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A BEAUTIFULLY CRAFTED GUIDE TO ONE OF THE BUDDHA’S MOST FAMOUS TEACHINGS


SELF-TRANSFORMATION IS AN ESSENTIAL ELEMENT IN ALL FORMS OF BUDDHIST MEDITATION — from ›n›p›nasati to zazen. Using one of the earliest Buddhist suttas, Ayya Khema leads you through progressively higher levels of realization of the true nature of the “self.” Her thoughtful contemplation of the Buddha’s teachings and her practical advice for achieving insight offers profound understanding of the “self.” By interpreting the Buddha’s discourse with clear, insightful examples from her years of teaching meditation, she guides you along the path of perhaps the most effective meditative practice for personal transformation. Along the way you will learn about the language, customs, and culture of the era in which the Buddha taught and be surprised at how pertinent this ancient teaching is for you today.


“Who Is My Self? gives us the recipe and the motivation to practice what is accessible to all, yet accomplished by few.”
 — Inquiring Mind


“Abounds with down-to-earth wisdom and contemporary relevance. A wonderful, practical introduction to the practice of Buddhist meditation.”
 — Booknews


“Ayya Khema expertly translates the Buddha’s powerful words into terms which the lay Buddhist, and even the non-Buddhist, can understand.”
 — NAPRA Review


Born in Berlin in 1923 to Jewish parents, AYYA KHEMA was educated in Scotland and China and later emigrated to the United States. She was ordained as a nun in Sri Lanka in 1979 and established several Buddhist centers, including Wat Buddha Dhamma in Australia, Parapuddua Nun’s Island in Sri Lanka, and Buddha-Haus in Germany. She is the author of twenty-five books including the bestselling Being Nobody, Going Nowhere. She passed away in 1997.












Preface


It seems we have come to a time in the history of humankind when more and more people are searching for life’s meaning. In the past, family life, religion, political affiliations, and/or specific occupations were thought to be sufficient to satisfy human yearning for fulfillment. Although this longing is mostly unacknowledged and seldom verbalized, it exists in the heart of every person.


Today many of the former preoccupations, while still being used, no longer provide a firm basis for a meaningful life. However, if we think that twentieth-century humanity is unique in this search for meaning, we will soon know otherwise when we read the Buddha’s discourse on the following pages.


Here a wanderer named Po˛˛hap›da asks the Buddha innumerable questions about Self and Consciousness, and the Buddha patiently and painstakingly answers him with exact guidelines for establishing himself on the spiritual path and reaching final perfection. This took place two thousand five hundred years ago, but is just as pertinent for us today as it was then.


We will also find that friends and companions of Po˛˛hap›da are not in agreement with this new way of thinking and try to persuade him to relinquish his interest in the Buddha’s teaching. This too is not unknown in our day and age.


I hope that, with the explanations and interpretations given, the Discourse will come to life for the reader and will help to show the direction in which life’s meaning can be found — namely, in our spiritual evolution. Anyone who finds inner peace, happiness, and fulfillment contributes to the peace and happiness of the world.


This book contains the taped talks given during a three-week meditation course held at the “Land of Medicine Buddha” in Soquel, California, during May and June 1994.


Due to the kindness, generosity, and commitment of Gail Gokey and Alicia Yerburgh, we now have the text before us that can serve as a support for practice.


I am personally deeply grateful to Gail and Alicia for this work done with love, and to Toni Stevens, who organized and managed the retreat with great skill. My gratitude also goes to Traudel Reiss, whose computer expertise made all corrections possible.


Wisdom Publications, under the able guidance of Tim McNeill, provides a wonderful outlet for the Buddha’s teaching, and I am happy to be numbered among their authors.


If those who read this book gain more faith in the Buddha’s teaching, more love for the practice, or more insight into absolute truth, all of us who worked on this book will feel immensely gratified, as well as encouraged to give our time and love again in a similar way.


May this book be a companion in the search for humanity’s highest potential, which all of us carry within as the seed of enlightenment.


May the Dhamma live in many hearts.


Ayya Khema


Buddha-Haus, Germany
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The Beginning: Morality


In the Therav›dan tradition, we use the Pali Canon as our foundation for the words of the Buddha. Pali was the language spoken by the Buddha and is a derivative of Sanskrit. The difference between the two is similar to the difference between Latin and Italian. Sanskrit was spoken by learned scholars, and Pali, or a dialect akin to it, was spoken by ordinary folk. This teaching is grounded in a tradition that is two thousand five hundred years old.


The Pali Canon is also called the Tipi˛aka. Ti means “three” and pi˛aka means “basket.” The Three Baskets are the Vinaya, the rules and discipline for monks and nuns; the Suttas, the Buddha’s discourses; and the Abhidhamma, the higher philosophy of the teaching. The reason for the name is that the Tipi˛aka was first written down on dried banana palm, or “ola” leaves. When dried, they become brittle but are still reasonably solid. Using a stylo, which resembles a screwdriver with a very fine point, the letters of the text were scratched into the ola leaves. Then the juice of a particular kind of berry was rubbed over the leaf and the excess removed; the dark indentation of the letters remained. This same process is still used in Sri Lanka to this day, where a certain monastery always keeps a set of the entire Tipi˛aka, handwritten on ola leaves. The monks repeatedly copy the texts from old leaves onto new ones, as the old ones decay. The leaves are held together with a heavy wood binding at top and bottom, and the parts are laced together. Should there be a donor, the wooden top-piece is often decorated with gold or silver in honor of the Buddha’s words. These are not books as we know them and cannot be carried in one’s hand or under the arm. Originally they were put into three baskets which were then carried around. This is how the Pali Canon was named the Tipi˛aka, or Three Baskets.


Throughout this book we shall be using an excellent English translation of the Long Discourses of the Buddha, the Digha Nik›ya.1 Nik›ya means “collection” and digha means “long.” Many years after his death, the Buddha’s discourses were divided into five collections: the Majjhima Nik›ya, Medium-Length Sayings; the Digha Nik›ya, the Long Collection; the Anguttara Nik›ya, a numerical assembly; the Samyutta Nik›ya, a thematic collection; and the Khuddaka Nik›ya, which contains everything that did not fit into the first four. These divisions were established simply as an aid to memory.


One reason why the Digha Nik›ya is particularly interesting is that it contains suttas that give us the complete way of practice. We must remember that the Buddha taught on two levels: that of relative truth and that of absolute truth. When we first come into contact with the teachings, we have no idea what absolute truth is, and when we encounter some part of it, our minds boggle at it. Whatever questions we may ask will not be pertinent because we ask them on the level of relative truth and might have to be answered on the level of absolute truth. For example, we may have heard a Zen koan and thought, “What could that possibly mean? It’s nonsense.” But a koan can only be grasped from the standpoint of absolute truth. With that in mind, the meaning is always the same — that there is nothing and nobody there. We can also compare the two levels to the way we speak of familiar objects, such as a table or chair, and the way a physicist might describe them. To us these are pieces of furniture we can use. To the physicist they do not exist as such because the physicist knows they are only particles of matter and energy. Yet that same physicist will go home after work and sit down in a chair and use a table. When the Buddha teaches that there is nothing and nobody there, he is speaking on the level of absolute truth. On that level, our everyday world is an optical and mental illusion. That is the absolute truth. But the Buddha also taught on the relative level. He used words and concepts such as I, me, mine, you. He talked about all the things that concern us, such as karma, the purification of mind and emotions, and mind and body as we know them. We always need to remember that these two very different levels never operate together.


As we go through this particular discourse, we will find how to draw nearer to absolute truth. This is of great importance, for the Buddha promises that once we have realized absolute truth in ourselves, we will be permanently free from dukkha (suffering). The methods and guidelines that the Buddha gives us enable us to go step by step toward an immense and extraordinary realization, which was his own enlightenment experience. Today’s science supports this experience, but it is better put the other way around — the words of the Buddha support today’s science. Most of our scientists are not enlightened beings, although they know the truth that the universe consists of nothing but particles that come together and fall apart. Yet they have not realized that the one who knows, is exactly the same. If they had included themselves in their observations, these scientists would have been enlightened long ago and very probably teaching enlightenment rather than physics! We may have read or heard of all these things, we may be greatly interested in them, but without knowing how to proceed, this will be of little use to us. The great boon of the Buddha’s teaching is that he gives us practical, step-by-step advice on how to follow the path.


The sutta I have chosen is known as the Po˛˛hap›da Sutta. Many of the suttas are named after the person to whom the Buddha was speaking and whose questions he was answering. This sutta is subtitled “States of Consciousness.”


Most suttas start with the phrase “Thus have I heard,” in Pali, evam me suttam, and the reason for this is that they were recited. At the Great Council of Arahants three months after the death of the Buddha, the recitation of each sutta contained information on where it had been taught, who was present, and a description of the prevailing situation. All this was included, so that the listening monks would be reminded of the occasion and would be able to agree or disagree with that particular oral transmission, and if necessary could suggest changes.




Thus have I heard. Once the Lord was staying at S›vatthi, in Jeta’s Grove, in An›thapi˚˜ika’s Park.





Anathapindika was a very rich merchant. When he heard the Buddha speak he was immediately fascinated and convinced. He decided to buy a monastery for the Buddha and his disciples, who up to that time had been wanderers. He found a beautiful mango grove, which belonged to a Prince Jeta. The prince, however, refused to sell. Anathapindika persisted, returning a second and third time to ask if he might purchase it. Finally, the prince told him that he could have it if he covered every inch of ground with gold coins. Anathapindika ordered his servants to bring barrels of gold coins and lay them down on the surface of the mango grove. The story goes that he ran out of coins while there was still one small area left uncovered, and when he told Prince Jeta of this, the prince agreed to give him this piece as a discount. To purchase the mango grove took one-third of Anathapindika’s fortune. He spent another third on building and furnishing huts — though furniture in those days was simply some hooks on the walls, candles, and a hay-filled sack for a bed. The Buddha passed twenty-five “rain retreats” at Anathapindika’s monastery. The rains retreat takes place during the three months of the rainy season in India. It is a time when monks and nuns are instructed to stay within their monasteries to study and meditate. The tradition came about because in the Buddha’s time, all monks and nuns went on alms rounds to get their food. During the rainy season the small rice plants are transplanted in water and are quite hidden. The farmers complained to the Buddha that the monks and nuns trampled on their rice plants, and, as there were thousands of monks and nuns, this could result in a famine. The Buddha then decreed the rains retreat, during which time devoted disciples could bring food to the monasteries. The practice is observed to this day.




And at that time the wanderer Po˛˛aph›da was at the debating-hall near the Tinduka tree, in the single-halled park of Queen Mallik›, with a large crowd of about three hundred wanderers.





A monk from a different tradition was often referred to in the suttas simply as a wanderer or ascetic. Queen Mallik›, who had apparently offered this hall to the wanderers, was the wife of King Pasenadi, and both were devoted followers of the Buddha.




Then the Lord, rising early, took his robe and bowl and went to S›vatthi for alms. But it occurred to him: “It is too early to go to S›vatthi for alms. Suppose I were to go to the debating-hall to see the wanderer Po˛˛hap›da?” And he did so.





It was too early to go for alms because the people would not have the food prepared yet. S›vatthi is often mentioned in the suttas because the monastery donated by Anathapindika was in that vicinity. Though the Buddha taught only in the north of India, his teaching has since spread to numerous other countries throughout Asia and is being established in Europe, the United States, Australia, and New Zealand.




There Po˛˛hap›da was sitting with his crowd of wanderers, all shouting and making a great commotion, indulging in various kinds of unedifying conversation… .





Now follow all the topics that are not worthy subjects for spiritual seekers: “such as about kings, robbers, ministers…” — politics, in other words, which usually creates divisive opinions; “armies, dangers, wars…”; — gruesome and cruel events that burden the mind; “food, drink…” — which could foster sensual desire; “clothes, beds, garlands, perfumes…” — personal decorations to enhance one’s appearance, while beds might convey the idea of sex; “relatives, carriages, villages, towns and cities, countries…” — such conversation would not be inspiring or uplifting, and would support attachment and identification. “[W]omen…” — these were all celibate monks, whose minds should not grasp at any features of the opposite sex. For nuns the converse would have applied. “[H]eroes…” — perhaps for us it would be pop-stars! “[S]treet and well gossip…” — even today, in so-called third-world countries, the well is an important meeting place. Houses have no running water, so neighbors meet at the well and exchange all the latest news and gossip, which often results in backbiting or defamation. “[T]alk of the departed, desultory chat, speculations about land and sea, talk of being and nonbeing…” — these are all topics that, according to the Buddha, should be avoided. They do not bring deep understanding or turn the mind to practice, and have a distracting influence. This list of specific topics has been inserted into the sutta, and the text does not specify which of these the wanderers were discussing. It merely states that they were indulging in unsuitable conversation.




But Po˛˛hap›da saw the Lord coming from a distance, and so he called his followers to order, saying: “Be quiet, gentlemen, don’t make a noise, gentlemen! That ascetic Gotama is coming, and he likes quiet and speaks in praise of quiet. If he sees that this company is quiet, he will most likely want to come and visit us.” At this the wanderers fell silent.





Clearly Po˛˛hap›da was keen that the Buddha should come to see them, and he voices how pleased he is in the next paragraph.




Then the Lord came to Po˛˛hap›da, who said: “Come, reverend Lord, welcome, reverend Lord! At last the reverend Lord has gone out of his way to come here. Be seated, Lord, a seat is prepared.”


	The Lord sat down on the prepared seat, and Po˛˛hap›da took a low stool and sat down to one side. The Lord said: “Po˛˛hap›da, what were you all talking about? What conversation have I interrupted?”





The Buddha wanted to know their concerns, so he could help them with any questions.




Po˛˛hap›da replied: “Lord, never mind the conversation we were having just now, it will not be difficult for the Lord to hear about that later.”





He does not want to tell the Buddha what they were talking about because he wants an explanation of something far more important.




In the past few days, Lord, the discussion among the ascetics and Brahmins of various schools, sitting together and meeting in the debating hall, has concerned the higher extinction of consciousness, and how this takes place.





This higher extinction of consciousness is nirodha. It is sometimes referred to as the ninth jh›na, which is the cessation of feeling and perception. (We shall be looking closely at the jh›nas in later chapters.) Po˛˛hap›da is interested in this topic because in India at that time it was believed to be the highest possible state that could be reached on the spiritual path. In Pali, it is called abhisaññ›nirodha. Abi means “higher,” saññ› means “perception,” and nirodha is the description of these concentrated states, which translates into “highest extinction of consciousness (perception).” As far as Po˛˛hap›da and his wanderers were concerned, it was the peak of spiritual experience, and they were anxious to learn more about it. Po˛˛hap›da continues:




Some said: “One’s perceptions arise and cease without cause or condition. When they arise, one is conscious, when they cease, then one is unconscious.”





Po˛˛hap›da is saying that he has heard that the extinction of consciousness leads to unconsciousness. This is a crucial misunderstanding. Not unconsciousness, but a ceasing of perception and feeling is experienced. The Buddha will go on to explain this later in the sutta.




That is how they explained it. But somebody else said: “No, that is not how it is. Perceptions are a person’s self, which comes and goes. When it comes, one is conscious; when it goes, one is unconscious.”





Po˛˛hap›da repeats someone else’s opinion and is using the word for “highest perception of the extinction of consciousness,” which in this context is entirely wrong, as the Buddha will tell him later.




Another said: “That is not how it is. There are ascetics and Brahmins of great powers, of great influence. They draw down consciousness into a man and withdraw it. When they draw it down into him, he is conscious; when they withdraw it, he is unconscious.” And another said: “No, that is not how it is. There are deities of great powers, of great influence. They draw down consciousness into a man and withdraw it. When they draw it down into him, he is conscious; when they withdraw it, he is unconscious.”





There has always been a great deal of superstition in India, and these ideas sprang from it. The Buddha was adamant that superstition and outer events could never lead to a realization of the truth. Po˛˛hap›da went on:




It was in this connection that I thought of the Lord: “Ah, surely, the Blessed Lord, the Well-Farer, he is supremely skilled about these matters! The Blessed Lord well understands the higher extinction of consciousness.” What then, Lord, is this higher extinction of consciousness?





Reading this sutta we get a feeling for the time in which the Buddha lived and his entire social surroundings. We become acquainted with the people he knew, almost as if we had been present. Eventually, they become our friends, and we are well aware of their habits and concerns. We recognize Po˛˛hap›da’s deep respect for the Buddha in his question.




In this matter, Po˛˛hap›da, those ascetics and Brahmins who say one’s perceptions arise and cease without cause or condition are totally wrong.





The Buddha had no qualms about pronouncing some doctrines as erroneous. If they were wrong, he said so; when they were correct, he would affirm that they were right.




“Why is that? One’s perceptions arise and cease owing to a cause and conditions. Some perceptions arise through training, and some pass away through training. What is this training?“ the Lord said.





The Buddha is not going to answer the original question yet, because the extinction of higher consciousness is very much the result of excellent training. Instead, he is going to start at the very beginning of this training.




	Po˛˛hap›da, a Tath›gata arises in this world, an Arahant… 





Literally translated, Tath›gata means “one gone such.” Gata is “gone,” tatha is “such.” It means “a Buddha.”




… fully enlightened Buddha, endowed with wisdom and conduct, Well-Farer, Knower of the worlds, incomparable Trainer of men to be tamed, Teacher of gods and humans, enlightened and blessed.





These are traditional words describing the Buddha’s qualities, which are often chanted, and we can assume they are insertions into the text.




He, having realized it by his own super-knowledge, proclaims this world with its devas, m›ras, and Brahm›s… 





Devas are what we call angels. In our culture we think of angels as eternally angelic, but according to the Buddha, devas can fall from their high state and be reborn as humans. Then they have to practice to regain the deva world. At the start of each meditation course I always silently invite them to join us. Those who wish to do that, appear. There is no gross body in the deva realm, consequently very little dukkha, so that devas do not have the same incentive to practice as we do. But some of them are happy and willing to listen to the Dhamma and meditate with us.


M›ras are devils. In this text the word is in the plural, but the exact translation is “the tempter.” In fact we all have both devas and m›ras within us, temptations and angelic purity. Brahm›s are gods who occupy the four highest realms of consciousness. There is no one creator, but there is the realm of creation.




… its princes and people. He preaches the Dhamma which is lovely in its beginning, lovely in its middle, lovely in its ending, in the spirit and in the letter… 





A very important aspect of the Buddha’s teaching is his emphasis on meaning as well as words. It is relatively easy to know the texts; all we need to do is read a book and try to remember as much of it as we can. Not only scholars, but many other people as well, find this the most interesting part. But it is certainly not enough for a religious life. The spirit of the message of our great religious leaders can only enter our hearts when we practice. Then we come to know exactly what the Buddha meant, and his guidelines become an integral part of our thoughts, speech, and action. Until then, all we have are words and intellectual understanding.




… and displays the fully-perfected and purified holy life.





The teaching of the Buddha is called the Dhamma. He did not teach Buddhism, any more than Jesus taught Christianity. The one wanted to reform Judaism, the other to reform Brahmanism. Neither succeeded, but each unwittingly started a new religion. The movements they started were reforms of ancient religions which, because the spirit had left them and only the letter still was observed, had deteriorated into rites and rituals, and social norms. Today we come across this very same problem everywhere.




A disciple goes forth and practices the moralities.





Going forth usually means becoming a monk or nun, but we can certainly practice morality as laypersons. Monks and nuns are, so to speak, compelled to adhere to their rules of conduct, and if they lack the spirit of the Dhamma within, they sometimes rebel. For a layperson, taking on the practice voluntarily, because of insight into its benefits, it may be even less of a struggle.


The Buddha has no intention of answering the question about higher states of consciousness yet. He first advocates practicing moral conduct as a foundation for spiritual development.


He now goes on to talk about the five moral precepts which constitute a basic attitude of restraint.




… he dwells refraining from taking life, without stick or sword, scrupulous, compassionate, trembling for the welfare of all living beings.





Here the Buddha emphasizes not only refraining from killing, but also practicing the opposite, namely, compassion and heartfelt concern for all beings.


The second precept is worded:




… [he] dwells refraining from taking of what is not given, living purely, accepting what is given, awaiting what is given, without stealing.





While the first precept counteracts our inner hate, the second one turns against greed. At other times, the Buddha recommends generosity as a countermeasure that helps us to let go of “me” and “mine” and think more in terms of helpfulness, togetherness, and love for others.




Abandoning unchastity, [he] lives far from it, aloof from the village-practice of sex.





The third precept, “to refrain from sexual misconduct,” is changed here to “celibacy,” because on the higher levels of the spiritual path, celibacy is considered a most important aspect of the training. For monks and nuns, it stands at the apex of their rules. If this precept is known to have been broken, the errant monk or nun is expelled from the Sangha, the ordained community. Laypersons sometimes go on three- or six-month retreats, during which time they observe the vow of celibacy. This fosters a sense of independence and helps to overcome strong sensual desire.


The fourth precept is given a long paragraph:




He dwells refraining from false speech, a truth-speaker, one to be relied on, trustworthy, dependable, not a deceiver of the world. Abandoning malicious speech, he does not repeat there what he has heard here to the detriment of these, or repeat here what he has heard there to the detriment of those. Thus he is a reconciler of those at variance and an encourager of those at one, rejoicing in peace, loving it, delighting in it, one who speaks up for peace. Abandoning harsh speech, he refrains from it. He speaks whatever is blameless, pleasing to the ear, agreeable, reaching the heart, urbane, pleasing and attractive to the multitude. Abandoning idle chatter, he speaks at the right time, what is correct and to the point, of Dhamma and discipline. He is a speaker whose words are to be treasured, seasonable, reasoned, well-defined and connected with the goal.





“A deceiver of the world” is a hypocrite, who says one thing and does another. Most of us have an inner register that can tell us whether the words we hear come from genuine experience or whether they are only empty shells — the letter without the spirit.


“Thus he is a reconciler of those at variance and an encourager of those at one, rejoicing in peace… .” Here the important point is being made that peace can arise from speech. We have thousands of books that reach the mind but not the heart. When speech is strictly intellectual, it does not touch our feelings, but when the words we speak or write come from inner experience and are heartfelt, they are always imbued with “trembling for the welfare of beings.”


“Abandoning idle chatter, he speaks at the right time, what is correct and to the point.” In another discourse, the Buddha said that if we speak about the Dhamma, we should use precision of expression, what we say should be well thought out and easy to understand.


“A speaker whose words are… connected with the goal.” The goal of the Buddha’s teaching is Nibb›na (Sanskrit: Nirv›˚a). Literally translated, that means “not burning,” or in other words, the loss of all passions. Often on hearing this for the first time, we might feel that we don’t really want to lose all our passionate reactions. That is perfectly all right, but in that case our purpose and goal are of a different nature. However, most of us can agree with the Buddha when he says that speech should be edifying, inspiring, reaching the heart, and that Dhamma language should be correct and to the point. Such speech is directed toward the loss of dukkha, and that is a well-understood and universal goal. The question is, How can it be done? We need to find a connection between “I don’t want to let go of my passions” and “I would like to lose all my dukkha,” by investigating our reactions, to find how our dukkha arises. This can be used as a contemplative enquiry: “When do I have dukkha?” “Where does it come from?” “Why do I get it?” Every answer will serve as a new question. Should we be convinced that we have no dukkha, then we might ask ourselves, why do we want to meditate? This is an important contemplation, because it will facilitate the step between our wish for no more dukkha and our ability to find its causes and rid ourselves of them once and for all.


The fifth precept, to avoid alcohol and drugs, does not appear here. Instead we are told the disciple “refrains from damaging seeds and crops.” In some Buddhist countries, due to social conditioning, this is often misinterpreted as meaning that a monk or nun cannot work in the garden. We can see, however, that it concerns damage and does not refer at all to the care and growth of plants. Because in this sutta the Buddha is teaching ascetics, who are already on the spiritual path and want to know about the highest aspects of it, he is probably taking it for granted that alcohol and drugs are not part of their lives and therefore omits that precept. The Buddha continues with those precepts taken by novice monks or nuns, or laypersons for a limited period of intensive practice. They include: “refraining from eating at improper times.” For us today, that could mean not going to the refrigerator and helping ourselves to something out of it any time we feel like it, or not keeping a bar of chocolate in our pocket and nibbling at it whenever we please. It denotes using a certain amount of discipline in our eating habits. Should we want to practice a stricter self-discipline, then we might eat only one meal a day, or at certain times, we might choose to fast.


“He avoids watching dancing, singing, music and shows.” All these are distractions and geared to arousing sexual desire. They are connected to greed, or the wish for sensual gratification. If we want to practice very intensely, we are better off not attending such entertainment, so that the mind may stay in an even-minded repose.


“He abstains from using garlands, perfumes, cosmetics, ornaments and adornments.” It is common practice in the world to expend much effort on making ourselves look more attractive. This is simply a support system for our attachment to the self-illusion. If we are rich, we can adorn ourselves with valuable things; that supports our sense of self-worth. “If I have valuable things, I must be a valuable person.” The thought may not be clearly articulated, but that is what lies at the bottom of it.


“He avoids accepting gold and silver.” This means not going into business, but also refers to being frugal, living simply and not hankering after worldly profits. Then follows a list of things that were given as d›na, or offerings, to the monks in those days and which should not be accepted: “raw grain or raw flesh, he does not accept women and young girls, male or female slaves, sheep and goats, cocks and pigs, elephants, cattle, horses and mares, fields and plots… .” These gifts are temptations to live a more mundane life and to relegate the spiritual path to the background.




… he refrains from running errands, from buying and selling, from cheating with false weights and measures, from bribery and corruption, deception and insincerity, from wounding, killing, imprisoning, highway robbery, and taking food by force.





It is interesting to note that when the Buddha first ordained monks and nuns, none of these precepts were articulated. He simply said the words: Ehi bhikkhu, “Come, monk” and that was sufficient to follow the Buddha into the homeless life. But since monks and nuns are as fallible as anyone and give way to worldly temptations, the Buddha eventually formulated rules of conduct, which are still valid to this day.


Deception and insincerity are defilements that easily enter into the hearts of unenlightened people. We may not feel very much identified with some of the other admonitions, yet we can utilize the Buddha’s instructions on restraint by letting go of habits that are prevalent in the marketplace and are detrimental to more intensive practice. We shall eventually find out the answer to Po˛˛hap›da’s original question, but the Buddha’s teaching expositions would usually begin with everyday life, then proceed, step by step to meditation, and finally to insight into the nature of absolute reality.
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Guarding the Senses: Mindfulness and Clear Comprehension


Having explained this first step to Po˛˛hap›da, the Buddha now tells him:




… that monk who is perfected in morality sees no danger from any side owing to his being restrained by morality.





To perfect anything takes training. It is wise, however, not to think of this training as something imposed on us from outside. Rather, it is something we impose on ourselves because we realize that by conquering our own negative instincts and impulses, we will eventually conquer all the illusions that create dukkha for us. Every step of the Buddha’s teaching is designed to take us nearer to that goal. “Seeing no danger from any side” obviously brings a feeling of security. Knowing we have done nothing wrong, we have no guilt, no sense of omission or commission, and therefore we feel very much at ease.


The Buddha gives a simile:




Just as a duly-anointed Khattiya king, having conquered his enemies, by that very fact sees no danger from any side, so the monk, on account of his morality, sees no danger anywhere. He experiences in himself the blameless bliss that comes from maintaining this Ariyan morality.





The word “bliss” denotes an inner joy. It is not meditative bliss, which we will discuss in a later chapter, but a feeling of contentment that comes from knowing ourselves to be blameless and in no danger from our passions. Ariyan means “noble,” and Ariyan morality demands a greater degree of renunciation than simply keeping the five precepts; as we saw, for instance, the third precept — to refrain from sexual misconduct — changes here to abstention, or celibacy.


The Buddha now moves on to the next step, “guarding the sense-doors.” He still makes no attempt to answer Po˛˛hap›da’s question about the higher extinction of consciousness. It is clear he knows at this stage that Po˛˛hap›da would be incapable of understanding the answer.




Here a monk, on seeing a visible object with the eye, does not grasp at its major signs or secondary characteristics. Because greed and sorrow, evil unskilled states, would overwhelm him if he dwelt leaving this eye-faculty unguarded, so he practices guarding it, he protects the eye-faculty, develops restraint of the eye-faculty.





This is then repeated for the other senses:




On hearing a sound with the ear,… on smelling an odour with the nose,… on tasting a flavour with the tongue,… on feeling an object with the body,… on thinking a thought with the mind… 





Then, the Buddha says:




He experiences within himself the blameless bliss that comes from maintaining this Ariyan guarding of the faculties. In this way… a monk is a guardian of the sense-doors.





Most of the time, this is misunderstood and wrongly practiced. It is taken to mean, not to look, not to hear, not to taste, not to touch. This is quite impossible. Our senses are there; we must look, hear, taste, touch, smell. Our mind refuses not to think, as we very well know from our meditation. Yet this kind of practice is frequently taught.


Of course it is true that if we do not look at something, we will not be perturbed by it. But how can we avoid looking, particularly in ordinary, everyday life? It is extremely important to understand what is being said in this passage, particularly if we would like to live according to the moral precepts. “(He) does not grasp at its major signs or secondary characteristics.” When the eye sees, it simply registers color and shape. All the rest takes place in the mind. For instance, we see a piece of chocolate. The eye sees only the brown shape. It is the mind that says: “Ah, chocolate! That tastes delicious — I want a piece!” Not to grasp at the major signs or secondary characteristics is to stop the mind from doing exactly that.


We can practice this quite easily with anything we either very much like or very much dislike. The two strongest senses are seeing and hearing, so we should pick one of those and watch how the mind reacts, become aware of the inner story telling. It is not possible for the ear or the eye to decide what is seen or heard. For example, the ear hears the sound of a truck. The mind says “truck.” Then it says, “Very noisy. Most unpleasant. No wonder I can’t meditate.” All that comes from the mind; it has nothing to do with the sound itself. Sound is just sound, color is just color, shape is just shape.


People who undertake the precept of celibacy are sometimes advised not to look at members of the opposite sex. But how can anyone do that? I have met monks who have attempted it, but it leads to stilted, awkward relationships. How can you talk to someone who is deliberately not looking at you? This is not what is meant by guarding the sense-doors. Rather, when the eye has seen the shape, and the mind has said “man,” or “woman,” we stop there. We do not allow the mind to add more. Whatever else it may say will give rise to greed or hate, depending on the situation. Most of us are capable of practicing this, and in fact if we do, it can make life much easier. Let us suppose that, we go shopping. We take with us our sensible list of all the things we really need. Then our eye falls on the huge array of other goods for sale, all beautifully packaged, all available to us, some perhaps on special offer. Immediately, the mind becomes interested, and we end up buying far more than we needed. Some of us actually go shopping in order to find things that attract us, and buy them as a kind of hobby, as a weekend outing, if we have the money.
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