fish and tortoises from the whales on down move around in the great ocean, so the world with Māra and Brahmā, this population with its ascetics and brahmins, its devas and human beings, moves around in the Buddha’s knowledge.”28




A THEMATIC GUIDE TO THE VERSES OF THE SUTTANIPĀTA




Brahmins


arahant as 519, 620–47, 790–95, 801–3, 911–14, 1059–60


degeneration of 284–315


pure food and 242–48


who is a brahmin? 137–42, 594–656


who is an outcast? 116–42


Buddha
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going forth of 405–24


plowman, as 77–80


praises of 161–67, 176–80, 224, 233–34, 343–54, 376–84, 538–47, 548–53, 570–73, 955–57, 1131–45


self-praise 18–29, 467–78, 558–61


striving of 425–49


Craving 740–41, 776–78, 1085–87


Death and loss 574–93, 804–9


Debates and disputes 824–34, 862–63, 878–94, 895–910


Emancipation/liberation


by non-craving 354–55, 1089


by final knowledge 1105–7


of mind and wisdom 725–27


of perception 1071–74


Field of merits 463–78, 482–86, 487–509, 568–69


Four noble truths 724–27


Happiness and suffering 759–65
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misconduct 116–34, 242–48
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brahmin, as 519, 620–47, 790–95, 801–3, 911–14, 1059–60


buddha, as 517, 558
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Monastic training


abandoning defilements 1–17, 270–73, 360–74, 916–20
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evil bhikkhu 89–90, 135, 274–83


nature of body 193–206


proper conduct 173–75, 183–84, 264–68, 337–42, 385–92, 921–34, 940–45, 958–75
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by abandoning craving or lust 204, 355–58, 1086, 1108–9


how to attain it 915–34, 1032–1149
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Suffering, origin and cessation of 724–53, 1049–51


Three Gems 222–38


Truth 724–27, 756–58, 884–86
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non-attachment to 794–95, 798–800, 837–47, 911–14


purity through 788–95, 839–40, 875–76, 891–93, 1079–81














A Guide to the Suttas


I THE CHAPTER ON THE SERPENT (URAGAVAGGA)


I,1 The Serpent (Uraga Sutta), verses 1–17


The Suttanipāta opens with a poem of seventeen four-line stanzas in each of which the second couplet is a refrain: “that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin.” The bhikkhu compared to the serpent is one who eliminates a particular defilement or deluded mode of cognition and thereby attains the state held up as the goal of the practice, the giving up of “the here and the beyond.” Each verse speaks of a double act of relinquishment, both components of which might be compared to the snake’s shedding of its worn-out skin. First there is the discarding of the defilement or deluded cognition, and second the giving up of the here and beyond. The two stand in a causal relationship, which can be seen to mirror the middle two noble truths, the defilements and delusions representing the truth of the origin of suffering and their relinquishment the truth of cessation. The result is an experience of internal release here and now and ultimate release from the round of repeated existence.


The expression that recurs in the refrain orapāraṃ, “the here and the beyond,” might be seen as problematic, for it is used here in a sense that differs from the way this dichotomy is typically depicted in the suttas. Generally, in the Nikāyas, the here (oraṃ) or “near shore” (orimaṃ tīraṃ) represents saṃsāra, the round of birth, aging, and death, and the beyond (pāraṃ) or “far shore” (pārimaṃ tīraṃ) represents nibbāna, the ending of the round. The near shore is described as risky and dangerous, the far shore as secure and free of danger, and the aim of the practice is to cross from the here to the beyond, from the near shore to the far shore, as in the famous simile of the raft (at MN I 134). This metaphor plays a prominent role in Sn as well, particularly in the Pārāyanavagga (chap. V), “The Way to the Beyond.” In the Uraga Sutta, however, the giving up of “the here and the beyond” cannot mean that the liberated monk transcends the duality of saṃsāra and nibbāna, an interpretation that would be contrary to the whole tenor of the Nikāyas. “The here and the beyond” must be conceived in relation to the dualities found within the sphere of conditioned existence, “here” likely representing existence in this present world, “beyond” existence in future lives, or “here” representing existence in the desire realm, “beyond” existence in the realms of rebirth corresponding to the higher stages of concentration.29


The first seven verses speak in turn of giving up certain defilements — anger, lust, craving, conceit, and so forth. Verses 8–13 are constructed around the idea of “neither running too far nor running back.” Verse 8 connects this idea to the overcoming of “proliferation” (papañca), a term that suggests the diversity of the world as well as the expansion of metaphysical speculation; verse 9 connects the motif to knowledge of the world as devoid of substantial reality (vitathaṃ), a word that Pj II carefully qualifies as meaning not that the world is non­existent but that “it lacks a real nature in the way conceived by foolish people on account of the defilements, namely, as permanent or pleasurable or attractive or self.” Verses 10–13 relate the insight into the world’s unreality to mental purification: the absence of greed, lust, hatred, and delusion. The verses in the final group, 14–17, return more directly to the idea of eliminating defilements. In this group we find several clusters of defilements that play prominent roles in the Nikāyas: in 14 the latent tendencies (anusayā) and unwholesome roots (akusalā mūlā), and in 17 the five hindrances (pañcanīvaraṇā).


The Uraga Sutta has parallels in texts stemming from other schools of Early Buddhism. Two such parallels are included in their respective Dharmapadas. The Gāndhārī Dharmapada includes the serpent verses at the end of its chapter on the bhikkhu30 and the Patna Dharmapada in an independent chapter that concludes the work. The third parallel, the Udānavarga, a Sanskrit work of the Dharmapada genre, includes the verses in two chapters: six appear at the end of the Puṣpavarga and thirty-two at the end of the Bhikṣuvarga (among these are the six of the Puṣpavarga, which thus occur twice in this work).


The fact that the verses occur at the beginning of Sn and at the end of their respective chapters in the parallels suggests, first, that from an early period the verses constituted an integral group united by the refrain with its simile of the snake’s skin; and second, that they were added to their respective collections at a relatively late date.31 This, however, does not necessarily entail that the verses themselves are late. To the contrary, as Jayawickrama remarks, “an examination of the Uraga Sutta in the various aspects of language, meter, style, doctrine, and ideology shows that it is a comparatively old sutta.”32


The four parallel versions have been collated and compared by Bhikkhu Ānandajoti.33 By correlating the different versions, several tentative conclusions can be drawn about the composition of the Pāli Uraga verses. Since 6 and 10–13 of the Uraga Sutta have no counterparts in the parallels, it seems likely that they are later additions. The simplest version is that in Gāndhārī, which has only ten verses; the Udānavarga version is the most elaborate, with twenty-six unique verses, only eleven of which correspond to the Pāli version. On the premise that greater simplicity is a sign of greater antiquity, Ānandajoti concludes that “we have preserved in the Gāndhārī the original core of verses, out of which variations have arisen in the other versions through keyword substitution.”


Parallels from other traditions: GDhp 81–90; PDhp 398–414; Udāna-v 18.21 A–F, 32.55–80.


I,2 Dhaniya (Dhaniya Sutta), verses 18–34


This sutta is a dialogue entirely in verse between the Buddha and a herdsman named Dhaniya, who meet on the herdman’s estate near the Mahī River. The syntax of the poem, according to Jayawickrama, “shows that its language belongs to an early stratum of Pāli” (PBR 1977, 152). The poem can be divided into four parts. The first, 18–29, is a challenge-and-response dialogue between the two protagonists. In each challenge verse, Dhaniya praises the comfort and security of the household life, inviting the sky god to send down rain, perhaps to confirm his sense of security. Responding verse by verse, the Buddha adopts Dhaniya’s images but reinterprets them to praise the superiority of the homeless life. Verse 30, a transitional stanza, is an interjection by the narrator, who reports that a great cloud has unleashed a downpour of rain. In the third part, 31–32, Dhaniya, perhaps shaken by the sudden downpour, yields to the Buddha. He and his wife go for refuge and ask to “lead the spiritual life” under the Blessed One, so that they might go “beyond birth and death” and make an end of suffering. The Pāli expression, jātimaraṇassa pāragū, harks back to the Uraga Sutta but uses the word pāra in the familiar way, as meaning the “far shore” beyond the sea of birth and death.


In the fourth part, 33–34, Māra takes over the role of challenger and praises “acquisitions” (upadhi) — here children and cattle — as a source of joy. The Buddha responds by articulating the viewpoint of the renunciant, who sees acquisitions as a cause of sorrow. This exchange appears to be an interpolation, for the sutta would have been complete if it had ended with Dhaniya’s act of going for refuge. The same exchange with Māra occurs in SN 4:8 (I 108). By reason of similarity of themes, it is possible the pair of verses was taken from that source (or from a floating store of verses) and inserted into the Dhaniya Sutta.34


I,3 The Rhinoceros Horn (Khaggavisāṇa Sutta), verses 35–75


Like the Uraga Sutta, this discourse is based on a simile comparing the ideal ascetic to an animal, or part of an animal. Again, like the Uraga Sutta, the refrain states this simile in each verse, with the exception of stanza 45. The title, along with the word used in the refrain, is ambiguous and has been the subject of a long-standing debate. The Pāli word khagga (Skt khaḍga) has two meanings, “rhinoceros” and “sword.”35 If khagga is taken as “rhinoceros,” then khaggavisāṇa is a tappurisa (dependent) compound meaning “the horn of a rhinoceros.” If khagga is taken as a sword, the term is a bahubbīhi (possessive) compound meaning “that which has a sword for its horn,” namely, the rhinoceros itself.


The commentaries to Sn, including the Niddesa, explain khaggavisāṇa as a tappurisa compound meaning “the horn of a rhinoceros.”36 In my translation I have followed this explanation. Modern scholars are split over the meaning of the expression. In his “Critical Analysis of the Suttanipāta” (PBR 1977, 22–23) Jayawickrama argued strongly in favor of taking khaggavisāṇa as the rhinoceros rather than its horn. But several decades later he apparently changed his mind, for in his translation of Sn he renders it “the horn of a rhinoceros.” Norman (2001, 38), too, favors this interpretation, writing: “When the Pāli can be so translated [as ‘the rhinoceros horn’], when the earliest interpretations take it that way, when the Jain tradition supports it, and when the Indian rhinoceros is unique among animals in India in having only one horn, it seems certain to me that the reference is to the single horn. . . .” Salomon (2000, 13), in contrast, suggests that the original expression may have been deliberately ambiguous: “Since both interpretations are well justified on linguistic and natural grounds . . . there is no conclusive way to decide which position is the correct one, and I prefer to solve, or perhaps avoid, the problem by declaring that they are both right and that the ambiguity is perhaps an intentional and creative one.” Dhivan Thomas Jones (2014) also argues for the ambiguity of the original expression but apparently prefers taking it to refer to the animal itself.


In contrast to these scholars, I do not think the expression, in the older canonical texts, is ambiguous. While I do not take commentaries to be infallible, since an exegetical work as ancient as the Niddesa explains khaggavisāṇa as the horn of a rhinoceros, this to my mind is a powerful argument in support of this interpretation. The Jātakas, moreover, several times mention khagga as a kind of animal, presumably the rhinoceros.37 The Milinda­pañha describes King Milinda, on encountering Nāgasena and his entourage, as “frightened, terrified, and agitated, like an elephant surrounded by rhinoceroses (khagga).”38 The Vedic Index of Names and Subjects (Macdonell and Keith 1912, 1:214) indirectly supports my interpretation when it states: “Khaḍga is the reading in the Maitrāyaṇī Saṃhitā of the name of an animal which, in the text of the Vājasaneyi Saṃhitā, variously appears as Khaṅga and Khaḍga. The rhinoceros seems clearly to be meant.”


Thus if khagga is the rhinoceros, then khaggavisāṇa is the horn of that animal. I see no particular problem with the verb care, “to live, to move, to wander,” for the point of the simile is not that one should live solitary as a rhinoceros horn lives solitary (admittedly a bizarre idea) but that one should live solitary as a rhinoceros horn is solitary. Pāli verse can allow such oblique similes. In texts of a later period, like the Apadāna Commentary, khaggavisāṇa is explained to represent both the animal and its horn.39 But this is not so in the canonical texts, which do not use khaggavisāṇa elsewhere to designate the animal.


Buddhist tradition ascribes the verses in this sutta to paccekabuddhas. Each verse, according to the commentary, was uttered by a different paccekabuddha, either as a joyous declaration on the occasion of his own enlightenment (udānagāthā) or as a declaration of his enlightenment to others (vyākaraṇagāthā). The commentary provides the background story to each paccekabuddha’s renunciation and enlightenment. The Khaggavisāṇa Sutta itself does not ascribe the verses to paccekabuddhas, but this connection is made elsewhere in the Pāli tradition and in parallel texts of other Early Buddhist schools. The Apadāna, a verse collection in the Khuddaka Nikāya stemming from a somewhat later period than the older parts of the Sutta Piṭaka, includes all the verses of the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta in the section called Paccekabuddha-apadāna. An introductory verse says that when paccekabuddhas assemble, they declare to one another the dangers they realized, the circumstances that occasioned their dispassion, and how they attained enlightenment.40 The “rhinoceros horn” verses are purportedly the record of these declarations.


The Apadāna version begins with several verses in which the Buddha states that paccekabuddhas “performed services to the buddhas of the past but did not gain liberation in the teachings of the conquerors. Motivated by a sense of urgency, even without the buddhas, through their very sharp wisdom, even on the basis of a trifling object, they attained pacceka enlightenment. Apart from me, in all the world there is none who equals a paccekabuddha.”41 After several more introductory verses, the Buddha recites the rhinoceros verses. These begin with a verse not found in the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta but which could easily fit in there.42


The paccekabuddha is a somewhat enigmatic figure rarely mentioned in the main Nikāyas. In the scale of holy beings, the paccekabuddha is generally placed below a sammā sambuddha but above the arahant disciple (see MN III 254; AN IV 394–95). The Puggalapaññatti, an Abhidhamma treatise, defines a paccekabuddha as one who “on his own awakens to the truths but does not attain all-knowledge with respect to them or mastery over the powers.”43 In this respect, the paccekabuddha is contrasted with a perfectly enlightened buddha, who attains all-knowledge with respect to the truths and mastery over the powers. The commentaries explain that paccekabuddhas, contrary to a common stereotype, are not completely silent. They give brief teachings to others and even accept disciples. They do not, however, attempt to establish an institution to preserve and propagate their teachings, nor, it seems, do they present their teachings in any systematic form.


If we accept the traditional ascription of the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta to paccekabuddhas, the verses give us some insight into their character. They are wary of forming bonds of affection; they see peril in intimacy; they esteem renunciation of sensual pleasures; they call on those who share their aspiration to renounce even their wives and children; they prize freedom above companionship; they are willing to endure hardship in order to protect their freedom. Their ideal is to be like a lion not frightened by sounds, like the wind not caught in a net, like a lotus untainted by water.44


Alternatively, if the old tradition that these verses were spoken by paccekabuddhas is rejected, the poem might be seen as expressing the attitude that prevailed among a certain segment of Buddhist ascetics during an early phase of Buddhist history. Some scholars have even maintained that the poem — along with other suttas on the muni ideal — represents a premonastic phase of Buddhism. Jayawickrama, for instance (at 1976, 79), sees the poem as reflecting a stage of Buddhist history when there was “no organized monastic body; but on the contrary there were the munayo (ascetics in general) or the bhikkhus who were expected to lead the life of a muni.” Saddhātissa, too, in the introduction to his translation of Sn (1994, ix), distinguishes four stages of Buddhist literary development. He calls the first “the ascetic stage,” which he differentiates from the second, the “monastic stage.” The ascetic stage, he says, was “embodied by the oldest strata of the Sutta-Nipāta,” when the Buddha’s teaching was “austere and stoical so as to lead to steadfastness of purpose and endeavor, which would culminate in the final release from the unsatisfactoriness of mundane life.”


This position, however, has been criticized as flawed and contrary to well documented accounts of the history of Buddhism. Salomon, for example, writes (2000, 15) that “such conclusions seem somewhat simplistic, even naïve, in light of a more modern understanding of the history of Buddhism. . . . Indeed, there is no clear evidence that there ever was, in any meaningful sense, a ‘premonastic period’ of Buddhism.” Salomon sees the verses as expressing not an alternative to monasticism but the attitudes prevalent in the ascetic tradition of forest-dwelling monks. I would see the verses as expressing the attitude adopted not among forest monks in general but by certain meditative monks who upheld a strongly individualistic approach to practice, rejecting communal life even in small hermitages in favor of unsettled wandering and complete solitude. Among the famous disciples of the Buddha, Mahākassapa may have been the foremost model for this way of life.45


This, however, does not entail that such a lifestyle was the preferred paradigm for Buddhist monasticism even in its earliest phase. If the canonical account of the early history of the Sangha, as recorded in the Vinaya Mahāvagga and parallel texts from other schools, is at all trustworthy, it is clear that the Buddha established a monastic community soon after he began his teaching career. Although the emphasis in monastic life may have shifted over time, from homeless wandering and rigorous meditation practice to learning and monastic discipline, a monastic order with a distinct identity and formal procedures of ordination seems to have been integral to the Buddha’s mission from the outset.


There are two known parallels to the Khaggavisāṇa verses from other Early Buddhist traditions. The Mahāvastu, a work of the Lokottaravādins (a branch of the Mahāsāṃghikas), has twelve verses that are also ascribed to paccekabuddhas. A version inscribed on a birch bark scroll in Gāndhārī, recently discovered, has forty verses. It seems to have circulated as an independent text rather than as part of a larger collection (as indeed was likely the case with the Pāli version).46 As with the Pāli version, the Gāndhārī verses are not ascribed to paccekabuddhas or to any other speaker.




Pāli parallel: Ap I 8–13 (90–131). Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Mvu 357–59; Gāndhārī: Salomon 2000, 115–201


I,4 Kasibhāradvāja (Kasibhāradvāja Sutta), verses 76–82


This is another dialogue that takes the form of challenge and response, similar to the Dhaniya Sutta but here in a mixed prose and verse format. The dialogue takes place between the Buddha and a brahmin named Kasibhāradvāja, “Bhāra­dvāja the Plowman.” It seems odd that a brahmin is engaged in plowing, but brahmins were given grants of land by the kings as a reward for their services, and it is possible this brahmin took to cultivating crops on land he received in such a way.


The sutta can be divided into two major sections. The first, which includes the prose introduction and verses 76–80, relates Kasibhāradvāja’s challenge and the Buddha’s rejoinder. The second, which extends from the prose following verse 80 to the end, describes the brahmin’s response to the Buddha’s rejoinder and the subsequent events.


In contrast to the Dhaniya Sutta, in which verses alternate in a contest of wits, in this sutta the Buddha is challenged only at the beginning, when Kasibhāradvāja criticizes the Buddha for living as a parasite, expecting others to feed him when he does not “plow and sow.” The Buddha rejects this charge, declaring that he does in fact plow and sow. When the brahmin expresses puzzlement at this remark, the Buddha uses the terminology of agriculture to describe his process of spiritual training, which has the deathless as its fruit (77–80).


At this point the brahmin is won over and offers the Buddha a dish of milk-rice. The Buddha refuses it on the ground that he does not accept “food over which verses have been recited.” He instructs the brahmin to throw the food away, and its disposal is accompanied by wondrous displays that fill the brahmin with awe, apparently inspiring him with faith. The concluding prose paragraph tells us that he goes for refuge, requests monastic ordination, and becomes an arahant.


It is of interest to note that the Saṃyutta parallel, SN 7:11 (I 171–73), ends with Kasibhāradvāja merely taking refuge as a lay follower. This disparity in the conclusions of the two suttas shows how the prose framework of a text in verse was not fixed but could vary depending on the oral tradition through which the text was transmitted.


Pāli parallel: SN 7:11. Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: SĀ 98 (T II 207a10–27b28); SĀ2 264 (T II 466b18–466c11); SĀ3 1 (T II 493a7–493b11)


I,5 Cunda (Cunda Sutta), verses 83–90


In the Pāli Canon, this discourse occurs only in the Suttanipāta. The interlocutor is Cunda the smith’s son, who offered the Buddha his final meal (related at DN II 127). The sutta has a parallel in the Sanskrit Mahāparinirvāṇa Sūtra, which is preserved only in fragmentary form; a full translation is found in the Chinese translation of the Dīrghāgama and in individual Chinese translations of the sūtra. The conversation is not recorded in the Pāli Mahāparinibbāna Sutta, where the Buddha received his last meal from Cunda. The background story to the discourse as told briefly in the Skt version of the sūtra corresponds to the account in the Pāli commentary.


According to both sources, an “evil bhikkhu” misappropriated a golden dish on which Cunda had served the meal. Though the miscreant thought he was unobserved, Cunda had caught sight of him. He did not reproach the monk on the spot, but in the evening he went to the Buddha to inquire about types of ascetics. This gave the Buddha the opportunity to explain how there are monks who assume the appearance of ascetics while violating their discipline. Against this background, the Buddha must have considered it necessary to warn lay devotees not to assume that all who wore the ochre robe were worthy of reverence and support.


The sutta distinguishes four kinds of ascetics. The first (at 86), “the conqueror of the path,” is the Buddha himself. The next two verses (87–88) describe the monk who serves as a teacher of the path — by implication an arahant — and the “one who lives on the path,” a category that includes trainees (sekha) and virtuous worldlings. The fourth type, denounced in 89, is the corrupt monk, a “defiler of the path.” The closing verse 90, which seems fitted to the situation at hand, admonishes laypeople not to let their encounters with bogus monks destroy their faith in the Sangha.




Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Mahāparinirvāṇa Sūtra §26 (Waldschmidt 1951, 252–64); Chinese: DĀ 2 (T I no. 1, 18b9–18c6); T I no. 5, 167c6–168a11; T I no. 6, 183b10–183b27; T I no. 7, 196c12–196c23 (part-parallel)


I,6 Downfall (Parābhava Sutta), verses 91–115


The Parābhava Sutta is one of several discourses in the Suttanipāta that describe the ethical life appropriate for householders. The discourse takes the form of a dialogue between the Buddha and an unnamed deity. It unfolds in a dramatic format through a sequence of question-and-response verses governed by a repetitive pattern. The deity asks about a cause of downfall, the Buddha responds; the deity asks about another cause of downfall, the Buddha responds again; and so forth until twelve answers have been given.


The ethical guidelines advocated in the sutta, while representative of the Buddha’s teachings for lay followers, are not unique to Buddhism but epitomize the shared ethical values of ancient Indian culture. With a few exceptions they share a common platform with Jainism and mainstream Brahmanism. The norms of conduct they prescribe are the prerequisites for both personal and communal well-being, establishing an ethical foundation for a social order that exemplifies harmony, kindness, and respect for others. But their impact extends beyond the present life, for they operate within the matrix of the law of kamma, according to which bad actions lead to a bad rebirth and future misery, while good actions lead to a fortunate rebirth and future well-being. The causes of downfall mentioned in the sutta include associating with bad people, indolence, deceptive speech, miserliness, social pride, sexual promiscuity, indulgence in liquor, fondness for gambling, and so forth. The sutta ends on an affirmative note, declaring that the wise person who avoids these causes of downfall “passes on to an auspicious world” (sa lokaṃ bhajate sivaṃ).


I,7 The Outcast (Vasala Sutta), verses 116–42


This is the first of five discourses in the Suttanipāta that represent the Buddha’s response to Brahmanism.47 The prose introduction, which grounds the discourse, points to two areas of tension that pitted the Buddha and his followers against the brahmin traditionalists. One concerns the relationship between the brahmins and the samaṇas, the renunciant ascetics, whom the brahmins spurned because they rejected the authority of the Vedas and the brahmin claim to superior social status. The other was the attitude toward the caste system. While the brahmins regarded the ordering of society into four social classes (varṇa), with themselves at the top, as divine, ordained by the supreme god Brahmā, the Buddha considered the caste system a mere conventional arrangement which, in his time, had become morally pernicious, consigning a substantial portion of the population — the outcasts — to almost subhuman status. His meeting with the brahmin Aggikabhāradvāja gives him a chance to offer a fresh perspective on the meaning of outcast and to expose the moral contradictions of the caste system.48


Even without the background story, the verses offer a forceful challenge to the brahmanic concept of purity and the belief that birth was a valid determinant of personal worth. The moral faults that define the outcast in the Buddha’s view are similar to those laid out in the Parābhava Sutta, but here they are more closely affiliated with the Buddhist code of precepts. Verses 117–18 pertain to the first precept; 119–21 to the second; 122, 129, and 131 to the fourth; and 123 to the third. Verse 135 refers obliquely to Pārājika 4 of the Pātimokkha, the rule that prohibits a monk from making false claims to spiritual attainment.


The Vasala Sutta goes beyond the denunciation of moral evils and explicitly addresses the issue of caste identity. With verse 136 it repudiates the brahmanic belief that one’s social class defines one’s moral worth. Instead it asserts that a person’s moral worth is determined by one’s action. Thus the ­Buddha here turns the words brāhmaṇa and vasala on their head, redefining them in terms of character and conduct. This subtly undermines the foundation on which the system rested, namely, the assumption that a person’s spiritual worth was determined by birth.


Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: SĀ 102 (T II 28b19–29b20); SĀ2 268 (T II 467b27–468b18)


I,8 Loving-Kindness (Metta Sutta), verses 143–52


The Metta Sutta (or Karaṇiyametta Sutta) is the most popular discourse in the Theravāda canon. It belongs to a group of three discourses — along with the Ratana and Mahāmaṅgala Suttas — considered “protective suttas” (paritta) and sources of blessing. The theme of the sutta, as is clear from the title, is the practice of meditation on loving-kindness. While this meditation is open to everyone, monastics and laypeople alike, the sutta describes the practice in the context of monastic life, as is clear from the virtues inculcated in the opening stanzas: humility, contentment, frugality, sense restraint, and courtesy toward lay supporters.


The verses can be divided into four sections. The first, which consists of 143, 144, and 145ab, lays down the ethical prerequisites for the meditation on loving-kindness. The second section, from 145cd through 147, constitutes the thematic meditation on loving-kindness, summed up in the opening and closing benediction: “May all beings be inwardly happy.” This benevolent wish is extended to beings of various sizes and shapes, and the good wishes continue into 148, which seems to be an appendix to the meditation proper. The third section, 149–51, describes the intensification and expansion of loving-kindness until it suffuses the whole world. The fourth section, 152, states the benefit of the practice.


A technical system lies behind the apparently simple words of this final verse. The first couplet alludes to the qualities of a stream-enterer: not adopting wrong views, impeccable conduct, and insight into the four noble truths. The second implies that by using the meditation on loving-kindness as a basis for insight, the disciple abandons sensual lust and attains the stage of non-returner, thereby taking rebirth in the form realm and “never coming back to the bed of a womb.”


Pāli parallel: Khp 9


I,9 Hemavata (Hemavata Sutta), verses 153–80


The Hemavata Sutta is the first of three suttas in which the Buddha engages in a discussion with yakkhas, demonic beings depicted as temperamentally violent but capable of spiritual realization. Unlike the other two (I,10 and II,5), this one is entirely in verse, and the two yakkhas who approach the Buddha are favorably disposed to him, unlike the belligerent yakkhas in the other two suttas. Sātāgira speaks like a well-informed devotee; his friend Hemavata speaks as a curious inquirer who seeks to ascertain the Buddha’s credentials. Behind the façade of the mythical characters, we can detect a real-life scene in which a knowledgeable lay Buddhist is trying to convince a friend to come to the monastery and ask the monks about the Dhamma.


The sutta can be divided into four parts. In the first (153–63B), Hemavata asks Sātāgira about the Buddha’s qualities and Sātāgira responds to each question in a way designed to win his friend’s approval. This dialogue, affirming the Buddha’s purity in bodily action, speech, and mind, serves almost as a catechism on basic Buddhist virtues. The second part has a transitional function. The yakkhas decide to visit the Buddha and ask him about “release from the snare of death” (164–67). The third part consists of Hemavata’s questions and the Buddha’s responses (168–75). The yakkha’s questions, posed as riddles, elicit a teaching on the six sense bases that expresses the same message conveyed more elaborately by such prose discourses as SN 12:44 (II 73–74) and SN 35:28 (IV 19–20). And in the fourth part (176–80), they praise the Buddha, go for refuge, and proclaim their devotion to the teaching. The two paeans of praise are eloquent poetic expressions of religious devotion.


Several verses of the Hemavata Sutta are spread across the Devatāsaṃyutta and Devaputtasaṃyutta of the Saṃyutta Nikāya as follows:


165ab & 166a–c = SN 1:30, v. 1a–e (I 16)


170d = SN 1:30, v. 1f


171 = SN 1:30, v. 2


168–69 = SN 1:70 (I 41), but with no ascriptions


173–75 = SN 2:15 (I 53), but with several differences in readings


177 = SN 1:45 (I 33)


While it is possible that the verses in the Saṃyutta Nikāya result from the dismemberment of an existent poem, it seems more likely that the Hemavata Sutta was composed by joining together scattered verses and providing them with a narrative setting. The verses themselves may have been drawn from the floating pool of Buddhist verse rather than directly from the Saṃyutta.49 Nevertheless, despite its uncertain origins, the Hemavata Sutta stands as a beautiful testament to early Buddhist spirituality displaying moral clarity, devotional fervor, and philosophical depth joined in a harmonious whole.


Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: SĀ 1329 (T II 365c6–367b4); SĀ2 328 (T II 483c17–485a23); T IV no. 198, 183b16–184b2


I,10 Āḷavaka (Āḷavaka Sutta), verses 181–92


The Āḷavaka Sutta was probably placed immediately after the Hemavata Sutta to group together discourses about yakkhas; it is puzzling, though, that the Sūciloma Sutta was not included here to form a triad of yakkha suttas. The sutta begins with a prose introduction in which Āḷavaka tries to test the Buddha’s patience. When the Buddha refuses to play his game, he threatens to drive the Buddha insane and hurl him across the Ganges unless he can answer certain questions, which like Hemavata’s are cast as versified riddles.


The exchanges can be divided into three sets. The first (181–82) deals with matters that are of general applicability but are perhaps particularly relevant to the lay follower, whose life flourishes through such virtues as faith, good conduct, truthful speech, and wisdom. The second set (183–84) inquires about the qualities needed “to cross the flood,” to win liberation, and thus pertains to the renunciant life. The third set (185–89) again addresses the concerns of a householder and recommends truth, self-control, generosity, and patience. These bring success in this life and a fortunate rebirth. Finally, the sutta ends with the yakkha’s confession of faith and pledge to uphold the Buddha’s Dhamma (190–92).


Pāli parallel: SN 10:12. Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: SĀ 1326 (T II 364b21–365a23); SĀ2 325 (T II 482c8–483b3)


I,11 Victory (Vijaya Sutta), verses 193–206


The topic of this discourse is meditation on the body. Its purpose is indicated by its alternative title, Kāyavicchandika Sutta, “Discourse on Removing Desire for the Body.” Following Pj II, the sutta can be divided into four sections. The first, verse 193, is intended to induce a detached attitude toward the body by directing attention to the body’s postures and movements. Such reflection shows that the body’s activities occur merely through the interplay of bodily and mental factors without any agent in the background, a self or soul exercising control over the process.


The second section, 194–99, highlights the repulsive nature of the living body by opening it up with the scalpel of thought to expose its impure constituents — its organs, tissues, fluids, and effluvia — which are normally obscured by our fascination with the signs of physical beauty. The third section, 200–203, shifts the focus from the living body to the dead one, vividly reminding us that the body we cherish and identify with will share the same fate as the corpse. The last section, 204–6, shows the benefit of meditation on the body and urges the disciple to dispel the pride and vanity that arise on the basis of bodily health and beauty.


I,12 The Muni (Muni Sutta), verses 207–21


The Muni Sutta is devoted to the ideal figure of the Suttanipāta, the muni or sage (see pp. 45–47). As previously noted, King Aśoka refers to the Munigāthās in his Bhabra Minor Rock Edict, and scholars concur that this is likely to have been the Muni Sutta. Since the edict does not quote from the sutta it is impossible to verify this, but the edict does suggest that the verses were recognized as a distinct text at a comparatively early time.50


The fifteen stanzas of the Muni Sutta fall into three groups distinguished by their structural and thematic differences: (1) 207–10; (2) 211–19; and (3) 220–21. According to Pj II, the four stanzas in the first group form a single unit originating from a shocking incident recorded at AN 5:55 (III 67–68). A mother and son who had gone forth under the Buddha became infatuated with one another and engaged in sexual intercourse. The Buddha then spoke these verses to warn the bhikkhus and bhikkhunīs to keep a circumspect distance from members of the opposite sex.


Despite the testimony of the commentary, a connection between the muni verses and the incident is questionable. The AN sutta ends with a different set of verses which, while misogynist in tone, are clearer, more cautionary, and more directly tied to the incident. The viewpoint of the muni verses is closer to that of the Khaggavisāṇa verses, expressing an aspiration to avoid all entanglements, including those that might arise in a monastic community. The ideal extolled here — “the vision of the muni” — is the life of solitary wandering, of dwelling “without an abode, without intimacy.”


The verses employ metaphorical ideas taken from agriculture, but with a different orientation, aimed at ending growth rather than nurturing it. Seeds sprouting in the soil represent the karmic tendencies of consciousness which, when moistened by craving, give rise to a new birth and a fresh round of suffering. Hence the muni “cuts off what has arisen,” “comprehends the grounds,” and “crushes the seed.” The opaque metaphors employed in the poem speak more clearly when illuminated by such suttas as SN 22:54 (III 54–55), where consciousness is compared to seeds, the “four stations of consciousness” (the other four aggregates) to the earth, and attachment to moisture. Attachment to the aggregates nourishes consciousness and binds it to a fresh round of becoming. When attachment is cut off, “consciousness is unestablished, ungenerative, and not coming to growth, it is liberated.”


The nine stanzas that follow, 211–19, constitute another unit within the Muni Sutta. According to Pj II, each of these stanzas was spoken by the Buddha on a different occasion in response to a different incident, but this seems unlikely. This device of grounding each verse (or group of verses) in a different origin story may have been employed by Dhamma expositors to enhance the appeal of the text, which might otherwise have seemed dry. The verses in this set, however, display sufficient unity of vision to suggest they originally belonged together, constituting a coherent poem. This supposition is supported by the refrain that ends each verse in the series. Verse 211 has near-parallels elsewhere in the canon,51 and thus it might have been inserted into the poem by replacing the last line with the refrain. The three similes in 213 may have been imported from the Khaggavisāṇa Sutta (71), which would explain why the stanza has seven lines instead of four. Such transpositions of lines are typical of oral literature and do not disprove the claim that the nine verses have an inherent unity.


The last two verses, 220–21, have a different flavor than the others, as can be seen in the way they use the word “muni” in the general sense of a bhikkhu rather than as a specific designation for the Buddha or an arahant.52 The two verses are unified in theme, both declaring the superiority of the monk practitioner to the householder.


II THE MINOR CHAPTER (CŪḶAVAGGA)


II,1 Gems (Ratana Sutta), verses 222–38


As one of the three blessing suttas, the Ratana Sutta is extremely popular in the lands of Theravāda Buddhism and is known by heart by almost all devout Buddhists. The commentaries trace the sutta’s origin to a time when the city of Vesālī, capital of the Vajjian confederation, was afflicted by three calamities: famine, evil spirits, and plague. An envoy of the Licchavis, the ruling clan, came from Vesālī to Rājagaha to invite the Buddha to visit their city in order to quell the plague. When the Buddha arrived, Sakka, ruler of the devas, came along with a company of devas, causing most of the evil spirits to flee. The Buddha recited the Ratana Sutta and asked Ānanda to walk around the city, sprinkling water while reciting the sutta. As Ānanda did so, the remaining evil spirits fled and the plague subsided. Because of the origin story, the Ratana Sutta is still recited as a protective discourse to ward off illness, bad luck, and evil spirits.


The origin story is shared among Buddhist traditions. The Dhammapada Commentary relates a similar background story to Dhp 291.53 The Ratana Sutta has parallel verses in the Skt Mahāvastu, which also traces their genesis to the plague at Vesālī. This version of the story differs in minor details but the substance is the same.54


The opening two stanzas (222–23) are an invocation to the bhūtas, the spirits, asking them to listen to the discourse and imploring them to treat people with loving-kindness. The stanzas that follow constitute declarations of truth (saccavajja), each of which proclaims the virtues of one or another of the three gems — the Buddha, the Dhamma, or the Sangha — and declares the wish that by the truth of the utterance, safety will prevail.


Despite its status as a popular discourse, the sutta displays a high degree of doctrinal sophistication. The stanzas on the Dhamma (225–26), for instance, make the subtle distinction between the Dhamma Gem as the unconditioned nibbāna and the Dhamma Gem as the path, here identified with world-­transcending right concentration, “the concentration without interval.” This distinction seems to draw upon such suttas as AN 4:34 (II 34), where the path is declared foremost among all conditioned things but nibbāna foremost among all things, conditioned or unconditioned. The verses on the Sangha recognize the eight noble persons joined into four pairs (227); the unshakable confidence of a noble person, based on penetration of the four noble truths (229; see SN V 444,17–25); a stream-enterer’s freedom from an eighth existence (in 230; see AN III 439,7–8); their abandoning of the three lower fetters and freedom from rebirth in the bad destinations (in 231; see AN I 231,33–232,2, etc.);55 the six things they cannot do (also in 231; see AN III 438–40); and a noble one’s inability to conceal a wrongful deed (in 232; see MN I 324,4–20). The final benedictions present an interesting departure from standard usage in that they apply the epithet tathāgata to all three gems rather than to the Buddha alone.


Pāli parallel: Khp 6. Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Mvu I 290–95


II,2 Carrion (Āmagandha Sutta), verses 239–52


This sutta records a dialogue assigned to the time of the previous buddha, Kassapa, who arose many thousands of years in the past. According to Pj II, the dialogue was recounted by the Buddha Gotama to a hermit critical of his eating habits. The hermit’s indignation at the Buddha mirrored a similar incident that occurred during the time of Kassapa, when a brahmin named Tissa censured the Buddha for eating meat and fish.


According to Pj II, the first three stanzas were spoken by Tissa as a criticism of the Buddha; stanzas 242–50 were spoken by Kassapa as a rejoinder to that criticism; and the concluding stanzas 251–52 were added by the compilers. In these concluding verses, “the Blessed One” and “the muni” refer to Kassapa, and “the master of the sacred hymns” (mantapāragū) to Tissa, who went forth under Kassapa and became his chief disciple. The only indication in the verses themselves that the protagonist of the sutta is not Gotama is the mention of Kassapa at 240d and 241e. He is also addressed as brahmabandhu, “kinsman of Brahmā,” at 241b, an epithet for a brahmin. Since Gotama is known to have been a khattiya and Kassapa is said to have been a brahmin, this corroborates the traditional view, so the attributions are not a commentarial invention.


The theme of the discourse is meat-eating, which testifies to a type of criticism that Gotama himself faced during his lifetime. The Buddha did not make vegetarianism compulsory but permitted his monastic disciples to consume meat, on condition that the animal was not killed specifically for them.56 There is also textual evidence that the Buddha himself ate meat. This custom provoked sharp criticism from other quarters, particularly the Jains, who insisted on strict vegetarianism. In the sutta, the brahmin Tissa accuses the Buddha of eating āmagandha. I render the word “carrion,” but it literally means “raw odor,” perhaps referring to the putrid smell of meat.


In the ensuing verses the Buddha uses a pedagogical technique similar to the one used in the Vasala Sutta. He takes a term that had acquired negative associations as a result of prejudice and flips the term back to his critic, imbued with a new ethical meaning. In this discourse he redefines “carrion” so that it does not mean abhorrent food but such immoral actions as “destruction of life, theft, false speech, fraudulence and cheating, resorting to the wives of others” (242) and such defiled mental states as “anger, vanity, obstinacy, recalcitrance, hypocrisy, envy, boastfulness, and haughtiness” (245).


II,3 Moral Shame (Hiri Sutta), verses 253–57


This sutta consists of five verses that apparently lack a unifying theme. The sutta derives its name from the word hiri occurring in the first line, but otherwise no further mention is made of this topic. The commentary explains the verses with reference to a background story in which a hermit comes to the Buddha and tries to test him by mentally asking four questions: “What kind of friend should one not associate with? What kind of friend should one associate with? To what kind of exertion should one apply oneself? What is the foremost of tastes?” The verses are the Buddha’s response to these questions. The story, it seems, accounts for the unity of the verses, except that the same verses occur in Jātaka 363 (III 196), set against a different background story. In any case, the first three verses clearly explain the proper choice of friends, a subject dealt with in great detail at DN III 185–87. The other two verses are concerned with spiritual cultivation, devotion to solitude, and enjoyment of meditative bliss.


Pāli parallel: Ja III 196,10–23


II,4 Blessings (Mahāmaṅgala Sutta), verses 258–69


The Mahāmaṅgala Sutta completes the triad of “protective discourses” that includes as well the Metta Sutta and the Ratana Sutta. The sutta has a background story in prose and the rest in verse. The sutta’s popularity might be understood through its content, which offers what might be called a comprehensive groundplan for the good life. The discourse can be viewed as a positive counterpart to the Parābhava Sutta. Whereas the latter explains the causes of a person’s downfall, the Mahāmaṅgala explains the means to success.


The word maṅgala, which I translate as “blessing,” more precisely means what is auspicious or a foretoken of good fortune. Because of the peculiarities of English, neither “auspiciousness” nor “foretoken of good fortune” works well even in a non-metrical rendering of the verses, and thus I settle on “blessing,” which serves the purpose as long as the meaning of the Pāli word is borne in mind. In Indian culture of the Buddha’s time, as Pj II explains, maṅgala had a superstitious significance. People sought maṅgalas in sights, sounds, sensations, or events considered signs of future well-being. As in other areas, the Buddha redefined this concept so that maṅgalas were not to be sought outwardly but in a morally honorable way of life.


The commentarial tradition holds that the Maṅgala Sutta enunciates thirty-eight maṅgalas. These can be divided into several categories. We might see 259–61 as prescribing the preparatory steps for a meaningful life; 262–63 as listing different facets of a virtuous life that would have been respected by all Indian ethical traditions; 264 as marking a more determined commitment to a life governed by the Buddhist precepts; 265–66 as the cultivation of inner virtues and study of the Buddha’s teachings; 267 as intensive practice of meditation, culminating in the realization of nibbāna; and 268 as describing the mind of the arahant, who dwells in the world free from stains and sorrows. The final verse affirms the protective power of the course of training articulated by all the verses of exposition.


Pāli parallel: Khp 5. Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: T IV no. 211, 609a12–609b14


II,5 Sūciloma (Sūciloma Sutta), verses 270–73


This is the third of the three yakkha suttas. The sutta is also found at SN 10:3, with a Skt parallel of the verses found among the Śarīrārthagāthā of the Yogācārabhūmi (see Appendix 2). Like the Āḷavaka Sutta it opens with a prose background story in which the yakkha Sūciloma threatens to harm the Buddha if he fails to answer his riddle correctly. The riddle, in verse 270, concerns the place where unwholesome thoughts originate. The answer given in 271, the verse of reply, uses merely the word ito, “from this,” which is far from clear. The following verse states more explicitly that they are “born from affection, arisen in oneself.” Since the verse is in the Anuṣṭubh meter, unlike the other verses which are in Triṣṭubh, it may be a later insertion, added to clarify the intent of the opaque verse preceding it. The commentary explains the last verse as an implicit statement of the four noble truths.


Pāli parallel: SN 10:3. Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Śag 11.1–4; Chinese: SĀ 1324 (T II 363b29–364a1); SĀ2 323 (T II 481c15–482a15)


II,6 Righteous Conduct (Dhammacariya Sutta), verses 274–83


The sutta derives its name from the word dhammacariya occurring in the first line, but otherwise the theme with which it deals is quite the opposite: the conduct of certain monastics who deviate from the moral ideal. The commentary calls it the Kapila Sutta, with reference to the strange background story.


Moral recklessness seems to have become a growing problem in the Sangha during the later years of the Buddha’s life, as increasing numbers of unprincipled men (and perhaps women) sought to take refuge in the robes to enjoy a life of leisure made more comfortable by generous support from the lay community. Thus the Bhaddāli Sutta speaks of how corruption enters the Sangha when it reaches “the acme of greatness, the acme of gains, the acme of fame, the acme of renown” (MN I 445). The Kīṭāgiri Sutta opens with an account of a group of monks who spurned the precept against eating at night and insisted on following their own wishes, even arguing against the Buddha himself (MN I 473–75). Further signs of corruption are seen in the background stories to the Vinaya rules, which multiplied to contain the damage.


The Dhammacariya Sutta likewise testifies to the moral depravity that had seeped into the ranks of the Sangha. It condemns monks who delight in quarrels and harass their companions, assigning such miscreants to a rebirth in hell. The last four verses (279–83) instruct the virtuous monks to come together and expel the transgressors, described as “non-­ascetics who imagine themselves ascetics.” These same verses occur in AN 8:10 (at IV 172,6–11), a discourse that denounces monks who are “just chaff and trash among ascetics.” In AN 8:20 (IV 204–5) the Buddha refuses to recite the Pātimokkha because he sees a bogus monk sitting in the assembly, one who is not a celibate though claiming to be one. The Dhammacariya Sutta belongs to this same genre and reflects the troubled spirit of this period.


II,7 The Tradition of the Brahmins (Brāhmaṇadhammika Sutta), verses 284–315


As the longest discourse in the Cūḷavagga, this sutta would seem to fit better in the Mahāvagga (chapter III), but it was probably included here because of the affinity between its title and that of the Dhammacariya Sutta. Another reason may be the parallelism between their themes. Just as the Dhammacariya Sutta decries the corruption besetting the monastic order, the Brāhmaṇadhammika Sutta deplores the deterioration that had taken place among the brahmins. Its theme, however, is not the inequity of the caste system but the heinous cruelty of animal sacrifice, particularly of cattle. The sutta views this practice as a grave violation of the moral order that ushers in a multitude of physical and social ills.


The thirty-two verses of the sutta can be divided into four groups, which might be called “before the fall, the initial fall, the deeper fall, and after the fall.” The period “before the fall” (284–98) describes an ideal period in the distant past when the brahmins were models of spiritual glory. They were self-­controlled, austere, pious, and simple in their way of life, revered by the population. Some observed life-long celibacy (293), others emulated their practice (294), but even the least diligent among them lived “within the boundary,” performing sacrificial services that did not involve animal slaughter (297). As a result, “this population happily flourished” (298).


With 299–305, the initial fall takes place. Coveting wealth, cattle, and women, the brahmins composed hymns enjoining sacrifice, went to the kings, and persuaded them to hold sacrifices, which the brahmins performed in return for lavish rewards. Still not content, “their craving increased still more,” and they descended into the deeper fall (306–10). They now composed hymns calling for the sacrifice of cattle and recited these to the kings, who initiated the slaughter of cattle. At this point the brahmins had completely abandoned their original heritage. The remaining verses (311–15) describe the aftermath of the deeper fall. Diseases afflicting humankind increase, marital relations become disharmonious, social conflict and disorder spreads, and the population falls into the grip of sensual craving.


Somewhat strangely, disregard for the doctrine of birth (jātivādaṃ niraṃkatvā) is included among the misfortunes that result from the slaughter of cattle. At 596, “the doctrine of birth” is identified with the view that “one is a brahmin by birth” (jātiyā brāhmaṇo hoti), a doctrine clearly rejected by the Buddha. Yet here disregard for this doctrine is lamented as a sign of deterioration, presumably because it leads to inter­marriage among people born into different castes. There seems to be here an incongruity between this line of the text and the view expressed elsewhere that caste distinctions are purely conventional.


Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: MĀ 156 (T I 678a24–679a25)


II,8 The Boat (Nāvā Sutta), verses 316–23


This sutta is named after the simile in 321, but if it is the word dhamma that draws together the preceding two suttas, it might also be the alternative title of this discourse, Dhamma Sutta, that explains its position in immediate succession to them. The sutta deals with the proper relationship between the teacher of the Dhamma and the student. The student, it says, should venerate the teacher “as the deities venerate Indra.” When the student shows respect, humility, and eagerness to learn, the teacher should generously share the Dhamma. Having learned the teaching, the pupil should then practice as instructed.


The discourse issues stern warnings to both prospective students and aspiring teachers. The student must use discretion in selecting a teacher. If one resorts to a wrong teacher, “a petty fool who has not reached the goal,” one will end in failure. The teacher too must be properly qualified. An unqualified teacher would be like a person who has stepped into a mighty river and, swept off by the torrent, is unable to cross himself, much less to help others across. But just as one who has entered a boat can carry others across, so one accomplished in the Dhamma, “learned and of unwavering character,” can guide students who are attentive and willing to learn.


II,9 What Good Behavior? (Kiṃsīla Sutta), verses 324–30


According to the commentary, the questions posed in the opening verse of this sutta were asked by Sāriputta on behalf of a friend from lay life, a wealthy young brahmin who had gone forth but could not make progress. Sāriputta brought him to the Buddha and asked the questions in the hope the Buddha would provide suitable instructions. The discourse deals with the proper conduct a monastic pupil should adopt toward teachers and it thus serves as a short guide to monastic etiquette.


II,10 Arouse Yourselves! (Uṭṭhāna Sutta), verses 331–34


This short sutta of four stanzas sounds a stirring call for diligent effort. The commentary explains that the verses were spoken in connection with an incident reported at SN 51:14. At the time a number of young bhikkhus living on the ground floor of Migāramātā’s mansion were dwelling heedlessly. The Buddha asked Mahāmoggallāna to stir up a sense of urgency in them, which he did by using his psychic powers to cause the mansion to “shake, quake, and tremble” by touching it with his toe. When the monks emerged, shocked and frightened, the Buddha spoke the verses to urge them to strive more diligently in their practice.




II,11 Rāhula (Rāhula Sutta), verses 335–42


This sutta is addressed by the Buddha to his son Rāhula, who became a novice during the Buddha’s first return visit to Kapilavatthu in the first year after his enlightenment. The Pāli Canon contains three other discourses addressed to Rāhula, but this is the only one entirely in verse. A sentence at the end of the sutta, evidently added by the compilers, states: “In such a way the Blessed One often exhorted the Venerable Rāhula with these verses.” This signifies that the verses were not recited only on a single occasion but were taught repeatedly during the period of Rāhula’s training.


The sutta begins with two introductory verses (335–36). According to the commentary, the first was addressed by the Buddha to Rāhula and the second is Rāhula’s reply. The expression “torchbearer of humankind” (ukkādhāro manussānaṃ) in the first verse raises suspicion that the verse was not actually spoken by the Buddha but by someone else. While the commentary says that the Buddha used this expression with reference to Sāriputta, the expression itself seems to better fit the Buddha, who elsewhere is compared to a man who brings a lamp into a dark room so people can see forms (see p. 1456, note 1195).


The six verses of instruction cover, with remarkable concision and elegance, the full range of monastic training, from the first steps to the final goal. Stanza 337 reminds Rāhula of the meaning of his act of renunciation, undertaken out of faith and for the purpose of making an end to suffering. Stanza 338 stresses the importance of good friendship, seclusion, and moderation in eating; 339–40ab covers other aspects of moral discipline; 340cd–341 directs Rāhula to meditate on the unattractive nature of the body, which heightens the sense of disenchantment and brings one-pointed concentration. Stanza 342a refers to the “markless state” (animitta), the concentration of insight knowledge that culminates in the breakthrough to the world-transcending path; 342b speaks of the latent tendency to conceit, a subtle defilement that persists even in a non-­returner; and 342cd states that with the elimination of conceit one will “live at peace,” as an arahant who has reached the end of suffering.




II,12 Vaṅgīsa (Vaṅgīsa Sutta), verses 343–58


Vaṅgīsa was declared by the Buddha the bhikkhu foremost in inspirational ingenuity (paṭibhāna). His field of expertise was the composition of poetry. In the Vaṅgīsasaṃyutta (SN chap. 8) he displays his skill in creating improvised verse. He also has seventy-one verses in the Theragāthā, the largest number in that collection. These include the verses of this sutta.


The prose introduction to this sutta explains how after his preceptor, Nigrodhakappa, died, Vaṅgīsa was plagued by doubt whether he had attained final nibbāna. To settle his doubt, he went to the Buddha, and as a poet, pleaded in verse for an answer. Apparently he spoke in the midst of the Sangha, for in the verses he refers to others present who are eager to hear. His verses display a high degree of poetic refinement, which sets them off from the unembellished style of most early Buddhist poetry. Vaṅgīsa addresses the Buddha with majestic epithets. He calls him the universal eye, the one of broad wisdom, the supreme eye for humans, one of perfect wisdom, and so forth. He also makes use of metaphors and similes: the Buddha is like Sakka among the devas (346d), like a wind dispelling clouds (348b); his voice is like the honking of a goose (350b); he himself is like a man afflicted by heat and the Buddha’s words are like a downpour of rain (353cd). Finally, after an elaborate appeal for clarification, the Buddha tersely declares that Nigrodhakappa had indeed “crossed over birth and death entirely” (355). This was the answer that Vaṅgīsa had longed to hear, and he welcomes it with joy (356–58).


Pāli parallel: Th 1263–79 (verses only)


II,13 Proper Wandering (Sammāparibbājanīya Sutta), verses 359–75


According to the commentary, this sutta was spoken at the Great Gathering (mahāsamaya) in response to questions posed by a mind-created buddha. The Great Gathering occurred when five hundred of the Buddha’s relatives who had gone forth as monks attained arahantship. Half were paternal relatives, half maternal relatives. They came in immediate sequence on a full-moon night to report their attainment. As the Buddha sat in their midst, surrounded by the five hundred newly enlightened arahants, countless deities from ten thousand world systems came to visit the assembly, hoping to hear a discourse.


The Buddha realized that the mode of teaching that would be most beneficial to the deities would be one given in response to questions. However, he also saw that no one present was able to ask the right questions. He therefore used his psychic power to mentally create a duplicate of himself. The duplicate asked the questions and he himself responded.


According to the commentary, on this occasion the Buddha gave six discourses in the mode of question and response; each was intended for deities of a different temperament. Five are included in the Aṭṭhakavagga (chap. IV). The Discourse on Proper Wandering, intended for those of lustful temperament, was somehow placed in the Cūḷavagga.


The theme of the discourse is revealed in the question posed in the opening verse: “How should a bhikkhu who has renounced the household life properly wander in the world?” The Buddha’s answer, the commentary says, explains the arahant’s practice up to its culmination in arahantship. The verses seem to extend over two stages of development, path and realization. The path stage is the practice of a disciple training for the final goal. This stage is suggested by the use of optative verbs, such as “should remove lust” (rāgaṃ vinayetha) in 361a, “should discard anger and meanness” (kodhaṃ kadariyaṃ jaheyya) in 362b, and “should not be elated” (na uṇṇameyya) in 366a. The stage of training is also indicated by the expression “aspiring for the state of nibbāna” (nibbānapadābhipatthayāno) in 365c. The stage of realization is reached by the arahant, described by such expressions as “utterly released from things that fetter,” “one who has no latent tendencies,” “whose influxes have been destroyed,” and “a purified conqueror who has removed the coverings.” Strikingly, the word “muni” does not occur in the exposition but only in the opening address to the Buddha.


II,14 Dhammika (Dhammika Sutta), verses 376–404


The title of this discourse again suggests that several suttas with dhamma or dhammika in their titles were drawn together into a single chapter. With twenty-nine verses, this is the second longest sutta in the chapter. The sutta is named after the lay follower Dhammika, who is highly extolled by Pj II as a non-returner of good behavior, learned in the Tipiṭaka (a clear anachronism), and possessing psychic powers. He is the head of a retinue of five hundred lay followers, which suggests he is a man of influence. However, he is not referred to elsewhere in the Nikāyas.


In his opening verse (376) he asks the Buddha about the behavior of two kinds of disciples, the renunciant and the lay follower. This is followed by a series of effusive stanzas that eulogize the Buddha, with allusions to incidents recorded elsewhere: the visits of the nāga king Erāvaṇa and the deity Vessavaṇa Kuvera, and the Buddha’s triumphs in debate over other ascetics and brahmins. The stanzas thus display literary artifice, presupposing that the listener is acquainted with the traditional lore about the Buddha.


The Buddha’s reply can be divided into two parts. The first deals with the proper conduct of a bhikkhu (385–92) and the second with the householder’s duty (393–404). The first verse in the reply is addressed not to Dhammika the inquirer but to the bhikkhus, suggesting a disjunction in the composition of the poem. The instructions given for a bhikkhu cover proper deportment, right behavior on the alms round, restraint and circumspection in speech, and proper use of the material requisites. The emphasis here is strikingly different from that of the Muni Sutta or the Sammāparibbājaniya Sutta, where the ascetic and contemplative elements are more prominent. Here the advice seems more appropriate for a monk in the initial stages of training.


The section on the householder’s duty begins with the recognition that the layperson cannot be expected to fully emulate the practice of a renunciant. The first six stanzas of advice (394–99) expound on the five precepts. The stanza on the third precept recommends complete sexual abstinence as the ideal and sex within marriage as second best. Whereas the first four precepts are accorded only one stanza, abstinence from intoxicants receives two. Stanzas 400–402 deal with observance of the uposatha, 403 with the layperson’s duty to feed the Sangha, and 404 with other householder duties such as support for parents and right livelihood. The discourse reflects a period when a sizeable lay community had constellated around the Buddha and it had become necessary for the Buddha to explain the ­specific responsibilities of monastics and laypeople both in their own domains and in their mutual relations.


III THE GREAT CHAPTER (MAHĀVAGGA)


III,1 The Going Forth (Pabbajjā Sutta), verses 405–24


The Pabbajjā Sutta and its sequel, the Padhāna Sutta, along with the introductory verses of the Nālaka Sutta, are the earliest attempts to narrate in verse major events in the Buddha’s life. Since each revolves around a particular incident, it would be an exaggeration to say that they constitute a primitive biography of the Buddha, but they certainly provided material for the construction of such a biography.


The narrative portion of the Pabbajjā Sutta, according to the commentary, was spoken by Ānanda, but the centerpiece of the sutta is the dialogue between the future Buddha and King Bimbisāra at the Pāṇḍava Hill outside Rājagaha. According to the commentary, the Buddha went to Rājagaha soon after renouncing the household life. The Jātaka Commentary (I 65,29–30) says that after he arrived at Anupiya, he first spent a week enjoying the bliss of renunciation and then left for Rājagaha, completing the 200-mile trip in one day. From this it follows that the encounter with Bimbisāra took place before the Buddha became a pupil of Āḷāra Kālāma, as told in MN 26 (at MN I 164–65).


The style of the Pabbajjā Sutta is simple and unadorned, free of embellishments and extraneous accretions. The Buddha is referred to as “Buddha” even though the sutta is set prior to his enlightenment. He is not called a bodhisatta. Several times the Buddha is referred to as “the bhikkhu” (411d, 412c, 416a) and once as a muni (414b). When asked about his origins, he does not identify himself as the son of a king, as the later legend has it, but acknowledges that the Sakyan realm was a protectorate of Kosala.


There is a parallel to the Pabbajjā Sutta in the Sanskrit Mahāvastu and another parallel in Chinese in the Four-Part Vinaya (四分律) of the Dharmaguptaka school (T XXII no. 1428). This indicates that the story of a meeting between the future Buddha and Bimbisāra was shared by different schools of Early Buddhism. The story is not recorded elsewhere in the Nikāyas, but it is told in the Jātaka Commentary (I 66), which refers to the Pabbajjā Sutta. The two men met after the Buddha began his teaching mission (at Vin I 37). On that occasion the ­Buddha taught the Dhamma to Bimbisāra and his retinue, who all attained stream-entry.


Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Mvu II 198–200; Saṅghabhedavastu (Gnoli 1:94–96); Chinese: T XXII no. 1428, 779c26–780a24


III,2 Striving (Padhāna Sutta), verses 425–49


Although the Pabbajjā Sutta ends with the Buddha saying, “I will go for the purpose of striving,” the events of the Padhāna Sutta, on the theme of striving, could not have occurred in immediate sequence. The sutta describes the Buddha’s exertion during his period of extreme ascetic practice. If we accept the testimony of the Nikāyas, particularly MN 36 (at I 240), before the Buddha took up self-mortification he mastered the formless meditative attainments under Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta. It was only after he left them that he pursued the practice of self-mortification. This means that the events narrated in the two suttas of Sn are separated by a temporal gap.


The Padhāna Sutta also differs from its predecessor in its flavor. Whereas the Pabbajjā Sutta is plain and realistic, the Padhāna Sutta introduces myth and personification in a short epic of the spiritual hero struggling against the forces of metaphysical evil, here represented by Māra. At the time the story occurs, the Buddha has not yet taken his seat beneath the bodhi tree, determined to reach perfect enlightenment that very day. He is still engaged in his ascetic practices, intent on pursuing them to their limits. Thus Māra’s dialogue with the Buddha precedes the assault he will launch when the Buddha discovers the middle way, regains his physical vigor, and makes the great determination.


The sutta is a powerful drama in which Māra adopts the guise of compassionate concern in his efforts to persuade the Buddha to give up his exertion and instead accumulate merits as a householder. The Buddha resolutely rejects this proposal and spurns the ten “armies of Māra.” These are treated metaphorically, but in the later Māra legend, the armies become actual demonic troops goaded by Māra into a relentless effort to drive the future Buddha away from his seat beneath the bodhi tree. Included among the ten armies are sensuality, discontent, and craving, which become personified as the three daughters of Māra who try unsuccessfully to seduce the Buddha (see SN 4:25, I 124–26).


A temporal gap in the Buddha’s life separates the last four stanzas of the poem, 446–49, from the previous ones. These stanzas seem to have been appended to the original sutta, which would have achieved closure if it had ended at 445. Since Māra says here that he has followed the Buddha for seven years, this would put them a year after the enlightenment. Stanza 446 may have found its way into this poem from the floating mass of oral verses describing different events in the Buddha’s life. Stanzas 447–48 are found elsewhere (at SN I 124), as is 449, which seems out of context at SN I 122. These verses may have been “borrowed” from their original sources and inserted here to demonstrate that in his battle with Māra the Buddha ultimately prevailed.


Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Mvu II 238–40; Lalitavistara 18:1–22


III,3 Well-Spoken (Subhāsita Sutta), verses 450–54


This short sutta in mixed prose and verse again gives Vaṅgīsa the opportunity to display his poetic skill, this time on well-spoken speech. In the prose passage the Buddha enumerates four constituents of well-spoken speech, which oddly include “well-spoken speech” as one factor among them. After he restates the same points in verse, Vaṅgīsa asks permission to speak, and when permission is granted, he recites verses that explain his understanding of well-spoken speech as words that cause no harm to oneself or others. He next goes a step further and declares truth to be the dhammo sanantano — the ancient principle on which both the good and the Dhamma are grounded. Since it leads to nibbāna, the supreme good, Vaṅgīsa extols the Buddha’s word as “the supreme speech.”


Pāli parallel: SN 8:5. Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Śag 20 (Sn 452 only); Chinese: SĀ 1218 (T II 332a8–332a29); SĀ2 253 (T II 462b19–462c8)




III,4 Sundarikabhāradvāja (Sundarikabhāradvāja Sutta), verses 455–86


This discourse — also known as the Pūraḷāsa Sutta, “The Sacrificial Cake” — has a part-parallel in the Saṃyutta Nikāya (SN 7:9, I 167–70). In both the interlocutor is the brahmin Sundarika­bhāradvāja. The two have the same prose introduction and share several verses (462–63, 480–81), but otherwise they go off in very different directions. This demonstrates how the compilers of the texts might have selected different sets of verses circulating among the communities of reciters and then provided them with the same prose framework, even though it is impossible that two different discourses could have been given on the same occasion and under the same circumstances. In this sutta the verse section seems confused in places, and it is even unclear whether certain lines (between 456 and 461) should be understood as prose interjections or as unmetrical verse. The commentary tries to unravel the confusion but it seems the text itself has been partly corrupted.


The sutta, like several we have so far encountered, pits the Buddha against a brahmin, this time over the question of who is worthy to receive offerings. The brahmin, spotting a robed figure sitting near the site of his Vedic ritual, is about to offer him the sacrificial cake, but when he discovers that the intended recipient is not a brahmin but an ascetic, he pulls back, about to withdraw the offering. The Buddha, however, challenges the brahmin’s assumption. He first completely dissociates himself from caste affiliations, denying (in 455) even that he is a prince; instead he defines himself as a true “man of nought”: “I am not a brahmin nor am I a prince; I am not a vessa or anything else.” He denies that the merit of an offering is determined by the recipient’s birth, insisting that the merit depends upon the recipient’s moral and spiritual qualities. Someone from a low family may be “a steadfast muni” and thus may be the one most worthy of the offering (462).


In stanzas 463–66 the Buddha describes in general terms those who deserve to receive an oblation. They are those who have renounced sensual pleasures, are devoid of lust, wander in the world without attachments, and have abandoned taking things as “mine.” Each verse ends in the refrain: “a brahmin who would sacrifice intent on merit should make a timely ­oblation to him.” But with 467 he changes pitch and launches into a hymn of self-praise extending over eleven verses, each ending in the refrain: “the Tathāgata is worthy of the sacrificial cake.” Almost all the terms used in this hymn would be applicable to any arahant and thus are still indicative of Buddhism in its early phase, before sharp distinctions were drawn that elevated the Buddha to heights above his arahant disciples.


Through the force of the Buddha’s argument the brahmin is won over and states his wish to make his offering to the Buddha. The Buddha, however, refuses the offering. We here meet the verses encountered earlier (81–82), where the Buddha rejected an offering on the ground that “food over which verses have been recited is not to be eaten by me.” It is in this context rather than the earlier one that the rejection makes sense, for the food was previously the object of the brahmanic ritual, consecrated by the recitation of brahmanic verses.


The prose passage that concludes the sutta ends in the familiar way. The brahmin abandons his reservations, goes for refuge, asks to go forth under the Buddha, and finally attains arahantship.


Pāli parallel: SN 7:9 (part only)


III,5 Māgha (Māgha Sutta), verses 487–509


The theme of this sutta is similar to the preceding one, but the questioner, a brahmin youth named Māgha, does not approach the Buddha as an antagonist but as a reverential inquirer. His question, as posed in the opening stanza, is: “Who are worthy recipients of gifts for householders in quest of merit?” The question is raised against the backdrop of the ancient Indian belief that gifts of food and other requisites create spiritual merit, wholesome kamma conducive to good fortune in future lives, with the volume of merit dependent on the virtues of the recipients.


The Buddha replies by describing those who are true fields of merit. He does not specifically refer to himself and his own disciples but describes the qualities of the ideal recipients in broad terms characteristic of all arahants. Several of the verses correspond to those of the preceding sutta and the tone throughout is identical. When Māgha asks about the best way to perform the sacrifice, the Buddha explains the threefold excellence, which the commentary explains as giving with a placid mind before, during, and after the presentation of the gift. In its original context, however, what was intended may have been the excellence of the giver, the recipients, and the gifts. It is noteworthy that Māgha asks only about the way to rebirth in the brahma world, and the Buddha responds at the level of the question, without attempting to reveal the path of insight that leads to liberation. This illustrates the Buddha’s pedagogical technique of assessing the capacities of the listeners and framing the teaching in a way that corresponds to their aptitude and inclinations.


III,6 Sabhiya (Sabhiya Sutta), verses 510–47


The Sabhiya Sutta begins with a long prose narrative about a wanderer named Sabhiya who is told by a guardian deity that he should live the spiritual life under an ascetic or brahmin who can answer certain questions for him. He approaches the six heterodox teachers, the Buddha’s rivals in the Magadha region, but not only do they fail to reply to his question, even worse “they displayed irritation, hatred, and displeasure, and they even questioned the wanderer Sabhiya himself.” This portion of the sutta is remarkably similar to the opening narrative of the Sāmaññaphala Sutta, where King Ajātasattu tells of how he asked the six teachers about the fruits of the ascetic life without receiving a satisfactory reply (DN I 52–59). Finally, Sabhiya considers visiting the ascetic Gotama to ask these questions. At first he hesitates, because Gotama is much younger than the six teachers, but he then considers: “An ascetic should not be belittled or disparaged just because he is young. For even if an ascetic is young, he might be powerful and mighty.” We can detect here echoes of the Buddha’s reply to King Pasenadi on their first meeting (SN I 69,1–7). After a long journey, Sabhiya reaches Rājagaha, meets the Buddha, and relates the purpose of his visit.


Speaking now in verse, Sabhiya requests permission to ask his questions and the Buddha invites him to speak up, assuring him: “I’ll answer you according to the Dhamma.” The dialogue that ensues is entirely in verse, with prose passages inserted only to demarcate the sections. Sabhiya’s questions all concern the meaning of various terms that must have been discussed by the ascetics of northern India. The terms describe the ideal spiritual figure of the contemplative quest, the type of person who embodies the supreme goal. The terms about which Sabhiya seeks clarification from the Buddha fall into five groups, which are divided merely as a matter of convenience and not by any difference in their subject matter: (1) bhikkhu, gentle, tamed, enlightened (buddha); (2) brahmin, ascetic, cleansed, nāga; (3) field-knower, skilled, pundit (paṇḍita), muni; (4) Veda-master, cognizant, heroic, thoroughbred; (5) scholar, noble, one of good conduct, wanderer. The word saṃnyāsin, the preferred term of later Indian monasticism, is not among them, and thus it is likely the word originated later or at least became widespread subsequent to the age of Early Buddhism. The same is true of paramahaṃsa, “supreme goose,” the word used in Hindu contemplative circles to designate the accomplished sage.


The answers to the questions involve subtle word plays and edifying etymologies that are extremely hard to translate into English in ways that correspond to the term being examined. The explanations themselves, in fact, sometimes preserve their relevance only in the Middle Indo-Aryan dialects and become tenuous when the texts are transposed into Sanskrit, or even in partly Sanskritized Pāli. Thus, as Norman has pointed out (GD 258; see too Norman 2006a, 134), the edifying derivation of brāhmaṇa from bāhetvā sabbapāpani, “one who has expelled all evil,” would have been discernible only in a dialect in which the word was pronounced bāhaṇa. With the partial Sanskritization of the Pāli texts, brāhmaṇa was adopted for bāhaṇa and the pun became opaque. But the playful derivation of samaṇa, ascetic (literally “striver”), from samitāvi, “peaceful one,” remained intact in Pāli but lost its cogency in Sanskrit, where śramaṇa could not be easily connected to śamitāvi. In some places explanatory lines seem to have migrated from the place where they properly belong, creating gaps in the explanation. There is a Sanskrit parallel to the Sabhiya verses in the Mahāvastu and another parallel in the Chinese translation of the *Abhiniṣkramaṇa Sūtra. As is inevitable in a literature originally oral, their explanations differ in places from the Pāli.


After the Buddha has answered all his question, Sabhiya extols him in verses of lyrical beauty. He then pays homage to the Buddha, and — the prose conclusion reports — he goes for refuge, receives ordination, and attains arahantship.


Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Mvu III 394–401; Chinese: T III no. 190, 833b8–835b22


III,7 Sela (Sela Sutta), verses 548–73


The Sela Sutta is another conversion story, this time centered on the erudite brahmin Sela. The sutta has an exact parallel in Majjhima Nikāya 92. The sutta opens with the encounter between the Buddha and another teacher named Keṇiya, whose status is unclear. The text describes him as a jaṭila, a type of ascetic that wore matted locks. Elsewhere the jaṭilas are depicted as celibate and as guardians of the sacred fire (perhaps votaries of the god Agni), but Keṇiya is shown as living partly like a householder, with a large hermitage where he is surrounded by family and relatives. The Buddha twice rejects his offer to provide a meal, but when asked a third time he silently consents.


This sets the dramatic background to the discourse. When Keṇiya’s teacher, the learned brahmin Sela, arrives along with his three hundred students, Keṇiya informs Sela that he has invited the Buddha for the next day’s meal. The very word “buddha” causes a wave of astonishment and exhilaration in Sela, for, he says, “even this sound ‘buddha’ is rarely encountered in the world.” Sela is described as a master of the Three Vedas and their auxiliary texts, which apparently include traditions about buddhas and their secular counterpart, the wheel-turning monarch — at least according to the sutta.


Sela then visits the Buddha to determine whether Keṇiya’s report is true. He examines the Buddha’s body for the thirty-­two marks of a great man, which he had learned about through his study of brahmanic lore. When he ascertains that the ­Buddha possesses all thirty-two marks — including one mark that could only be perceived with the help of the Buddha’s psychic power — he extols the Buddha in verse and questions him about his attainment. In verse 558 the Buddha gives the most concise definition of a buddha found in the Nikāyas: one who has known what should be known, developed what should be developed, and abandoned what should be abandoned. He asks Sela to suspend his doubts, assuring him that his teaching is “well proclaimed, directly visible, immediate.”




Having overcome their doubts, Sela and his students go forth, withdraw into seclusion, and attain arahantship. On the eighth day after their ordination, they return to the Buddha and announce their attainment, praising the Buddha in verse. Two of the stanzas are exactly the same as those in Sabhiya’s eulogy (571–72 = 545–46). Like Sabhiya, in the final stanza Sela asks the Buddha to extend his feet so that he and his pupils can worship them.


Pāli parallel: MN 92; Th 818–41 (verses only). Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: EĀ 49.6 (T II 798a25–799c16)


III,8 The Dart (Salla Sutta), verses 574–93


This sutta seems out of place in this collection, for it is a simple didactic poem lodged in the midst of long discourses composed in mixed prose and verse and apparently designed to demonstrate the Buddha’s success in converting his contemporaries among the ascetics and brahmins of the Indian spiritual scene. The poem is a homily on death whose themes have been the stuff of Buddhist sermons down the centuries. The “dart” in the title is grief over the death of loved ones. The poem reminds us that the arrival of death is unpredictable; there is no means to avoid death; none of our loved ones can protect us when death calls on us, and we are helpless to protect them; we are all like pots doomed to break or like cows heading for slaughter. The wise recognize this and do not grieve, for they understand that to grow old and die is the way of the world. When facing loss, sorrow and lamentation are useless, for they cannot bring the dead back to life, while grieving only brings harm to oneself. Thus the wise extract the dart of grief, attain peace of mind, and dwell free of sorrow.


III,9 Vāseṭṭha (Vāseṭṭha Sutta), verses 594–656


This long discourse returns to the topic of the caste system with specific reference to the question: “How is one a brahmin?” Two brahmin students take opposing views on the topic. Bhāradvāja espouses the orthodox brahmanic view that one is a brahmin by birth. Vāseṭṭha represents the opposing view, which corresponds to that of the Buddha, that one is a brahmin by reason of one’s good behavior. Unable to settle their differences, they decide to seek illumination from the Buddha. A similar background story lies behind Dīgha Nikāya 13, the Tevijja Sutta, where the same two young brahmins differ about the way to the brahma world and ask the Buddha to adjudicate in their dispute.


Resorting to verse, the Buddha offers a sustained argument in which he addresses not only the meaning of the word “brahmin” but the entire system of human biology and divisive social institutions. He demonstrates first that while generic divisions separate other types of living beings, human beings are all biologically alike: “there are no distinctive marks produced by their particular birth” (607). He then argues that social distinctions are entirely a matter of convention: “Classification among human beings is spoken of by designation” (611). This means that human beings are designated as being this or that because of their activities (612–19). Finally he comes to the marks of a brahmin, where he employs the technique that I have called terminological redefinition to propose a reconceptualization of the nature of a brahmin. A true brahmin, for the Buddha, is not one who can claim a particular genealogy and maternal origin but one who embodies holiness in human form. In the long series of verses 620–47 — found also in the Dhammapada (chap. 26) and which may have been imported into the discourse from another source — he describes the brahmin as the arahant. At 648 he returns to the idea that “name and clan” are mere designation originating by convention and at 650 confirms the position of Vāseṭṭha in his debate with his friend: “One is not a brahmin by birth, nor by birth a non-brahmin. By action one becomes a brahmin, by action a non-brahmin.” At 655 he describes the kind of action by which one becomes a brahmin. The same verse is recited by the Buddha at Th 631, affirming that Suṇīta, a former outcast, had attained arahantship and thus become a brahmin in the supreme sense.


Pleased with the Buddha’s discourse, the two brahmin students go for refuge and declare themselves lay followers, as they also do at the end of the Tevijja Sutta. At DN III 80,4–6 it is reported that the two were living among the bhikkhus and preparing for ordination.


Pāli parallel: MN 98; Sn 620–47 = Dhp 396–423




III,10 Kokālika (Kokālika Sutta), verses 657–78


The Kokālika Sutta occurs three times in the Nikāyas, in the Saṃyutta, the Aṅguttara, and here. This raises the question why it should have been included in the Suttanipāta. If we look at this anthology as serving, at least in part, a pedagogical purpose, the sutta may have been included here to illustrate the grave consequences of maligning the innocent, particularly the ariyans, the noble ones. The prose portion of the sutta relates the background. Kokālika was a monk who envied the chief disciples, Sāriputta and Moggallāna, for the esteem in which the Buddha held them. Out of spite, he tried to drive a wedge between the Buddha and the chief disciples by accusing them of having evil motives. Though the Buddha told him to stop, he continued to malign them and as a result — a “directly visible fruit” of that kamma — his body broke out in boils, which grew in size and caused his death. He was reborn in the Paduma hell, one of the hells with the longest life spans. The rest of the sutta continues in verse.


Where the other two versions end at the equivalent of 660, with a statement about the duration of life in hell for those who slander the noble ones, the present version continues with a detailed account of the torments of hell. Pj II ascribes these additional verses to Mahāmoggallāna. This more elaborate version indicates relative lateness. The descriptions correspond to those in the Devadūta Sutta (MN 130). It is possible that one influenced the other, or that both drew upon a common source. The sutta ends with two verses that Pj II says were not commented on in the Great Commentary (Mahā-aṭṭhakathā) and thus may have been added by later editors.


Pāli parallel: SN 6:10, AN 10:89. Parallels from other traditions: Chinese: SĀ 1278 (T II 351b12–352a13); SĀ2 276 (T II 470a14–470b20); EĀ 21.5 (T II 603b2–603c17)


III,11 Nālaka (Nālaka Sutta), verses 679–723


The Nālaka Sutta consists of two distinct sections joined by a unifying thread. The two sections are the introductory verses (vatthugāthā) and the body of the poem, which is about the practice for achieving the state of a muni. The introductory verses tell the story of the rishi Asita’s visit to Kapilavatthu to see the infant Buddha, whose birth into the world he learned about from the deities. This poem perhaps constitutes the earliest record in verse of the encounter of Asita with the newborn Buddha. We find here the sole occurrence in Sn of the word bodhisatta (683a), and it seems to presuppose the more ornate perspective on the Buddha’s life that we find in such suttas as MN 123 and texts of a similar genre. The incidents described in these verses have become mainstays of the familiar Buddha biography. We learn of Asita’s sojourn among the deities, his hasty departure for Kapilavatthu, his prediction of the Buddha’s destiny, his joy that an Enlightened One has been born into the world, and his grief that he himself will soon die and thus miss the opportunity to hear the liberating Dhamma.


The thread that connects the vatthugāthā with the body of the poem is the advice he gives his nephew Nālaka, mentioned at the end of the background story (695-98). He tells Nālaka that when he hears that the Buddha has begun his mission, he should seek him out and lead the spiritual life under him. At this point the background story gives way to the body of the discourse, which must be set at least thirty-five years later, after the Buddha has attained buddhahood. Now Nālaka meets the Master face to face and asks for an explanation of munihood.


On the basis of language, style, meter, content, and external evidence, Jayawickrama holds that the vatthugāthā are considerably later than the discourse to Nālaka, which he takes to be the archaic core of the sutta. He contends (PBR 1978, 17) that “the two parts of the sutta known as the Nālaka Sutta in Sn are in reality two independent poems differing in age, brought together at a subsequent date which, most probably, coincided with that of the final collation of Sn.” The vatthugāthā certainly show signs of lateness. Their language is more ornate and they abound in metaphor, simile, and poetic conceits in a way that distinguishes them from the more vigorous and plainer verse style of the older canonical poems. However, while as a literary document the vatthugāthā may be younger than the body of the poem, the connection between Asita and Nālaka could well have been historical and thus the vatthugāthā could have a factual root. Texts from other schools of Early Buddhism also testify to the relationship between Asita and a younger nephew whom he advised to visit the Buddha, and while names and details may differ between diverse accounts, the ­correspondence between them on the core issue suggests they spring from a common source. This could have been an oral narrative that told about the actual relationship between the aged sage who prophesied the newborn infant’s attainment of buddhahood and the younger nephew he advised to become his disciple. When introducing himself to the Buddha (at 699), Nālaka refers to Asita, which establishes a connection between the body of the sutta and the background story.


When Nālaka finally meets the Buddha, he does not simply ask to become a monk but frames his question as an inquiry about moneyya, the state of a muni, and the practice to attain the state of a muni. In response the Buddha explains in detail the practice prescribed for a bhikkhu intent on winning the goal in this very life. In the light of the distinction made above (pp. 45–46) between aspirant munis and accomplished munis, the course of practice described is that of an aspirant muni training to become an accomplished muni. The training is quite different from the more gradual process the Buddha generally suggests to newly ordained monks. The guidance must have been intended for a disciple of mature spiritual faculties ready to make the steep ascent toward the peak of realization.


Hence at the outset the Buddha warns Nālaka that he is about to describe a training that is “hard to practice and hard to master,” one for which “you must brace yourself and be firm” (701). The verses instruct the ascetic to maintain equanimity whether insulted or venerated, to remain on guard against the lure of attractive women, to conduct himself properly on alms round, to eat in moderation, to look impartially on what he receives, and to resort to solitary places suitable for meditation. The poem specifically recommends living in the woods and staying at the foot of a tree (708). It does not insist on vows of strict silence — the idea that moneyya (or mauna) conveys in later Indian tradition — but it does inculcate restraint in speech, for “creeks flow on noisily, but silently the great rivers flow” (720).


Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: Mvu III 386–89; Saṅghabhedavastu (Gnoli 1:52–55, vatthugāthā only)




III,12 Contemplation of Dyads (Dvayatānupassanā Sutta), verses 724–65


This is the only strictly doctrinal discourse in the whole of the Suttanipāta. Jayawickrama (PBR 1976, 161) regards it as one of the youngest suttas in the work, along with the Vijaya and Ratana Suttas. Apart from its language and content, he sees a sign of its lateness in its position at the end of the Mahāvagga, since late accretions to a chapter tend to be placed either at its beginning or its end. It is also the only sutta in Sn that unambiguously mentions the teaching of non-self under its familiar name, anattā. Elsewhere the need to free oneself from assumptions of self are expressed as injunctions to stop grasping upon things as one’s own, to put an end to mamāyita and mamatta (see pp. 65–66), without an explicit doctrinal underpinning.


The sutta takes up sixteen topics of Buddhist doctrine, each of which it bifurcates for the purpose of contemplation. The method of dividing a given topic into pairs is what accounts for the title. The text is composed in mixed prose and verse, with the alternation of prose passages and verses conforming to a fixed format. After the first section, which follows directly from the announcement of the theme, the Buddha raises the question in the prose portion whether there is another way of contemplating things arranged in dyads. He then answers positively and explains the particular dyad. This is followed by the verse portion, which treats the same topic in a more inspirational and edifying way. The verses usually occur in pairs, to match the two sides of the dyad, though in some sections more than a single verse is needed to adequately articulate how to contemplate that side of the dyad.


The first section takes up the four noble truths, which it divides according to whether they pertain to the origination of suffering or to its cessation. The first two truths are subsumed under the first portion, the second two truths under the second. The next section frames the dyad in terms of acquisitions (upadhi), a word with several nuances. Although the commentary identifies upadhi here with kamma, I think it more likely refers to either the defilements or the five aggregates. All suffering, the text states, is conditioned by acquisitions; with the cessation of acquisitions suffering does not arise.




The same pattern is employed for seven factors in the familiar twelvefold series of dependent origination. Since the verses on the last factor, clinging, speak of existence, birth, and death, altogether they comprise ten factors of the series. The only two that are missing are name-and-form and the six sense bases. Pj II offers an explanation, which is not fully convincing, and this raises the suspicion that two sections could have been lost in the process of oral transmission. Unfortunately, there is as yet no known parallel of this sutta from other traditions against which to check it.


Several more sections follow that do not directly fall under the formula of dependent origination. The first is about “instigations” (ārambha), a term Pj II defines as “energy associated with kamma,” but which I would conjecture here probably means endeavors motivated by craving. This is followed by nutriment, disturbance or agitation (injita), dependency, form and formless states, truth and falsity, and happiness and suffering. In the verses on truth and falsity (756–58), it is said that the world conceives a self in what is not-self (anattani attamāniṃ), imagining name-and-form to be true. The noble ones, in contrast, know nibbāna to be truth, of an undeceptive nature (amosa­dhammaṃ nibbānaṃ, tadariyā saccato vidū).


IV THE CHAPTER OF OCTADS (AṬṬHAKAVAGGA)


The Aṭṭhakavagga, as was stated earlier, existed as a separate collection before it became part of the Suttanipāta. It is mentioned in the texts of other schools of Early Buddhism. There is a Chinese parallel titled 義足經, “The Discourse of Verses on Meaning,” which is assumed to be a translation of a Skt title, *Arthapada Sūtra. An English translation is available (Bapat 1951), which also cites parallel verses from Sn. Another Skt form of the title, mentioned in other works, is Arthavargīya. The difference in titles between the Pāli and the Skt stems from an original ambiguity. The Skt word artha can be rendered into a Prakrit like Pāli either as attha, which means “meaning, good, benefit,” or as aṭṭha, which can mean either “meaning” or “eight.” The suffix –ka turns the simple number into a group number. The Chinese version was evidently based on an original that construed the sense as artha, “beneficial, meaningful.” The Pāli tradition took the sense as aṭṭhaka or “eights,” since four of the suttas in the chapter contain eight stanzas.57


The order of the first nine suttas is the same in both the Pāli and Chinese versions; it is only the last seven that differ slightly in position. The relationship is as follows, with the Pāli followed by the Chinese: 10 = 15; 11 = 10; 12 = 11; 13 = 12; 14 = 13; 15 = 16; 16 = 14. The two also differ in that the verses of the Chinese version are embedded in prose background stories, whereas the Pāli tradition has assigned the background stories to the commentary. This difference sheds some light on other suttas in mixed prose and verse in Sn, where the background story may originally have been an informal oral narrative that was later absorbed into the sutta.58


The chapter consists of sixteen suttas, composed entirely in verse. The number of stanzas in each sutta increases progressively from six in the first to twenty-one in the last. Several of these suttas differ only in nuance, treating the same topic from slightly different angles. Since their motifs and phrasing overlap and reverberate from one to the others, rather than summarize each individually I will discuss them collectively, drawing out their common nucleus.


The unifying theme behind these discourses is the detached stance the sage takes toward debates and doctrinal views. The following suttas articulate this theme:


IV,3 The Octad on the Hostile (Duṭṭhaṭṭhaka Sutta), verses 780–87


IV,4 The Octad on the Pure (Suddhaṭṭhaka Sutta), verses 788–95


IV,5 The Octad on the Supreme (Paramaṭṭhaka Sutta), verses 796–803


IV,8 Pasūra (Pasūra Sutta), verses 824–34


IV,9 Māgandiya (Māgandiya Sutta), verses 835–47


IV,12 The Smaller Discourse on Deployment (Cūḷa­viyūha Sutta), verses 878–94


IV,13 The Greater Discourse on Deployment (Mahā­viyūha Sutta), verses 895–914




Sutta IV,11 begins on a similar note and thus partly belongs to this group, but it unfolds in accordance with a trajectory peculiar to itself that calls for separate treatment.


The suttas in this class take a critical attitude toward the dogmatic adherence to philosophical views. Their message dovetails with the prose suttas in the main Nikāyas in which the Buddha refuses to endorse any of the speculative views circulating among the thinkers of his time. In the Cūḷamāluṅkya Sutta (MN 63), he says that such views are not connected with the fundamentals of the spiritual life. In the Aggivacchagotta Sutta (MN 72), he calls such views a thicket, a wilderness, a contortion, and a fetter. In the Vacchagottasaṃyutta (SN chap. 33) and the Avyākatasaṃyutta (SN chap. 44), he explains that such views arise because of a failure to understand the true nature of the five aggregates and the six sense bases. The Brahmajāla Sutta (DN 1) weaves a net of sixty-two speculative views, which the Buddha declares to be vain imaginings arisen from craving and ignorance. At stream-entry, the first stage of the path, the disciple eradicates the latent tendency to views, the fetter of personal-entity view, clinging to views, the knot of dogmatic adherence to views, the flood of views, and the yoke of views. Hence the critical stance on views characteristic of the Aṭṭhakavagga is in no way unique to that collection but an expression of the same attitude found in the prose suttas, but here delivered in the heightened and evocative language of verse.


The Aṭṭhakavagga depicts an era when intense debates were held among rival ascetics and brahmins, who would vie with one another in the debate arena in the hope of proving the superiority of their own doctrines and thereby winning converts. The discourses in this chapter sometimes describe how the disciple in training should act in relation to such debates; sometimes they describe the outlook of the accomplished sage, the muni or enlightened brahmin. For the disciple in training the discourses have a prescriptive force, urging one who aspires for sagehood to avoid debates over views. For the sage, such discourses are descriptive, depicting one who naturally avoids wrangling over views. Stanzas that pertain to both can be found in the same poem, and sometimes verses are ambivalent about their subject.




The Buddha’s critical perspective on debates over views can be considered from two angles, one epistemological and the other psychological. The epistemological critique stems from the fact that although “truth is one,” without a second, few recognize the unitary truth. Those who fail to understand the truth fall back on their raw perceptions in their efforts to understand the nature of reality. Since their perceptions are tainted by subjective biases, their convictions about truth reflect their predilections. Having fallen into the duality of “true” and “false” (886), the proponents of views spar over their conflicting standpoints, advancing their own views and attacking those of their opponents. This, however, inevitably draws them into an epistemological impasse. Each considers his own opinion to be true and the views of his opponents to be false; each considers the opponents to be fools, and each takes himself to be wise. However, since they are each in the same position relative to the others, it follows that their opinions would be either all true or all false, that the disputants would be either all fools or all sages (880–82; see too 903–4).


The disputants do not merely cherish elevated opinions about the validity of their views. Even more, they personally identify with their views, staking their identities and self-esteem on their convictions about the truth. It is from this personal investment in their positions that the psychological danger in views becomes manifest. The danger erupts when theorists engage in debate. The Pasūra Sutta depicts this situation with a delicate touch of humor. It sketches the stages through which a disputant passes as the debate progresses, from the self-­confidence with which he enters the arena through the turmoil he experiences as his arguments falter: “Wishing for praise, he becomes anxious. If his assertion is rejected, he feels humiliated. Upset by blame, he seeks a flaw” (826). Even success is no guarantee against a fall; for the pride that comes with victory is the ground of his distress (830a).


Beyond the personal anguish that comes from debates — the exaltation from winning, the dejection from losing — there is a more profound reason the Aṭṭhakavagga cautions against adherence to views. Views are symptomatic of a deeply rooted sense of insecurity and a compulsive need to establish a base of security to allay the anxiety. This is particularly the case regarding the content of the kind of views the Buddha was most concerned with: the self and its objective counterpart, the world. Since the self is actually a fiction, a mere mental construct, views about the self are always trailed by an inseparable shadow of agitation — anguish that the inner absence of selfhood might come to light. The agitation is kept at bay by adhering to views and indulging in craving. Because they suppress the underlying agitation, views create a dependency (877). It is for this reason that attachment to them “is not easily overcome” (785a). If one view proves inadequate, one drops it and takes up another view. As the text says: “They grab hold and let go, like a monkey grasping and letting go of a branch” (791cd).


Recognizing the danger, the muni “does not create a dependency even by knowledge” (800b). He has no dependencies, no craving for existence or nonexistence (856). Hence “the muni does not become involved in an arisen dispute” (780c). Instead of entangling themselves in views, the wise “loosen the knot of grasping, and they do not form desires for anything in the world” (794cd). “A brahmin” — a true sage — “does not take up mental constructs; he is not a pursuer of views nor a kinsman of knowledge” (911ab). Thus “he maintains equanimity while others grasp” (911d); he is “peaceful among the restless, equanimous, without grasping while others grasp” (912cd). Aloof from all such convictions, the sage “sees security everywhere” (khemaṃ passati sabbadhi, 953d).


Since one ranks oneself in relation to others on the basis of one’s views, attachment to views is closely bound up with conceit (māna), with positioning oneself in terms of the three discriminations: as superior, equal, or inferior. Those who think in this way, the text says, engage in disputes. The wise, in contrast, do not “shake among these three discriminations” (842). Since the muni does not proclaim himself superior, equal, or inferior, “he is peaceful, without miserliness, and does not take, does not reject” (954).


The basis on which views arise, according to the Aṭṭhakavagga, is said to be “the seen, heard, and sensed, good behavior and observances” (diṭṭha, suta, muta, sīlabbata). Elsewhere the first three terms are accompanied by a fourth, “the cognized” (viññāta), to represent the entire objective domain of experience: the objects of sight, hearing, the other senses, and inner reflection.59 In the Aṭṭhakavagga, where only the three terms are used, it seems “the sensed” includes the cognized.60 Sīlabbata comprises all the modes of conduct and observances that brahmins and ascetics adopted as part of their disciplines. The expression sīlabbata occurs among the ten fetters and four kinds of clinging to be eradicated along the path to liberation. The term probably includes the rites and sacrifices of the brahmins as well as the types of self-mortification pursued by ascetics.


The Buddha advocates detachment toward these objective bases of views. A bhikkhu in training “should not be attached to the seen, the heard or sensed, or to behavior and observances” (798cd). The sage “does not speak of purity by the seen and heard, by behavior and observances, by the sensed” (790ab); rather, he keeps “remote from all phenomena, from whatever is seen, heard, or sensed” (793ab) and “does not posit even a subtle notion about what is seen, heard, or sensed here” (802ab). The Aṭṭhakavagga thus teaches not only a pragmatic refusal to engage in debates about views but a radical rejection of views themselves, declaring: “One should not construct any view in the world by means of knowledge or good behavior and observances” (799ab). The wise “do not fall back on any view at all” (800d); even dhammas, the teachings, “are not embraced by them” (803b).


Such statements, taken out of context, can be misconstrued to mean that the practitioner must be ready to give up all views, including those usually identified as Buddhist. If all views are an impediment, it might be said, this must be true of Buddhist views as well, which are just a more refined type of clinging. Consistency therefore requires a suspension of conviction even about those teachings described elsewhere under the rubric of “right view”: the views about kamma and rebirth, the three characteristics, the four noble truths, and other matters outside the range of immediate empirical observation.


If such arguments were correct, the Buddha would wind up advocating a complete agnosticism regarding the possibilities of super-sensory cognition. In that case the goal of his teaching would hardly differ from that of the ataraxia of Pyrrhonic skepticism: the tranquility that can be attained by suspending all attempts to arrive at epistemic certainty. Such arguments, however, fail to properly understand the nature and function of right view in the Buddha’s path. Right view is “right” because it articulates matters seen and understood as true by the Buddha and accomplished sages. These matters are not merely of speculative interest but have a profound bearing on human well-being and happiness. As the tenth wholesome course of kamma, right view illuminates the moral lawfulness of the universe, showing how our actions eventually rebound upon us either for our benefit or our harm. As the first factor of the noble eightfold path, right view reveals the principles that must be penetrated with wisdom in order to realize the ultimate goal.


Right view differs from the kind of views repudiated in the Aṭṭhakavagga in that it is offered not as an object of intellectual consent but as a guideline to experiential insight. Right view serves a pragmatic function, disclosing truths relevant to our genuine well-being, both temporal and ultimate. The Buddha compares the Dhamma to a raft, which is for the purpose of crossing over, not for the purpose of grasping.61 Right view is a component of that raft, the compass that guides the traveler to the other shore. The raft is not to be carried around on one’s head, but it has to be used to get across. In a similar vein, the Aṭṭhakavagga subjects right view to a subtle dialectic. On the one hand, it says, purity is not to be achieved by view, learning, knowledge, and good behavior; on the other, it adds, purity cannot be achieved “without view, without learning, without knowledge, without behavior, without observances” (839). Right view and all its accessories are like carriages for arriving at the goal; they are not the goal itself (see MN I 149–50). Thus the enlightened sage, unlike the philosophical skeptic, is not committed to a perpetual aporia. What distinguishes the munis of the Aṭṭhakavagga is that, having fulfilled the function of right view, they do not grasp upon views and thus they abide in peace and equanimity.


The suttas of the Aṭṭhakavagga that lie outside this group concerned with the relinquishment of views may be summarized very briefly.




IV,1 Sensual Pleasures (Kāma Sutta), verses 766–71


This is a simple homily on the dangers in sensual pleasures, urging the disciple to avoid them “like a serpent’s head with the foot.”


IV,2 The Octad on the Cave (Guhaṭṭhaka Sutta), verses 772–79


This sutta begins almost as a sequel to its predecessor, reiterating its message that sensual pleasures are a source of suffering. At 776, the discourse drops to a deeper level, moving from attachment to sensual pleasures to a more tenacious type of craving, “craving for states of existence.” This is coupled with the habit of grasping upon things as “mine” (777), because of which people tremble like fish in a dried-up stream. To win freedom, one must stop taking things as “mine” and discard attachment even to existence. Release comes through insight into the process by which attachment is created. By fully understanding contact one is freed from greed (778b); by fully understanding perception one crosses the flood (779ab).


IV,6 Old Age (Jarā Sutta), verses 804–13


This sutta begins with a reflection on the transience of life and the inevitable separation from everyone and everything one loves. Since there are no permanent possessions, it says, one should not live the household life (805cd). In 807–8, the poem moves from material possessions to loved ones, who vanish from one’s sight at death like images seen in a dream; all that remains of them is their name. At 809, the poem turns into a eulogy of the muni, who takes the message to heart and abandons possessions. Stanza 810 uses the word “bhikkhu” in place of muni, showing that in some contexts the two are interchangeable. Stanza 811 compares the muni to a lotus leaf and stanza 812 to the lotus flower, for he remains untainted by things seen, heard, and sensed just as the lotus remains untainted by mud.


IV,7 Tissa Metteyya (Tissametteyya Sutta), verses 814–23


This is a diatribe on indulgence in sexual intercourse, spoken in response to the question of a bhikkhu named Tissa Metteyya. The teaching here, it seems, is intended for a renunciant who reverts from celibacy to the enjoyment of sexual pleasures. At 821, it turns into another acclamation of the muni, who lives alone, indifferent to sensual pleasures, and thereby crosses the flood (823).


IV,10 Before the Breakup (Purābheda Sutta), verses 848–61


The commentary explains that this sutta and the five that follow — ­the Kalahavivāda, the Cūḷaviyūha, the Mahāvyūha, the Tuvaṭaka, and the Attadaṇḍa — were taught at the Great Gathering, like the Sammāparibbājaniya Sutta (II,13). Each of these discourses, says the commentary, was intended for a different group of deities and was taught in response to questions asked by a mind-created buddha. The Purābheda Sutta was delivered for the sake of devas who had given rise to the thought: “What should be done before the dissolution of the body?” The Early Buddhist traditions are not unanimous about this account. In the origin story behind the parallel version in the Chinese Arthapada, the questions are asked by the Buddha’s father, the Sakyan Suddhodana. In any case, the discourse makes perfect sense as the response the Buddha might have given to questions asked by any inquisitive bhikkhu.


The question that inspires the discourse asks about the knowledge and conduct of the supreme person (uttamaṃ naraṃ), one who dwells at peace (upasanto). The reply offers a description of the muni, who is “a seer of seclusion in the midst of contacts” and thus free from defilements.


IV,11 Quarrels and Disputes (Kalahavivāda Sutta), verses 862–77


This sutta follows an alternating question-and-response pattern, where the questioner poses one verse and the respondent answers. The next question picks up on the response and carries the inquiry further. The sequence unfolds in a chain that proceeds from the more manifest level of effects to the more subtle level of conditions. The series thus constitutes an application of the principle of dependent origination to a process different from that described by the familiar twelvefold formula.


The sutta begins with a question about the origin of quarrels and disputes and proceeds to trace back the chain of conditions. Allowing for some oversimplification, the series from 862 to 872 might be depicted as follows: quarrels and disputes [image: Image] what is dear [image: Image] desire [image: Image] the pleasant and unpleasant [image: Image] contact [image: Image] name and form. At this point, the respondent says, “When form has vanished, contacts do not touch one,” which elicits a question about the attainment where form vanishes (873). There follows a cryptic stanza (874), probably intended as a riddle, about the attainment where form vanishes. The questioner then asks whether this is “the foremost purity of the spirit” and points to an alternative thesis about “an attainment without residue remaining.” Though this phrase is ordinarily used to describe the ultimate dimension of nibbāna, here the respondent rejects both positions as “dependencies,” probably to underscore that the two sides are taken up as views. He then states that the liberated muni does not enter disputes and does not encounter various states of existence (875–77).


IV,14 Quickly (Tuvaṭaka Sutta), verses 915–34


The questioner asks the Buddha: “How, having seen, does a bhikkhu attain nibbāna?” In response, the Buddha explains the contemplative practice of a bhikkhu, urging him to check the conceit “I am” and remove craving (916–20). From this high level the questioner reverts to a more rudimentary stage of training and asks the Buddha to speak about monastic discipline and concentration. The Buddha (starting at 922) responds with a detailed account of the bhikkhu’s training, describing his deportment, his attitude toward food and clothes, his mental cultivation, his livelihood, and his speech.


IV,15 One Who Has Taken Up the Rod (Attadaṇḍa Sutta), verses 935–54


While the commentary, in its introduction to the Purābheda Sutta (Pj II 548), says that the Attadaṇḍa Sutta was spoken to the deities at the Great Gathering, in its introduction to the Attadaṇḍa it says the discourse was taught by the Buddha to the Sakyans and the Koliyans, who were preparing to wage war over the water of the Rohini River, which both states needed to irrigate their crops. The Chinese Arthapada gives still a different origin story, relating it to the massacre of the Sakyans by Virūḍhaka, the rogue king of Kosala.


The sutta seems to be constituted by two sections that sit loosely together. The opening five stanzas are a testament of conscience expressing revulsion at the horrors of mass ­violence. According to the commentary, these verses were spoken by the Buddha with reference to the time he was a bodhisatta, when he could still experience agitation and distress. The speaker says that he was stirred by a sense of urgency (935), experienced fear (936), and was overcome by inner disorientation (937). At 940, a voice interrupts, saying “There the trainings are recited,” at which point the stanzas that follow (940–45) describe the training of a bhikkhu in familiar ways. Then at 946 the poem launches into an extended praise of the muni, which continues to the end of the discourse.


IV,16 Sāriputta (Sāriputta Sutta), verses 955–75


The commentary explains that this sutta was initiated by the chief disciple Sāriputta when the Buddha returned to the human world after spending the rains retreat among the devas. The first two verses sing praise of the Buddha, after which Sāriputta announces that he has come with a question; the commentary explains that he is asking on behalf of his pupils. From 958–62 he actually asks not one question but a multitude of questions pertaining to the training of a bhikkhu. In the remainder of the sutta (962–75) the Buddha explains the various aspects of monastic training: the fears a bhikkhu must overcome, the afflictions he must endure, his moral conduct, his cultivation of mind, how he should deport himself, and how he should investigate the Dhamma.


Parallels from other traditions: see Appendix 1


V THE CHAPTER ON THE WAY TO THE BEYOND (PĀRĀYANAVAGGA)


Like the Aṭṭhakavagga, the Pārāyanavagga once existed as an independent collection before it was incorporated into the Sutta­nipāta, and like the Aṭṭhakavagga, it is alluded to a number of times in the main Nikāyas (see pp. 29–30). The chapter is divided into three major sections: the vatthugāthā or introductory verses, the pucchās or questions (inclusive of the Buddha’s replies), and an epilogue, partly in prose and partly in verse. Some of the stanzas in the epilogue display the same style as the vatthugāthā and must have been added by the compilers; others are composed in the more archaic style of the pucchās and are probably integral to the original work. The commentary uses the word sutta to designate the sixteen sections with the questions and replies, but the canonical text merely calls each one a pucchā, “a question.”


The vatthugāthā (976–1031) purport to narrate the background story to the pucchās. The central figure of the story is a brahmin named Bāvari who had established a hermitage in the south. One day, after supervising a sacrifice, he returned to his hermitage to find that a seedy-looking brahmin had arrived. The brahmin asks Bāvari for money. When Bāvari tells him that he had distributed all his wealth at the sacrifice, the brahmin becomes angry and curses him, declaring that in seven days his head will split into seven pieces. Bāvari believes the swindler and becomes despondent. Just then a benevolent deity appears to him and tells him that the visitor was a charlatan and that the only one who knows about heads and head-splitting is the Buddha, who is living in far-off Sāvatthī. Bāvari, however, is too old and weak to travel the distance to meet the Buddha himself, so he dispatches his sixteen pupils, who, the commentary says, are each accompanied by their own retinues. Traveling north, passing through city after city, they finally catch up with the Buddha at the Pāsāṇaka Cetiya near Rājagaha. After testing the Buddha to ascertain that he is the Enlightened One, the leader of the group, Ajita, asks the question about heads and head-splitting, which the Buddha answers to their satisfaction. The Buddha then invites the sixteen students of Bāvari to ask about any matters that perplex them, at which point the vatthu­gāthā give way to the pucchās.


It is widely recognized by scholars that the vatthugāthā stem from a considerably later period than the pucchās. One piece of evidence for this is the Cūḷaniddesa, the canonical commentary on the Pārāyanavagga. Though all editions of the Cūḷaniddesa include the vatthugāthā in the full text of the Pārāyana at the beginning of the work, the expository section does not comment on the introductory verses but only on the pucchās. This suggests either that the vatthugāthā did not exist at the time the Cūḷaniddesa was composed or the author(s) of the exposition did not consider this portion canonical.62


Though the text of the Suttanipāta that has come down joins the vatthugāthā and the pucchās into an integral whole, the two are not indissolubly bound together. It is possible that the story of Bāvari originated as a legend that was later attached to the pucchās as the preamble to a well-known collection of discussions between a group of ascetics and the Buddha on “the way to the beyond.” The quaintness of the story stands in stark contrast to the simplicity and sobriety of the pucchās. Following the vatthugāthā Bāvari is not explicitly mentioned again, and the inquirers seem to come from a contemplative tradition quite different from that of a brahmin devoted to sacrificial rites. Among the inquirers, only one, Puṇṇaka, asks about sacrifice, a brahmanic concern.


Nevertheless, several of the verses in the pucchās use the word brāhmaṇa in a favorable sense. At 1059a the word is conjoined with vedagū, another brahmanic term, to describe a liberated sage. Dhotaka calls the Buddha a brahmin (1063b), and the Buddha addresses Jātukaṇṇī in the same way (1100b). In his discourse to Posāla, the Buddha speaks of the real knowledge of the brahmin attained by insight (1115f). Moreover, in the epilogue Piṅgiya, conversing with an unnamed inquirer (whom Pj II identifies as Bāvari), addresses him as brāhmaṇa three times (1140b, 1142b, 1144d). Thus, while the colorful background story may have been added to awaken interest in the poems to follow, there seems no compelling reason to reject the tradition that sixteen students of a brahmin named Bāvari came to see the Buddha to inquire about the “way to the beyond.”


Bāvari himself may have been not a ritual specialist but a contemplative brahmin of the kind described at AN III 224–25 as “one who is like Brahmā.” In that case, his pupils would have been similar, celibates dedicated to the meditative life. It is possible, too, that his pupils included both khattiyas and brahmins, like the sages of the Upanishads.63 It is conceivable that Bāvari even had a connection with Āḷāra Kālāma, the Buddha’s first meditation teacher. While the text of the Pārāyana does not give any direct indication of this, it does drop two inconclusive clues. When Upasīva asks the Buddha how he can cross the flood, the Buddha tells him to contemplate nothingness supported by “there is not” (1070ab). Again, the inquirer Posāla asks about the knowledge of one for whom form has vanished, “who sees ‘there is nothing’ internally and externally.” The Buddha replies that one knows the origin of nothingness and then sees it with insight (1113–15). It was under Āḷāra that the Buddha mastered the meditative attainment of the base of nothingness. If Bāvari knew that the Buddha was Āḷāra’s former student, as news about the Buddha and the success of his ministry spread among the ascetic circles of the time, he might have sent his own pupils, several attainers of the base of nothingness, to go meet the Buddha to find out what he had realized and to clarify their own doubts about the way to the beyond. Aware of their meditative experience, the Buddha might have drawn on this to guide them a few steps further to the final goal. While this hypothesis is purely speculative, it seems far more plausible than what the narrative story tells us, that learned brahmins would have traveled a long distance to see the Buddha just to ask about head-splitting.


The pucchās themselves inquire into profound matters relating to bondage and liberation. The unifying theme, as indicated by the chapter title, might be summed up in the question: “What is the way to the beyond?” In the verses, the expression “going to the beyond” appears less often than the cognate expression, “crossing over”: crossing the flood, crossing over birth and old age, crossing over attachment to the world (see pp. 51–52).


Each pucchā section poses its own questions. There are, however, affinities and resonances among the questions asked by the different inquirers. The questions might be concisely summarized as follows:






V,1 Ajita (1032–39): By what is the world shrouded? What is its great peril? What is the blocking and closing off of the streams (of craving)?


V,2 Tissa Metteyya (1040–42): Who is contented in the world? Who transcends the seamstress (craving)?


V,3 Puṇṇaka (1043–48): For what reason do people perform sacrifices to the deities? Who in the world has crossed over birth and old age?


V,4 Mettagū (1049–60): From where does suffering arise? How do the wise cross over the flood of birth and old age, sorrow and lamenting?


V,5 Dhotaka (1061–68): Instruct me in the state of seclusion so that I can live peaceful and unattached. How can one cross over attachment to the world?




V,6 Upasīva (1069–76): Declare to me a basis by which I might cross this flood. Does one who has gone out cease to exist or does he remain through all eternity?


V,7 Nanda (1077–83): Is a muni one who has knowledge or one following a particular way of life? Who in the world has crossed over birth and old age?


V,8 Hemaka (1084–87): Declare the destruction of craving, having understood which one can cross over attachment to the world.


V,9 Todeyya (1088–91): What is the emancipation of one in whom craving is not found?


V,10 Kappa (1092–95): Declare an island for those standing in the midst of the stream, oppressed by old age and death.


V,11 Jatukaṇṇī (1096–1100): Speak about the state of peace as it actually is.


V,12 Bhadrāvudha (1101–4): Explain matters well to the people here who desire to hear your word.


V,13 Udaya (1105–11): What is emancipation by final knowledge, the breaking up of ignorance? By what is the world fettered? What must be abandoned to attain nibbāna?


V,14 Posāla (1112–15): What is the knowledge of one for whom perception of form has vanished, who sees “there is nothing” internally and externally?


V,15 Mogharāja (1116–19): How does one look upon the world so that the King of Death does not see one?


V,16 Piṅgiya (1120–23): Declare the abandoning here of birth and old age.








The Pārāyana ends with an epilogue in mixed prose and verse. Here an inquirer (who the commentary says was Bāvari) asks the elderly Piṅgiya why, when he has met the Buddha and accepted his Dhamma, he does not constantly follow him. Piṅgiya replies, in devotional verses of great beauty, that although he is separated from the Buddha physically, he is always united with him in mind (mano hi me tena yutto).


Parallels from other traditions: Sanskrit: 1034–41 = Śag 39.1–6, 9–10; 1112–13 = Śag 39.7–8













THE SUTTANIPĀTA


Homage to the Blessed One, 
the Worthy One, 
the Perfectly Enlightened One













I The Chapter on the Serpent
Uragavagga


1 THE SERPENT (URAGA SUTTA)


[1] 1. One who removes the anger that has arisen


as one removes with herbs a snake’s spreading venom:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (1)


2. One who has entirely cut off lust


as if plucking a lotus growing in a lake:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (2)


3. One who has entirely cut off craving,


having dried up its fast-flowing stream:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (3)


4. One who has entirely swept up conceit


as a great flood does a fragile bridge of reeds:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (4)


5. One who finds no core in states of existence,


as one seeking flowers in udumbara trees finds none:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (5)


6. One who has no irritations inwardly,


having transcended such and such states of existence:




that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (6) [2]


7. One whose thoughts have been burned out,


entirely well excised internally:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (7)


8. One who has neither run too far nor run back,


who has transcended all this proliferation:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (8)


9. One who has neither run too far nor run back,


having known about the world, “All this is unreal”:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (9)


10. One who has neither run too far nor run back,


devoid of greed, [knowing] “All this is unreal”:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (10)


11. One who has neither run too far nor run back,


devoid of lust, [knowing] “All this is unreal”:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (11)


12. One who has neither run too far nor run back,


devoid of hatred, [knowing] “All this is unreal”:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (12)


13. One who has neither run too far nor run back,


devoid of delusion, [knowing] “All this is unreal”:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (13)


14. One who has no latent tendencies at all,


whose unwholesome roots have been uprooted:




that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (14)


15. One who has no states born from distress


as a condition for returning to the near shore:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (15)


16. One who has no states born from desire,


causes for bondage to existence:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (16) [3]


17. Having abandoned the five hindrances,


untroubled, crossed over perplexity, free of darts:


that bhikkhu gives up the here and the beyond


as a serpent sheds its old worn-out skin. (17)


2 DHANIYA (DHANIYA SUTTA)


18. “I’ve boiled my rice, I’ve milked the cows,”


(said the herdsman Dhaniya).64


“I dwell with my family near the bank of the Mahī.


My hut is thatched, the fire is kindled:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (1)


19. “I don’t boil with anger, I’m rid of barrenness,”


(said the Blessed One).


“I dwell one night near the bank of the Mahī,


my hut open, my fire extinguished:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (2)


20. “No gadflies or mosquitoes are found,”


(said the herdsman Dhaniya).


“The cows roam in the meadow lush with grass.


They can endure the rain when it comes:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (3)


21. “I made a raft that is well constructed,”


(said the Blessed One).




“I have crossed, gone beyond, escaped the flood.


I have no more need for a raft:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (4) [4]


22. “My wife is obedient, not wanton,”


(said the herdsman Dhaniya).


“Living together with me long, she is agreeable,


and I do not hear any evil about her:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (5)


23. “My mind is obedient, liberated,”


(said the Blessed One).


“It’s been long nurtured and well tamed;


further, no evil is found in me:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (6)


24. “I am employed by myself,”


(said the herdsman Dhaniya),


“and my children, living close by, are healthy;


I do not hear any evil about them:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (7)


25. “I am not employed by anyone,”


(said the Blessed One).


“I wander in all the world by what I’ve earned.


I have no need at all for wages:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (8)


26. “There are cows and suckling calves,”


(said the herdsman Dhaniya).


“There are cows with calf and breeding cows;


there is also a bull, chief of cattle, here:65


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (9)


27. “There are no cows or suckling calves,”


(said the Blessed One),


“no cows with calf or breeding cows. [5]


There’s not even a bull, chief of cattle, here:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (10)




28. “The stakes are planted, unshakable,”


(said the herdsman Dhaniya).


“The muñja grass halters are new and well shaped;


not even the sucklings can break them:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (11)


29. “Like a bull I have cut through the bonds,”


(said the Blessed One).


“Like an elephant I have sundered the rotten creeper.


I will never again come to the bed of the womb:


so if you wish, pour down, O sky god!” (12)


30. Filling the lowland and highland,


at once a great cloud poured down rain.


Having heard the rain falling,


Dhaniya spoke about this matter: (13)


31. “It is indeed no small gain for us,


that we have seen the Blessed One.


We approach you as a refuge, One with Vision:


be our teacher, great muni. (14)


32. “My wife and I, obedient, would lead


the spiritual life under the Fortunate One.


Gone beyond birth and death,


we would make an end of suffering.” (15) [6]


33. “One who has sons delights because of sons,”


(said Māra the Evil One).


“One with cattle delights because of cattle.


For acquisitions are a man’s delight;


without acquisitions one does not delight.” (16)


34. “One who has sons sorrows because of sons,”


(said the Blessed One).


“One with cattle likewise sorrows because of cattle.


For acquisitions are a man’s sorrow;


without acquisitions one does not sorrow.” (17)




3 THE RHINOCEROS HORN (KHAGGAVISĀṆA SUTTA)


35. Having put down the rod toward all beings,


not harming a single one among them,


one should not desire a son, how then a companion?


One should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (1)


36. For one who has formed bonds, there is affection;66


following on affection, this suffering arises.


Discerning the danger born of affection,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (2)


37. Sympathizing with friends dear to one’s heart,


with mind attached, one forsakes the good.


Seeing this peril in intimacy,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (3)


38. As widespread bamboo becomes entwined,


just so is concern for wives and sons. [7]


But like a bamboo shoot, not getting stuck,67


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (4)


39. As a deer unbound in the forest


goes off to graze wherever it wants,


so a wise person, looking out for freedom,


should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (5)


40. One is addressed in the midst of companions,


whether resting, standing, going, or traveling.


Looking out for the freedom that is not coveted,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (6)


41. There is play and delight in the midst of companions,


and affection for one’s sons is vast.


Averse to separation from those who are dear,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (7)


42. At home in the four directions, unrepelled,


contented with anything whatsoever,


enduring obstacles, fearless,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (8)




43. Even some monastics are hard to please;


so, too, householders living at home.


Being unconcerned about others’ sons,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (9)


44. Having discarded the marks of a layman


like a koviḷāra tree whose leaves are shed,68 [8]


having cut off a layman’s bonds, the hero


should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (10)


45. If one should find a judicious companion,


a fellow wanderer, of good behavior, resolute,


having overcome all obstacles, one should


live with him, satisfied and mindful.69 (11)


46. But if one does not find a judicious companion,


a fellow wanderer, of good behavior, resolute,


like a king who has abandoned a conquered realm,70


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn.71 (12)


47. Surely, we praise the excellence of companionship:


one should resort to companions one’s equal or better.


Not obtaining these, as one who eats blamelessly


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (13)


48. Having seen radiant [bracelets] of gold,


skillfully fashioned by a goldsmith,


clashing together in pairs on the arm,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (14)


49. Thus if I had a partner, I would incur


[fond] words of address or verbal friction.


Looking out for this peril in the future,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (15)


50. Sensual pleasures are colorful, sweet, delightful,


but in their diversity they agitate the mind.


Having seen danger in the strands of sensual pleasure,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (16)




51. “This is adversity, a boil, disaster,


an illness, a dart, and peril for me”:


having seen this peril in the strands of sensual pleasure,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (17) [9]


52. Cold and heat, hunger, thirst,


wind, the hot sun, gadflies, and serpents:


having patiently endured all these,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (18)


53. As an elephant that has abandoned the herd —


with massive back, lotus-like, eminent —


may live in the forest as he pleases,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (19)


54. It is impossible that one who delights in company


might attain even temporary liberation.


Having attended to the word of the Kinsman of the Sun,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (20)


55. “I have transcended the contortions of views,


reached the fixed course, obtained the path.


I have aroused knowledge, I’m not to be led by others”:


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (21)


56. Without greed, without scheming,


without thirst, not denigrating,


with stains and delusion blown away,


without wishes for anything in all the world,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (22)


57. One should avoid an evil companion,


who shows what is harmful, one settled in unrighteousness.


One should not freely associate


with one who is intent and heedless;


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (23) [10]




58. One should resort to the learned, a bearer of Dhamma,


an eminent friend gifted with ingenuity.


Having known the benefits and removed doubt,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (24)


59. Having found no satisfaction in the world


with play, delight, and sensual pleasures,


not taking any interest in them,


refraining from ornaments, a speaker of truth,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (25)


60. Having abandoned children and wife,


father and mother, wealth, grain, and relatives,


sensual pleasures according to the limit,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (26)


61. “This is a tie, the happiness here is slight,


giving little gratification; the suffering here is more,


this is a hook”: having known thus, a thoughtful person


should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (27)


62. Having sundered the fetters,


like a fish in the water that has broken a net,


like a fire not returning to what has been burnt,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (28)


63. With downcast gaze, not footloose,


with guarded faculties, with protected mind,


unpolluted, not feverish with passion,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (29)


64. Having cast off the marks of a layman


like a pāricchattaka tree that has shed its leaves,72 [11]


clothed in ochre robes, having renounced,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (30)


65. Not arousing greed for tastes, not hankering for them;


not nourishing others, walking for alms without skipping houses;




with a mind unbound to this or that family,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (31)


66. Having abandoned the five obstructions of mind,


having dispelled all mental defilements,


independent, having cut off affection and hatred,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (32)


67. Having left behind pleasure and pain


and previously [discarded] joy and dejection,


having gained purified equanimity and serenity,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (33)


68. With energy aroused to attain the supreme goal,


with unsluggish mind and robust practice,


firmly persistent, equipped with strength and power,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (34)


69. Not neglecting seclusion and jhāna,


always acting in accordance with the teachings,


having explored the danger in states of existence,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (35)


70. Yearning for craving’s destruction, heedful,


intelligent, learned, mindful,


having comprehended the Dhamma,


fixed in destiny, vigorous in striving,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (36) [12]


71. Like a lion unalarmed among sounds,


like the wind not caught in a net,


untainted like a lotus by water,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (37)


72. Like the lion, king of beasts,


who has fangs as its strength,


who lives by attacking and overpowering,


one should resort to remote lodgings;


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (38)




73. At the right time pursuing liberation by loving-kindness,


equanimity, compassion, and altruistic joy,73


not antagonized by the whole world,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (39)


74. Having abandoned lust, hatred, and delusion,


having sundered the fetters [that keep one bound],


not terrified at the extinction of life,


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (40)


75. They resort to you and serve you for a motive;


friends without motive are today very rare.


Impure people are wise about their own good:


one should live alone like a rhinoceros horn. (41)


4 KASIBHĀRADVĀJA (KASIBHĀRADVĀJA SUTTA)


Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling among the Magadhans [13] at Dakkhiṇāgiri near the brahmin village Ekanālā. Now on that occasion five hundred plows had been yoked for the brahmin Kasibhāradvāja at the time of sowing.


Then in the morning the Blessed One dressed, took his bowl and robe, and went to the place where the brahmin Kasibhāra­dvāja was working. Now on that occasion the brahmin ­Kasibhāradvāja’s food distribution was taking place. The Blessed One then approached the food distribution and stood to one side. The brahmin Kasibhāradvāja saw the Blessed One standing for alms and said to him: “I plow and sow, ascetic, and having plowed and sown, I eat. You too, ascetic, must plow and sow, and having plowed and sown, you can eat.”


“I too, brahmin, plow and sow, and having plowed and sown, I eat.”


“But we do not see Master Gotama’s yoke or plow or plowshare or goad or oxen, yet Master Gotama says this: ‘I too, brahmin, plow and sow, and having plowed and sown, I eat.’”


Then the brahmin Kasibhāradvāja addressed the Blessed One in verse:




76. “You claim to be a plowman,


but we do not see your plowing.


When asked, tell us about your plowing,


so that we can understand your plowing.” (1)


77. “Faith is the seed, austerity the rain;


wisdom is my yoke and plow.


Moral shame is the pole, mind the yoke strap,


mindfulness my plowshare and goad.74 (2) [14]


78. “Guarded in body, guarded in speech,


controlled in food and belly,


I use truth for weeding,


and gentleness is my release. (3)


79. “Energy is my beast of burden


carrying one toward security from bondage;


it goes ahead without turning back


to the place where one does not sorrow. (4)


80. “In such a way this plowing is done


which bears the deathless as its fruit.


Having plowed with this kind of plowing,


one is released from all suffering.” (5)


Then the brahmin Kasibhāradvāja had milk rice poured into a large bronze dish and presented it to the Blessed One, saying: “Let Master Gotama eat the milk rice! You are a plowman, since you plow with a plowing that bears the deathless as its fruit.”


[The Blessed One:]


81. “Food over which verses have been recited is not to be eaten by me;


this, brahmin, is not the principle of those who see.


The buddhas reject food over which verses have been recited;


there being such a principle, brahmin, this is their conduct. (6)


82.“Serve with other food and drink


the consummate one, the great rishi,




one with influxes destroyed, with regret stilled,


for he is the field for one seeking merit.” (7) [15]


“Then, Master Gotama, should I give this milk rice to someone else?”


“I do not see anyone in this world, brahmin, with its devas, Māra, and Brahmā, in this population with its ascetics and brahmins, its devas and humans, who could eat and properly digest this milk rice except the Tathāgata or a disciple of the Tathāgata. Therefore, brahmin, discard the milk rice where there is little vegetation or dispose of it in water where there are no living beings.”


Then the brahmin Kasibhāradvāja disposed of that milk rice in water where there were no living beings. When the milk rice was thrown into the water, it sizzled and hissed and gave off steam and smoke. Just as a plowshare, heated all day and then placed in water, sizzles and hisses and gives off steam and smoke, so too that milk rice, when thrown into the water, sizzled and hissed and gave off steam and smoke.


Then the brahmin Kasibhāradvāja, agitated, with hair bristling, approached the Blessed One, prostrated himself with his head at the Blessed One’s feet, and said to the Blessed One: “Excellent, Master Gotama! Excellent, Master Gotama! Master Gotama has made the Dhamma clear in many ways, as though he were turning upright what had been overturned, revealing what was hidden, showing the way to one who was lost, or holding up a lamp in the darkness so those with good eyesight can see forms. I go for refuge to Master Gotama, [16] to the Dhamma, and to the Sangha of bhikkhus. May I receive the going forth under Master Gotama, may I receive full ordination.”


Then the brahmin Kasibhāradvāja received the going forth under the Blessed One, he received full ordination. And not long after his full ordination, dwelling alone, withdrawn, heedful, ardent, and resolute, the Venerable Bhāradvāja soon realized for himself with direct knowledge, in this very life, that unsurpassed consummation of the spiritual life for the sake of which clansmen rightly go forth from the household life into homelessness, and having entered upon it, he dwelled in it. He directly knew: “Finished is birth, the spiritual life has been lived, what had to be done has been done, there is no more coming back to any state of being.” And the Venerable Bhāradvāja became one of the arahants.


5 CUNDA (CUNDA SUTTA)


83. “I ask the muni, one of abundant wisdom,”


(said Cunda the smith’s son),


“the Buddha, lord of the Dhamma, rid of craving,


supreme among bipeds, the most excellent of trainers:


how many ascetics are there in the world? Please tell me this.” (1)


84. “There are four kinds of ascetics; there is no fifth,


(Cunda,” said the Blessed One). [17]


“Being asked in person, let me explain them to you:


the conqueror of the path,75 the teacher of the path,


the one who lives on the path, and the defiler of the path.” (2)


85. “Whom do the buddhas call a conqueror of the path?”


(said Cunda the smith’s son).


“How is one without equal as a shower of the path?76


Being asked, tell me about one who lives on the path,


and explain to me the defiler of the path.” (3)


86. “One who has crossed over perplexity, free of inner darts,


delighted with nibbāna, without any greed;


the guide of this world together with its devas:


the buddhas call the impartial one a conqueror of the path. (4)


87. “One here who, having known the supreme as supreme,


explains and analyzes the Dhamma right here,


the muni who has cut off doubt, without impulse,


is the second bhikkhu,77 whom they call a teacher of the path. (5)




88. “The one on the well-taught trail of the Dhamma


who lives on the path, controlled and mindful,


resorting to blameless ways of conduct,


is the third bhikkhu, whom they call one living on the path. (6)


89. “Having taken on the dress of the disciplined,


one who is brazen, a corrupter of families, impudent,


hypocritical, uncontrolled, chaff,


living as a dissembler: he is the defiler of the path. (7)


90. “When a householder who is learned, wise,


a noble disciple, has penetrated these, [18]


since he knows, ‘They are not all like him,’78


on seeing such, he does not forsake his faith.79


For how could one equate them:


the undefiled with the defiled, the pure with the impure?” (8)


6 DOWNFALL (PARĀBHAVA SUTTA)


Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling at Sāvatthī in Jeta’s Grove, Anāthapiṇḍika’s Park. Then, when the night had advanced, a certain deity of stunning beauty, having illuminated the entire Jeta’s Grove, approached the Blessed One, paid homage to him, stood to one side, and addressed the Blessed One in verse:


91. “We ask Gotama a question


about a person in a downfall.


We have come to ask the Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (1)


92. “One who succeeds is easily known,


one who falls down is easily known.


One who loves the Dhamma is successful;


one who detests the Dhamma falls down.” (2)


93. “Thus we understand this;


that is the first case of a downfall.




Tell us the second, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (3)


94. “The bad are dear to him;


he does not treat the good as dear;


he approves of the teaching of the bad:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (4)


95. “Thus we understand this;


that is the second case of a downfall.


Tell us the third, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (5) [19]


96. “If a person is lethargic, gregarious,


and does not make an exertion,


indolent, one who displays anger:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (6)


97. “Thus we understand this;


that is the third case of a downfall.


Tell us the fourth, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (7)


98. “If one who is able does not support


his mother or his father


when they have grown old, their youth gone:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (8)


99. “Thus we understand this;


that is the fourth case of a downfall.


Tell us the fifth, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (9)


100. “If one deceives with false speech


a brahmin or an ascetic


or some other mendicant:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (10)


101. “Thus we understand this;


that is the fifth case of a downfall.




Tell us the sixth, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (11)


102. “If a person with abundant wealth,


endowed with bullion and food,


eats delicacies alone:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (12)


103. “Thus we understand this;


that is the sixth case of a downfall.


Tell us the seventh, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (13)


104. “A person proud because of social class,


proud because of wealth, proud because of clan,


looks down on his own relative:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (14)


105. “Thus we understand this;


that is the seventh case of a downfall.


Tell us the eighth, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (15)


106. “A womanizer, one fond of liquor,


addicted to gambling,


dissipates whatever he has gained:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (16) [20]


107. “Thus we understand this;


that is the eighth case of a downfall.


Tell us the ninth, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (17)


108. “One not content with his own wives


is seen80 among prostitutes,


seen among the wives of others:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (18)


109. “Thus we understand this;


that is the ninth case of a downfall.




Tell us the tenth, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (19)


110. “When a man past his youth


marries a girl with timbaru breasts,81


he does not sleep from jealousy over her:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (20)


111. “Thus we understand this;


that is the tenth case of a downfall.


Tell us the eleventh, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (21)


112. “If one places in authority


a debauched woman, a spendthrift,


or a man of similar nature:


that is a cause of a downfall.” (22)


113. “Thus we understand this;


that is the eleventh case of a downfall.


Tell us the twelfth, Blessed One:


What is the cause of a downfall?” (23)


114. “If one of little wealth and strong craving


is born into a khattiya family,


he aspires to rulership here:82


that is a cause of a downfall. (24)


115. “Having examined these cases


of downfall in the world, a wise person,


noble, endowed with vision,


passes on to an auspicious world.” (25) [21]


7 THE OUTCAST (VASALA SUTTA)83


Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling at Sāvatthī in Jeta’s Grove, Anāthapiṇḍika’s Park. Then in the morning the Blessed One dressed, took his bowl and robe, and entered Sāvatthī for alms. Now on that occasion, at the residence of the brahmin Aggikabhāradvāja, a fire had been kindled and an oblation had been prepared. Then the Blessed One, while walking for alms without skipping any houses, approached the residence of the brahmin Aggika­bhāra­dvāja. The brahmin Aggikabhāradvāja saw the Blessed One coming in the distance and said to him: “Stop right there, you shaveling! Right there, you low ascetic! Right there, you outcast!” When this was said, the Blessed One said to the brahmin Aggika­bhāra­dvāja: “But do you know, brahmin, what an outcast is or the qualities that make one an outcast?”


“I do not know, Master Gotama, what an outcast is or the qualities that make one an outcast. Please teach me the Dhamma in such a way that I might come to know what an outcast is and the qualities that make one an outcast.”


“In that case, brahmin, listen and attend closely. I will speak.”


“Yes, sir,” the brahmin Aggikabhāradvāja replied. The Blessed One said this:


116. “A man who is angry and hostile,


an evil denigrator,


deficient in view, a hypocrite:


you should know him as an outcast. (1)


117. “One here who injures a living being84


whether once-born or twice-born,


who has no kindness toward living beings:


you should know him as an outcast. (2) [22]


118. “One who strikes or attacks


villages and towns,


notorious as an oppressor:


you should know him as an outcast. (3)


119. “Whether in the village or in the forest,


one who takes what has not been given,


stealing the belongings of others:


you should know him as an outcast. (4)


120. “One who, having taken out a loan,


flees when pressed [to pay it back],


saying, “I am not indebted to you”:


you should know him as an outcast. (5)




121. “One who, from desire for some item,


strikes a person traveling along a road


and takes away the item:


you should know him as an outcast. (6)


122. “A person who for his own sake,


for the sake of others, and for the sake of wealth,


speaks falsely when questioned as a witness:


you should know him as an outcast. (7)


123. “One who is seen transgressing


with the wives of his relatives or friends,


whether by force or through endearment:


you should know him as an outcast. (8)


124. “If one who is able does not support


his mother or his father


when they have grown old, their youth gone:


you should know him as an outcast.85 (9)


125. “One who strikes or verbally abuses


his mother or father,


his brother, sister, or mother-in-law:


you should know him as an outcast. (10)


126. “One who, when asked about the good,


instructs others in what is harmful,


who gives advice in an obscure way:


you should know him as an outcast. (11)


127. “One who, having done a bad deed,


wishes: ‘May they not find out about me,’


a person of concealed action:


you should know him as an outcast. (12)


128. “One who, when visiting another’s family,


enjoys there a meal of fine food,


but does not return the favor to his host:


you should know him as an outcast. (13)




129. “If one deceives with false speech


a brahmin or an ascetic


or some other mendicant:


you should know him as an outcast.86 (14) [23]


130. “If, at the meal time, one verbally abuses


a brahmin or an ascetic that has arrived87


and does not give him [any food]:


you should know him as an outcast. (15)


131. “One here who speaks what is untrue,88


enveloped by delusion,


seeking to obtain something for himself:


you should know him as an outcast. (16)


132. “One who extols himself


and despises others,


inferior because of his own conceit:


you should know him as an outcast. (17)


133. “One who provokes anger, stingy,


of evil desires, miserly, deceitful,


without moral shame or moral dread:


you should know him as an outcast. (18)


134. “One who reviles the Buddha


or who reviles his disciple,


whether a wanderer or a householder:


you should know him as an outcast. (19)


135. “One not actually an arahant


who claims to be an arahant,


a thief in this world along with Brahmā:


this indeed is the lowest outcast.


I have explained to you


these outcasts that are spoken of. (20)


136. “One is not an outcast by birth,


nor by birth is one a brahmin.




By action one becomes an outcast,


by action one becomes a brahmin. (21)


137. “Understand that in this way, too,


according to this example of mine,


the caṇḍāla son, Sopāka,


famed [under the name] Mātaṅga. (22) [24]


138. “Mātaṅga attained supreme fame,


which is so very hard to obtain;


many khattiyas and brahmins came


to perform service for him. (23)


139. “He ascended the deva road,


the dustless great path;


having expunged sensual lust,


he passed on to the brahma world.


His social class did not prevent him


from rebirth in the brahma world. (24)


140. “Those born into a family of reciters —


brahmins who specialize in the sacred hymns89 —


are often seen involved


in actions that are bad. (25)


141. “They are reprehensible in this present life


and have a bad destination in a future life;


their social class does not prevent them


from a bad destination or reproach. (26)


142. “One is not an outcast by birth,


nor by birth is one a brahmin.


By action one becomes an outcast,


by action one becomes a brahmin.” (27)


When this was said, the brahmin Aggikabhāradvāja said this to the Blessed One: “Excellent, Master Gotama! Excellent, Master Gotama! Master Gotama has made the Dhamma clear in many ways, as though he were turning upright what had been overthrown, revealing what was hidden, showing the way to one who was lost, or holding up a lamp in the darkness so those with good eyesight can see forms. [25] I go for refuge to Master Gotama, to the Dhamma, and to the Sangha of bhikkhus. Let Master Gotama consider me a lay follower who from today has gone for refuge for life.”


8 LOVING-KINDNESS (METTA SUTTA)


143. This is what should be done by one skilled in the good,


having made the breakthrough to that peaceful state:


he should be able, upright, and very upright,


amenable to advice and gentle, without arrogance. (1)


144. [He should be] content and easily supported,


of few duties and a frugal way of living;


of peaceful faculties and judicious,


courteous, without greed when among families. (2)


145. He should not do anything, however slight,


because of which other wise people might criticize him.


May all beings be happy and secure;


may they be inwardly happy! (3)


146. Whatever living beings there are


whether frail or firm, without omission,


those that are long or those that are large,


middling, short, fine, or gross; (4) [26]


147. whether they are seen or unseen,


whether they dwell far or near,


whether they have come to be or will come to be,


may all beings be inwardly happy! (5)


148. No one should deceive another,


nor despise anyone anywhere.


Because of anger and thoughts of aversion


no one should wish suffering for another. (6)




149. Just as a mother would protect her son,


her only son, with her own life,


so one should develop toward all beings


a state of mind without boundaries. (7)


150. And toward the whole world


one should develop loving-kindness,


a state of mind without boundaries —


above, below, and across —


unconfined, without enmity, without adversaries. (8)


151. Whether standing, walking, sitting,


or lying down, as long as one is not drowsy,


one should resolve on this mindfulness:


they call this a divine dwelling here. (9)


152. Not taking up any views,


possessing good behavior, endowed with vision,


having removed greed for sensual pleasures,


one never again comes back to the bed of a womb. (10) [27]


9 HEMAVATA (HEMAVATA SUTTA)


153. “Today is the fifteenth, the uposatha,”


(said the yakkha Sātāgira);


“a celestial night has arrived.


Come, let us see Gotama,


the teacher of perfect name.” (1)


154. “Is the mind of the impartial one,”


(said the yakkha Hemavata),


“well disposed toward all beings?


Has he mastered his intentions


toward the desirable and undesirable?” (2)


155. “The mind of the impartial one,”


(said the yakkha Sātāgira),


“is well disposed toward all beings.


He has mastered his intentions


toward the desirable and undesirable.” (3)




156. “Does he avoid taking what has not been given?”


(said the yakkha Hemavata).


“Is he self-controlled in regard to living beings?


Does he keep far from heedlessness?


Is he not devoid of jhāna?” (4)


157. “He does not take what has not been given,”


(said the yakkha Sātāgira),


“and is self-controlled in regard to living beings.


He also keeps far from heedlessness.


The Buddha is not devoid of jhāna.” (5)


158. “Does he avoid speaking falsely?”


(said the yakkha Hemavata). [28]


“Is his way of speaking not rough?


Does he not say anything destructive?


Does he not speak idle chatter?” (6)


159. “He does not speak falsely,”


(said the yakkha Sātāgira),


“and his way of speaking is not rough.


He does not say what is destructive.


With reflection, he speaks what is meaningful.” (7)


160. “Does he have no lust for sensual pleasures?”


(said the yakkha Hemavata).


“Is his mind unsullied?


Has he overcome delusion?


Does he have the vision of phenomena?” (8)


161. “He has no lust for sensual pleasures,”


(said the yakkha Sātāgira),


“and his mind is unsullied.


He has overcome all delusion;


the Buddha has the vision of phenomena.” (9)


162. “Is he endowed with clear knowledge?”


(said the yakkha Hemavata).


“Is he also pure in conduct?


Have the influxes been destroyed by him?


Is there for him no renewed existence?” (10) [29]




163. “He is endowed with clear knowledge,”


(said the yakkha Sātāgira).


“He is also pure in conduct.


All the influxes have been destroyed by him;


for him there is no renewed existence.” (11)


[Hemavata:]


163A.90 “The muni’s mind is accomplished


with respect to action and way of speech.


In accordance with the Dhamma you praise him,


one accomplished in clear knowledge and conduct.”91 (11A)


[Sātāgira:]


163B. “The muni’s mind is accomplished


with respect to action and way of speech.


In accordance with the Dhamma you rejoice over


one accomplished in clear knowledge and conduct. (11B)


164. “The muni’s mind is accomplished


with respect to action and way of speech.


Come, let’s go see Gotama,	


one accomplished in clear knowledge and conduct.” (12)


[Hemavata:]


165. “Come, let’s go see Gotama,


the muni meditating in the woods,


with antelope calves, slender, a hero,92


eating little, greedless. (13)


166. “Having approached the nāga,


who is like a lion, wandering alone,


indifferent to sensual pleasures,


let’s ask about release from the snare of death.” (14)




[Sātāgira and Hemavata:]


167. “Let us ask Gotama,


the expounder, the instructor,


one gone beyond all phenomena,


the Buddha who has overcome enmity and peril!” (15)


168. “In what has the world arisen?”


(said the yakkha Hemavata).


“In what does it form intimacy?


Having clung to what is the world


afflicted in regard to what?” (16) [30]


169. “In six the world has arisen,


(Hemavata,” said the Blessed One).


“In six it forms intimacy;


having clung to six, the world


is afflicted in regard to six.” (17)


170. “What is that clinging


in which the world is afflicted?


When asked about the outlet, tell:


how is one released from suffering?” (18)


171. “Five strands of sensual pleasure


with mind as sixth are declared in the world:


having expunged desire for these,


one is thereby released from suffering. (19)


172. “This outlet from the world


has been expounded to you just as it is.


This is what I declare to you:


one is thereby released from suffering.” (20)


173. “Who here crosses the flood?


Who here crosses the sea?


Who does not sink in the deep,


which is without foothold, without support?” (21)




174. “One always accomplished in good behavior,


endowed with wisdom, well concentrated,


inwardly reflective, mindful,


crosses the flood so hard to cross. (22)


175. “One who has abstained from sensual perception,


who has overcome all fetters,


who has utterly destroyed delight and existence —


he does not sink in the deep.” (23)


176. “Behold him of deep wisdom,


the one who sees the subtle meaning,


owning nothing, unattached


to sensual pleasures and existence.


Behold him, everywhere released,


the great rishi treading the divine path. (24)


177. “Behold him of perfect name,


the one who sees the subtle meaning,


the giver of wisdom, unattached


to the lair of sensual pleasures, [31]


all-knowing, very wise,


the great rishi treading the noble path. (25)


178. “Today indeed we have had a good sight,


a good morning, a good arising,


since we have seen the Enlightened One,


one without influxes who has crossed the flood. (26)


179. “These thousand yakkhas


possessing psychic potency and fame


all go to you for refuge:


you are our unsurpassed teacher. (27)


180. “We will wander from village to village,


from mountain to mountain,


paying homage to the Enlightened One


and to the excellence of the Dhamma.” (28)




10 ĀḶAVAKA (ĀḶAVAKA SUTTA)


Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling at Āḷavī, in the abode of the yakkha Āḷavaka. Then the yakkha Āḷavaka approached the Blessed One and said to him: “Get out, ascetic!”


“All right, friend,” the Blessed One said, and he went out. “Come in, ascetic.” – “All right, friend,” the Blessed One said, and he went in. A second time . . . A third time the yakkha Āḷavaka said to the Blessed One: “Get out, ascetic!” – “All right, friend,” the Blessed One said, and he went out. “Come in, ascetic.” – “All right, friend,” the Blessed One said, and he went in.


A fourth time the yakkha Āḷavaka said to the Blessed One: “Get out, ascetic.”


“I won’t [32] go out, friend. Do whatever you must do.”


“I’ll ask you a question, ascetic. If you won’t answer me, I’ll drive you insane or split your heart or grab you by the feet and hurl you across the Ganges.”


“I do not see anyone in this world, friend, with its devas, Māra, and Brahmā, in this population with its ascetics and brahmins, its devas and humans, who could drive me insane or split my heart or grab me by the feet and hurl me across the Ganges. But ask whatever you want, friend.” The yakkha ­Āḷavaka then addressed the Blessed One in verse:


181. “What here is a person’s best treasure?


What well practiced brings happiness?


What is really the sweetest of tastes?


How lives the one whose life they say is best?” (1)


[The Blessed One:]


182. “Faith is here a person’s best treasure;


the Dhamma well practiced brings happiness;


truth is really the sweetest of tastes;


living by wisdom, they say, one’s life is best.” (2)




[Āḷavaka:]


183. “How does one cross the flood?


How does one cross the sea?


How does one overcome suffering?


How is one fully purified?” (3) [33]


[The Blessed One:]


184. “By faith one crosses the flood,


by heedfulness one crosses the sea.


By energy one overcomes suffering;


by wisdom one is fully purified.” (4)


[Āḷavaka:]


185. “How does one gain wisdom?


How does one find wealth?


How does one achieve acclaim?


How does one bind friends?


When passing from this world to the next,


how does one not sorrow?” (5)


[The Blessed One:]


186. “Placing faith in the Dhamma of the arahants


for the attainment of nibbāna,


one gains wisdom from a desire to learn


if one is heedful and astute. (6)


187. “Doing what is proper, dutiful,


one with initiative finds wealth.


By truthfulness one wins acclaim;


by giving, one binds friends.93 (7)


188. “The faithful seeker of the household life


who possesses these four qualities —


truth, dhamma, steadfastness, generosity —


does not sorrow when he passes on. (8)




189. “Come now, ask the others as well,


the many ascetics and brahmins,


whether there exists here anything better


than truth, self-control, generosity, and patience.” (9)


[Āḷavaka:]


190.“Why now should I ask


the many ascetics and brahmins?


Today I have understood


the good pertaining to future lives. (10)


191.“Indeed, it was for my sake


that the Buddha came to stay at Āḷavī.


Today I have understood


where what is given bears great fruit. (11)


192.“Now I will travel about


from village to village, from city to city,


paying homage to the Enlightened One


and to the excellence of the Dhamma.” (12) [34]


11 VICTORY (VIJAYA SUTTA)94


193. When one is walking or standing,


sitting or lying down,


when one bends and stretches —


this is the motion of the body. (1)


194. Bound together by bones and sinews,


plastered with skin and flesh,


covered by the epidermis,


the body is not seen as it really is — (2)


195. as filled with intestines,


filled with the stomach,


with the liver and bladder,


the heart, lungs, kidneys, and spleen; (3)




196. with snot and saliva,


with sweat and fat,


with blood and oil of the joints,


with bile and grease. (4)


197. Further, from its nine openings


impurity flows constantly:


muck from the eyes,


wax from the ears, (5)


198. snot from the nostrils;


and from the mouth one sometimes


vomits bile and vomits phlegm;


sweat and dirt flow from the body. (6)


199. Then its hollow head


is filled with the brain.


Led on by ignorance, the fool


conceives it as beautiful. (7)


200. And when it is lying dead,


bloated and discolored,


cast off in a charnel ground,


the relatives are unconcerned with it. (8)


201. Dogs then devour it,


as do jackals, wolves, and worms;


crows and vultures devour it,


and whatever other beings there are. (9) [35]


202. Having heard the Word of the Buddha,


a bhikkhu possessing wisdom here


fully understands it,


because he sees it as it really is: (10)


203. “As this, so that;


as that, so this”:


internally and externally


one should expunge desire for the body. (11)




204. That bhikkhu possessing wisdom here


who has expunged desire and lust


has attained the deathless, peace,


the imperishable state of nibbāna. (12)


205. This two-footed body,


impure and foul-smelling, is cherished,


though filled with various kinds of filth


and oozing here and there. (13)


206. One who, because of such a body,


would think to exalt himself


or who would disparage others —


what is this due to but lack of vision? (14)


12 THE MUNI (MUNI SUTTA)


207. From intimacy peril has arisen;


from an abode there arises dust.


Without an abode, without intimacy:


this truly is the muni’s vision. (1)


208. One who, having cut off what has arisen,


would not foster what is arising or nurture it —


they call him a muni living alone:


that great rishi saw the state of peace. (2) [36]


209. Having comprehended the grounds, having crushed the seed,


he would not nurture it with moisture.


Truly, that muni, a seer of the final end of birth,


having abandoned thought, cannot be designated. (3)


210. Having known all residences,


not desiring any one of them, he who is


truly a muni, devoid of greed, greedless,


does not endeavor, for he has gone beyond. (4)


211. One who has overcome all, all-knowing, very wise,


untainted among all things,




who has cast off all, liberated in the destruction of craving:


he is one the wise know as a muni. (5)


212. One with the power of wisdom,


equipped with good behavior and observances,


concentrated, delighting in jhāna, mindful,


freed from ties, not barren, without influxes:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (6)


213. Living alone, a muni, heedful,


not swayed by blame and praise —


like a lion not alarmed among sounds,


like the wind not caught in a net,


like a lotus not tainted by water,


a leader of others, not by others led:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (7) [37]


214. One who remains steadfast like a pillar at a ford


when others speak provocative words about some matter;


who is devoid of lust, with well-concentrated faculties:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (8)


215. One who is inwardly firm, straight as a shuttle,


disgusted with actions that are evil,


who investigates the uneven and the even:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (9)


216. One self-controlled does nothing evil;


when young and middle-aged, the muni is restrained.


Irreproachable, he does not scold anyone:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (10)


217. Whether from the top, the middle, or the remainder,


whatever food an alms-collector may receive,


he does not think to praise it or disparage it:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (11)


218. The muni who lives abstinent from sexual union,


who even in youth is not bound anywhere,




abstinent from vanity and heedlessness, fully released:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (12)


219. Having known the world, a seer of the supreme goal,


an impartial one who has crossed the flood and ocean, [38]


whose knots are cut, unattached, without influxes:


he, too, is one the wise know as a muni. (13)


220. The two are dissimilar, their dwelling and conduct far apart:


the layman supporting a wife and the ascetic owning nothing.


The layman is unrestrained in harming other beings,


while the muni, ever restrained, protects living beings. (14)


221. Just as the blue-necked peacock, flying in the sky,


never approaches the speed of a goose,


so the layman is no match for the bhikkhu,


a muni meditating secluded in the woods. (15)






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Lhis
Suttanipata

An Ancient Collection of the
Buddha’s Discourses
Together with Its Commentaries

Paramatthajotika I
and excerpts from the Niddesa

#
Translated from the Pali

L
Bhikkhu Bodhi











OEBPS/images/arrow.jpg





OEBPS/images/img02.jpg





OEBPS/images/img01.jpg





