General Introduction to Sangharakshita’s Seminars

Hidden Treasure

From the mid-seventies through to the mid-eighties, Urgyen Sangharakshita led many
seminars on a wide range of texts for invited groups of Order members and Mitras. These
seminars were highly formative for the FWBO/Triratna as Sangharakshita opened up for
the still very young community what it might mean to live a life in the Dharma.

The seminars were all recorded and later transcribed. Some of these transcriptions have
been carefully checked and edited and are now available in book form. However, a great
deal of material has so far remained unchecked and unedited and we want to make it
available to people who wish to deepen their understanding of Sangharakshita’s
presentation of the Dharma.

How should one approach reading a seminar transcription from so long ago? Maybe the
first thing to do is to vividly imagine the context. What year is it? Who is present? We then
step into a world in which Sangharakshita is directly communicating the Dharma.
Sometimes he is explaining a text, at other times he is responding to questions and we
can see how the emergence of Dharma teachings in this context was a collaborative
process, the teaching being drawn out by the questions people asked. Sometimes those
questions were less to do with the text and arose more from the contemporary situation
of the emerging new Buddhist movement.

Reading through the transcripts can be a bit like working as a miner, sifting through silt
and rubble to find the real jewels. Sometimes the discussion is just a bit dull. Sometimes
we see Sangharakshita trying to engage with the confusion of ideas many of us brought
to Buddhism, confusion which can be reflected in the texts themselves. With brilliant
flashes of clarity and understanding, we see him giving teachings in response that have
since become an integral part of the Triratha Dharma landscape.

Not all Sangharakshita’s ways of seeing things are palatable to modern tastes and
outlook. At times some of the views captured in these transcripts express attitudes and
ideas Triratna has acknowledged as unhelpful and which form no part of our teaching
today. In encountering all of the ideas contained in over seventeen million words of
Dharma investigation and exchange, we are each challenged to test what is said in the
fire of our own practice and experience; and to talk over ‘knotty points’ with friends and
teachers to better clarify our own understanding and, where we wish to, to decide to
disagree.

We hope that over the next years more seminars will be checked and edited for a wider
readership. In the meantime we hope that what you find here will inspire, stimulate,
encourage - and challenge you in your practice of the Dharma and in understanding more
deeply the approach of Urgyen Sangharakshita.

Sangharakshita’s Literary Executors and the Adhisthana Dharma Team
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7 October 1986
Padmapani: Did you ever meet the author of this book?

Sangharakshita: No, I'm afraid I never met him. He had a quite distinguished, but quite short,
career as a monk and as a translator. He did a great deal of very useful work but, as you will
see from the short biography at the end, he didn't really live very long, which was rather a
shame. I believe I had some correspondence with him in the fifties.

Padmapani: Was he a senior bhikkhu, in terms of was he seen as a great scholar?

S: Well, to be a senior bhikkhu and to be a great scholar, unfortunately, are two quite
different things! There are lots of very senior bhikkhus who are by no means great scholars,
and vice versa. How many years had he been a bhikkhu? seniority is determined by that.

Padmapani: It seems that he was ordained in 1950, and his death was in 1960, so

S: Yes, so he just about achieved his therahood, yes. I wouldn't say he was a great scholar; he
was a good scholar a careful, conscientious scholar.

Vessantara: What do you think of his translations?

S: I think they are very readable. Sometimes his translations of technical terms are a bit
idiosyncratic, but if he gives the Pali in brackets there is no need to quarrel with that. For
instance, towards the end of his career, he started translating Dhamma as 'the true idea' which
could be a bit confusing for a beginner. But then again, as I say, if a translator always puts the
original term in brackets in the original language, after his idiosyncratic translation, [there is]
no harm. A new translation from a different point of view just makes you perhaps think more
carefully about the meaning of the term, instead of assuming that you already understand it is
translations, on the whole, are readable, no doubt. [They are] in decent English, and that is
something. His major work, of course, was his translation of the Visuddhimagga. I am not so
sure that his translation is an improvement on the previous one; I think it is as well, perhaps,
to use them both in conjunction, if one is studying that particular work seriously.

Kevin: One is aware of different sort of strata in the ... age basis of the material. Could you
comment on how old you think the passages that we are studying are "The Spreading of the
Dhamma' in particular ?



(2]

S: That is very difficult to say, very difficult. Do you want a guess within a century, within
ten years, or within a year? Do you see what I mean? I notice on the title page he says: "The
Life of the Buddha as it appears in the Pali Canon, the oldest authentic record.' I think many
scholars would challenge that description. But he himself has to recognize that there are
different layers in the Pali literature, not just the canonical literature but the literature that is
to say, the Canon and the commentaries, and so on. And he has this quite useful device,
actually, hasn't he? of the 'Voices' you know, the Narrator 1, the Narrator 2, the First Voice
and the Second Voice. So it is the First and Second Voices that represent the canonical
material, that is to say material taken from the Pali Canon, from the Sutta and Vinaya Pitakas,
actually. But if one goes through that and I did read through this chapter for this afternoon
clearly one is already there dealing with a number of different layers. One can see that the
whole material has been very heavily edited, possibly in the oral stage of transmission itself;
because already a lot of legendary material has been incorporated, and what seem to be rather
late doctrinal formulas and stereotyped descriptions. So even if one goes back to what the
translator calls "The oldest authentic record', that record itself is a very composite thing which
we need to analyse if we are to arrive at some idea of what the Buddha might have actually
taught or might have actually done. We can't take even this 'oldest authentic record' at its face
value, by any means. On the other hand, [3] that is not to say that we can very easily
distinguish what is older, what is later, and so on, or what is latest. It just suggests that we
have to approach the material with caution and try to read between the lines. this brings me to
something I was thinking about recently. I think I have mentioned this before: that, a few
months ago, there was a quite interesting meeting in the United States a small meeting
between a well-known Christian theologian, Hans King, and a group of American Buddhists
from various traditions. It seems that Hans King, in a quite sympathetic way, was just wanting
to try to find out 'What is Buddhism?', and he was discussing this question with the different
representatives of different schools, different traditions Zen, Theravada, Tibetan Buddhism
and so on. At the end of a series of discussions, he was no wiser than he was at the beginning,
because they all gave different accounts. But and this was an interesting point; I can't
remember all the details it is not that all the Theravadins were on one side, and all the
Tibetans were on the other, as it were. No: but, reading between the lines of the report, it was
quite clear that there were definitely two groups which cut across the ordinary as it were
sectarian divisions. You had those, whether Tibetans or Zen or Theravadins, who stuck quite
literally to the actual letter of their tradition and insisted that that was Buddhism; and there
were others who had, so to speak, a more liberal point of view, regardless of whether they
were Theravadins, Tibetan Buddhists or followers of Zen. Do you see what I mean? So it's as
though you've got what I call a fundamentalist attitude on the one hand, and a more liberal
attitude on the other. Well, 'liberal' isn't really very adequate, but I can't think of any better
one. And this distinction, this division, cuts across the division into schools. It represents a
sort of polarization. There are some people who will hang on, who will cling, to the letter of
tradition exactly as it has come down to them, but there are others who take a more liberal
view, a bit more critically minded, who try to get, perhaps, to the spirit underlying the letter.
now this is putting the contrast in rather stark terms, but one could say that, yes, you have to
be a bit traditionally minded after all, the letter is there, you can't ignore it completelys; it is
also, after all, only through the letter, perhaps, that you arrive at the spirit. So it is all right to
be a bit traditionally minded, but not to go to extremes and be narrowly fundamentalistic.
And, yes, on the other hand, you do need to be a bit liberal minded, and try to get to the
underlying spirit of the tradition itself, but you don't want to be so liberal minded or so
sceptical that you just explain everything away. On the one hand, you don't want to have a



blind faith, but on the other you don't want to be totally devoid of faith. So it seems to me that
the modern Buddhist, the educated or intelligent practising Buddhist, has to steer a sort of
middle way between faith and scepticism faith in the fundamentalist sense, and scepticism in
the as it were more liberal sense. I think it is very difficult to maintain a proper balance
between these two, but I think that is really what we are called upon to do. So I think we
should read material like this, be as it were receptive to it, try to feel it, try to experience it, let
it inspire us, but at the same time retain some critical sense, some critical awareness: on the
one hand, not just take it all absolutely literally, as some fundamentalists do, whether we are
studying a Pali text or whether we are studying a Sanskrit or Tibetan text; and, on the other
hand, not approach it so critically and sceptically that we are unable to obtain any spiritual
benefit from it. It is not easy to maintain a proper balance. You are almost certain to topple a
little over in this direction or a little in that. It is not easy to just keep one's balance. but you
see what I'm getting at, I think? I was even thinking this is going a bit off the track that this
distinction between the fundamentalist and what I have called the more liberal minded person
to some extent cuts across religions; because in Christianity you can come across
fundamentalist Christians with whom it is totally impossible to have a discussion, and you
can also come across liberal minded Christians with whom you can have a very interesting
and worthwhile exchange of ideas, who are relatively open-minded. And, in the same way,
you can come across Buddhists of all schools, practically, who are so fundamentalist, whether
Theravadins or followers of Tibetan Buddhism or Zenists, that you just can't have any
discussion with them at all. I think Suvajra, in a recent letter to Shabda, described an
encounter he had had with a Western woman who was a follower of Tibetan Buddhism and
who apparently believed quite literally every word that the lamas said. Suvajra found it
almost impossible to have any discussion with her, she was so fundamentalistically-minded.
But there might be another follower of Tibetan Buddhism who was quite liberal minded and
with whom one could have an intelligent discussion and sympathetic exchange of ideas. so it
does seem that this distinction between the fundamentalist approach to religion or spiritual
life, and what I have called the more liberal minded approach, is in a way quite basic. Both
can really go to extremes, and it's as though you need something of what each represents at its
best.

Padmapani: Going back to your regular thing about writing a commentary on the structure of
the Order

S: Constitution.
Padmapani: Constitution; commentary; constitution.
S: No, the commentary was on the Precepts.

Padmapani: Yes, a constitution [for] the Order. Could you see this difficulty arising within
the Order with the constitution? On the one hand, you have people that are trying to follow
the letter of the constitution and [on the other hand] you have people who want to follow it in
a spirit of -

[4]

S: Well, I'm afraid one has that even now. Literal-mindedness is something that is with us
even at present. ['ve talked about this, I think, on many occasions before: that people's
approach is sometimes very literal minded, and this is the seed or the root, if you like of



fundamentalism: lack of appreciation of the spirit of a teaching; lack of imagination, even. So
I don't think this is going to wait for my passing away, but it might be exacerbated if I'm no
longer around. But it is an ever-present danger, I think. Therefore, also, I think perhaps the
fewer and the plainer the principles and the precepts and the rules that we have, the better.

Padmapani: Presumably this would [be helped by] the way you crafted your structure?

S: That's true, though I'm not quite sure what you meant by crafting it perhaps it's got a
connection with 'crafty'! (Laughter.)

Padmapani: I didn't mean in that sense at all.
S: Oh, I take craftiness as very definitely a positive quality! You can't survive without it!
Padmapani: But I didn't say 'crafty’, I said 'craft'.

S: Yes, but I said 'crafty'. I don't think it's possible to formulate any teaching or principle or
precept or constitution or commentary in such a way that no one can possibly take anything
that you have said over literally. I think that is just not possible, unfortunately. So what is
really important is the communication of the spirit of the Movement, the spirit of the Order.
So long as that is alive and flourishing, people are less likely to interpret precepts and
constitutions in a literalistic way.

Jayamati: Could you enlarge on being crafty as an essential?

S: Well, I've summed it up before. I said you can't afford to be as harmless as the dove unless
you have the wisdom of the serpent not in this wicked world! Probably I could say that part of
the success of the FWBO and the Western Buddhist Order has been due not perhaps so much
to my spiritual talents as to my talent for diplomacy and craftiness! (Laughter.) because it's
not easy to survive; and it's easy to have good positive qualities and all that, but to have not
exactly worldly wisdom but to be able to understand the workings of the minds of worldly
people, without being affected by that, is quite important if one is trying to run a spiritual
movement. Well, maybe some of you have worked in coops and in centres where you have
contact with the public and local authorities; perhaps you know this. This is an essential part
of the equipment of the Bodhisattva to know his way around, so that you can safeguard the
spiritual movement, protect the spiritual movement, and ensure its survival. There's no point
in encouraging a head-on collision, so to speak, with the powers that be; very often you have
to circumvent them if you are to survive. Sometimes I am really surprised, sometimes even
shocked, [at] how incredibly naive some of our Friends and Members are. I think some of
them, without losing their spiritual innocence, have got to acquire a little bit more worldly
wisdom, not only for their own sakes but for the sake of the Movement! Do you see what I
mean? A certain type of craftiness is by no means incompatible with spirituality. (Laughter)
As I've said on other occasions, in Buddhism there is no room for the ideal of the holy fool!
There is no such thing in Buddhism at all. There is such a thing as crazy wisdom, but not holy
fool. And the best Order Members, on the whole, are those who combine spiritual talents with
worldly talents.

[5]

Jayamati: Yes, in that connection, Bhante, I was once quite shocked when Subhuti flagrantly



announced that he thought cunning was a very useful skill for ...

S: He may well have been quoting me! But what is cunning? Cunning is well, 'kenning', isn't
it? It is from the same root as 'to know'. In the Authorized Version of the Bible, there is a
phrase about the hand not having lost its cunning* it means just its skill. So, originally, the
word cunning had quite a positive meaning in English. It is only recently that the meaning has
become debased. I believe that the word 'king' is from the same root: the king is the one who
knows, who knows more, who knows better, than other men, and therefore is qualified for
leadership. And, of course, in Scottish we've got 'ken', haven't we? 'l dinna ken'. Anyway, let's
pass on.

Vessantara: We learn that before the Buddhist Sangha became very differentiated from , the
groups of the Wanderers and parivrajakas, presumably there were quite a number of practices
which were then continued by the Buddhist Sangha. Is there any suggestion anywhere that
Going for Refuge obviously not to the Buddha but to an ideal, to a teacher and to his teaching
and to the community of wanderers who followed him was something that was done by other
groups and other sanghas?

S: I don't recollect any reference to anything of this sort, though there were numerous
references to other ganas(?), as they were usually called groups of disciples around a teacher
and numerous references to six famous teachers in particular. But I nowhere recollect any
reference to anybody Going for Refuge to any of those teachers rather than to the Buddha.
There might possibly be something in the Jaina tradition, which in many ways was close to
the Buddhist tradition, but I can't recollect anything, even in the case of Jainism. Though
again just to add this all those other groups did have, in a sense, the three things. They had a
teacher, they had a teaching, and they had an organization. So in a sense they had their own
Three Jewels. None the less, I can't recollect any reference to any of them actually Going for
Refuge in so many words to their own Three Jewels. But this is something, perhaps, that
could be looked into. It could be that the Jains had something equivalent. I wouldn't like to
say categorically that they didn't. But, certainly, normally the idea of Going for Refuge is
associated with Buddhism and not with any other tradition. Though there is a verse in the
Bhagavad Gita where the expression 'going for refuge' is used. Sri Krishna says to Arjuna let
me see if [ can remember it [Sanskrit quotation] you see, saranam: 'Renouncing all dharmas'
what dharmas means here is the subject of a lot of commentaries 'mam (to me) saranam
(refuge) praja(?) (take)'. 'Giving up all dharmas' is sometimes translated as 'giving up all
religions' or 'giving up all duties’, 'take refuge in me alone'. Mam ekkam yes, 'in me alone'. So
that does have the idea of going for refuge, which is one might say a very general idea. But
certainly, in Hinduism, no Three Refuges.

Sanghapala: In India ... that the followers of 'Bhagwan' Rajneesh chant the Three Refuges
with him as the Buddha. I just wanted to make that point.

[footnote: If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning. (Ps. 137. 5.)]

[6]

S: They do chant them. As far as I know, they've got it a bit wrong: they put the Dharma
Refuge first, then the Buddha, whom they understand as Rajneesh, and then comes Sangha.
They've taken that, of course, from Buddhism and just got it a bit wrong as he usually
manages to get a bit wrong all the various things he takes from Buddhism, including the



‘Bhagwan'. (Laughter.) I don't know if it's generally known that I met him once? (Voices:
Yes.) Yes, many, many years ago long before he became famous; and at his request I gave a
lecture this was in Jabalpur in oh, the late fifties or early sixties, I can't remember which now;
probably the very early sixties. I was in Jabalpur and he was then a lecturer in philosophy at a
local college, and he had a little group; and coming to hear that I was in town, giving lectures,
he invited me to address his group. So I went along to the college and I gave a talk, believe it
or not, on mindfulness! I wish he had taken my talk more seriously than he appears to have
done! But, yes, I must say I was quite favourably impressed by him at the time. He must have
been in his late twenties, and he was a quite impressive sort of person; had this group of about
20 quite sincere, interested young men. But he had already begun to get a bit of a reputation,
so I was informed by the friend who took me along, on account of his rather unconventional
teaching, perhaps, isn't the word on the subject, believe it or not, of sex. Some of the elders of
the students he was teaching weren't very happy about what he was teaching them or telling
them on this particular subject. So even at that time, though I saw nothing of this myself, he
had a bit of a reputation. But, yes, I was quite favourably impressed, on the whole. Anyway,
that's just by the by. I have sometimes thought of perhaps trying to meet him and trying to
what shall I say? find out what went wrong, at exactly what point he went wrong; because he
has gone wrong, quite seriously, at a certain point. But he wasn't a bad person to begin with,
by any means: misguided or mentally confused, it's difficult to say what. But clearly
something did go quite seriously wrong at some stage.

: He had a Jain upbringing, didn't he?

S: This is what I have heard, but I have also seen a sort of semi-official biography and that
gave quite a different account, so I am not really sure. Legends spring up very quickly. I think
I have mentioned before I have heard various legends about myself. There was a legend going
round at one time that quite a few people believed in quite firmly that during the war I was a
fighter pilot! (Laughter) which I certainly wasn't! What to speak of flying an aeroplane, I can't
even drive a motor car! But yes, I believe there are still people who firmly believe this, and
various other legends equally absurd. Anyway, we'd better pass on. This is, incidentally to
return to the point one of the reasons why I can't believe even all the legends about the
Buddha quite implicitly, because I have seen and heard legends circulating about people
whom I have known in my own lifetime, including myself. I've heard the most extraordinary
legends about these people which I knew were definitely not true. So I know that in India
legends really do flourish and very, very quickly become accepted as gospel. So one has to be
very cautious in extending one's credence to any document of Indian origin, even Buddhist
documents. But none the less, not to the point of being unable to experience faith and derive
inspiration from those documents, at least as regards their essential teachings.

Duncan: It's about Yasa and his rapid rise to arhantship. I'll just read the little bit.

S: Yes, I have read it, actually. Just read the actual crucial passage. I know what you're
referring to.

(7]

Duncan : Yes. After this achievement, Yasa is no longer capable of reverting to what he has
left behind and enjoying sensual pleasures in the house life as he used to do. The question is,
firstly: Why is he no longer capable, as an arhant, of reverting to the household life?



S: Well, let's deal with that first, then. It seems to be one of the assumptions underlying
Theravada teaching, or the teaching of the Buddha as it has come down to us in the
Theravada version at least, that it is impossible for the householder to avoid unskilful action
completely. An arhant is one who cannot commit an unskilful action; therefore an arhant
cannot live as a householder. This would seem to be the assumption underlying the Theravada
tradition. In the case even of the Stream Entrant, or initiate as Nanamoli calls him not a very
good translation, that that is not the case. A Stream Entrant, by virtue of the fact that he is
only so to speak a Stream Entrant, not yet an arhant, is capable still of committing minor
unskilful actions and therefore is able to live as a householder, but that is not the case with the
arhant. Do you see what I mean? This is so to speak standard Theravada teaching. Just to give
an example, the householder, especially in ancient India, will have to plough the land;
ploughing the land means taking life. A bhikkhu is not permitted to plough the land. A
bhikkhu is not permitted to kindle a fire, because kindling a fire and in those days you kindled
a fire with sticks would mean destroying the insect life that was perhaps in those sticks. So
the Theravada view is that an arhant cannot possibly live as a householder. Perhaps we
experience that in a way, on another level, within the context of the FWBO, because after you
have gained a certain amount of spiritual experience, or perhaps if you've had a certain
experience of meditation, there are certain things you just can't do. There are certain
occupations, certain situations, that you just can't engage in, even if Insight hasn't as yet
actually arisen, but none the less your experience of spiritual life is such that you feel that
such situations are just not for you; you cannot engage in them. So the case of the arhant is
very much that, at the highest level. In the case of the Stream Entrant, even, there are certain
things that he just cannot do, but there are not so many things that he cannot do so many
unskilful things, that is to say that he is entirely incapacitated for the ordinary householder's
life; but that is the case with the arhant. Therefore, for the arhant, the only possibility
according to the Theravada is to live as a bhikkhu.

Duncan: I may be wrong, but I thought there was one householder who made his living
making pots out of earth which had just fallen down, and he had to live as a householder
because he had to look after his parents. I thought he was an arhant? I can't remember his
name.

S: To the best of my recollection, I don't think in the Pali tradition there is any actual arhant
living as a lay person. I won't be absolutely certain of that, because one can't always be sure in
some nook or corner of the scriptures you may find somewhere an exception to the rule; but it
is certainly the standard or general Theravada tradition that the arhant cannot live as a
householder. As for supporting one's parents, the bhikkhu is not supposed to support his
father, but he may support his mother, you may be interested to hear, from the contents of his
begging bowl. Here again, this is perhaps an example of how literally you take something.
Perhaps one cannot take completely literally the statement that an arhant cannot live as a
householder. What does one mean by a householder, anyway? [8] And what does one mean
by a bhikkhu? But one can certainly take the point that once you develop Insight to any
degree there are certain unethical things that you just cannot do, and if the following of a
certain occupation or lifestyle, as we say, necessarily involves the performance of those
unskilful actions, then you cannot follow that particular lifestyle. That is the clear general
principle that emerges from that particular teaching or tradition. So if going back to this
example you give, which I don't recollect but if it is possible to live by making pots in that
way without infringing any ethical precept, well, presumably even an arhant could support
himself in that way, regardless of what the Theravada tradition says. What was the second



question?

Duncan: Why was he no longer able 'to enjoy sensual pleasures in the house life as , he used
to do?

S: Ah. The word is kama. It is not so much pleasure; it's more like desire or even craving. 1
think 'pleasure’ is perhaps well, if one was going to be unkind one could say a typically
Theravadin mistranslation. The five kinds of pleasure are the pleasures of the five senses. I
think if you translate that as 'pleasures' it means that an arhant cannot experience pleasurable
sensation, which is nonsense. What an arhant cannot do is to make pleasurable sensation,
whether physical or mental, a basis for attachment or upadana; but there is nothing to prevent
the arhant experiencing pleasurable sensation. Therefore, I think the translation should rather
be 'desire’ or perhaps 'craving', not 'pleasure’. 'Pleasure' is too ambiguous; well, perhaps it isn't
ambiguous, it just suggests hedonic sensation, positive hedonic sensation. An arhant can
experience that, I would say, even better than others, because in the case of those who are not
arhants, the experience of pleasure is spoiled by craving! You worry about it, you are attached
to it, you are afraid of losing it, so there are all those not only negative but unskilful mental
attitudes bound up with the experience of pleasure which interfere with the unalloyed
enjoyment, in a skilful manner, of that experience or sensation of pleasure.

Ratnaprabha: The word is probably, you suggest, kama?
S: Yes.

Ratnaprabha: And you are translating this probably as 'desire' or 'craving' for sensuous
experience specifically?

S: Er yes. I believe there is a note here about mental pleasure or, no, maybe I'm thinking about
something else. But obviously there is mental pleasure because there is a sixth sense, which is
the mind. So you can have mental pleasure as well as physical sense pleasure, and you can
also have attachment.

Vessantara: So do you think the word here is kamacanda or just kama?

S: No, I am pretty certain it isn't kamacanda. I think the expression is probably kamaguna,
which is often translated as 'the strands of craving'; but it means the pleasurable sensations
experienced through the five physical senses. So to be devoted to that is a fetter; to be
devoted to that is a hindrance. An arhant is not capable of that. But he is certainly capable of
enjoying pleasure as such. He doesn't cease to experience pleasurable sensation, but it doesn't
become a basis he doesn't make it a basis for attachment. So I think Nanamoli's translation is
typically Theravadin in a way, inasmuch as it suggests that pleasure as such, as [9] distinct
from desire or craving, has no place in the spiritual life. So here we come back to hedonism
and the spiritual life do you see what I mean? It is only a little difference in the translation it
is quite slight, in a way but it gives a very different impression.

Chakkhupala: To pursue that a bit further given that it is a subtle but none the less important
mistranslation. In this, the word it's translating is simply 'sense experience' or 'pleasure
derived from the five senses'. So is that not implicit in the word itself? Do you see what I
mean? It's not an accurate translation, even though it has that unfortunate connotation



S: You can certainly have an experience of pleasure through the five senses which is ethically
neutral. It doesn't have to be bound up with craving.

Chakkhupala: That wasn't quite what I was getting at was that the canonical statement is that
the arhant can't experience that, can't live a household life and have sense experience.

S: What was your actual question? let's get back to that, because it is that that I was
answering.

Duncan: The actual question was: why cannot you enjoy sensual pleasures in the house life,
as you used to do, once you have become an arhant?

S: Why can you not enjoy sensual pleasures?
Duncan: in the house life, as you used to do? yes.

S: Well, first of all, we must look at this word 'sensual’, because in English there is a
distinction between 'sensuous' and 'sensual'. 'Sensuous' would mean purely hedonic, relating
to sense experience, but 'sensual' usually has a connotation of attachment, even addiction, at
the same time. Do you see what I mean? And also there is this word 'enjoy' what does one
mean by 'enjoy'? An arhant can enjoy, for instance, the pleasurable sensation of the warmth of
the sun on his body. He is conscious of that as a pleasurable, and not as a painful, sensation;
but he does not make it an object of attachment. So whether that occurs within the context of
a household life or in the context of a bhikkhu's life, it is not incompatible with the
experience of an arhant. So your question, then, is "What are those sensual pleasures' as
distinct from 'sensuous pleasures' of the household life?

Duncan: Yes, I was just wondering how it was that he wouldn't

S: Well, for instance, one that would certainly be very much in the mind of the Theravadins
would be -

[10]
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- Sexual pleasures, which are regarded, I think one can say, as inherently unskilful; and the
pleasures of luxurious living and things of that sort. Any kind of luxurious living that was
really inseparable from greed. And maybe the enjoyment of drinking, merrymaking, things of
that sort. I think, as far as I can remember, it is all quite simple, basic things of this sort that
the Theravada tradition has in mind: the sort of rather crude enjoyments of the average
householder's life in ancient India. Is that what you were getting at?

Chakkhupala: I think perhaps I can put the question more exactly now. Is it, then, that the
word kama necessarily implies attachment or craving, or is it merely sense experience, which

can be neutral?

S: I think it varies. I think, in Pali itself, especially in the older scriptures, that the term is not



fully differentiated in that way. I think one has to read it according to context.
Chakkhupala: And in this context it would have that meaning?

S: Yes. For instance, we have the precept kamesu micchacara, which means misbehaviour in
kama, misbehaviour in matters of kama. So is one to assume from that that there is an
experience of kama in the sense of that precept which does not constitute a micchacara? It
isn't really quite clear. Do you see what I mean? Sometimes kama seems to be used in a quite
neutral way; but on other occasions it does seem to have a definite connotation of
unskilfulness. It does seem that Pali, as used in the context of the scriptures, doesn't
differentiate clearly, in the way that we can, for instance, the words 'sensuous' [and] 'sensual'.
I remember at the Chiswick Vihara, the Sinhalese vihara in London, some years ago, they had
a board on which the Precepts were written with English translations; and kamesu micchacara
was translated as 'abstention from wicked love'! So kama was translated as 'love', you see? an
interesting translation. The Theravada tradition itself does seem very ambiguous on this point.
In fact, I think it has actually confused the experience of pleasurable sensation per se with
attachment or addiction or clinging to such sensation, which is, of course, unskilful. In the
nidana chain you have 'in dependence upon vedana there arises tanha'is it not so? So vedana
is always defined, even in the Theravada tradition, as of three kinds: as sukha, as dukkha, and
as neither neutral feeling. So that vedana arises before the arising of tanha; so before the
arising of tanha you have got pleasurable sensation, painful sensation, and sensation which is
neutral. So it is quite clear, from the fact that tanha arises subsequently, that tanha is not
inherent in vedana, or in pleasurable sensation. So, even in the Theravada tradition, if you
look at it closely enough, it is clear that pleasurable sensation, that is to say sukha vedana, is
not in itself unskilful. It is in any case a vipaka; it is not a karma. All right, perhaps I've
laboured the point a little, but it is important to get this quite clear. So even an arhant can
experience pleasurable sensation. He can experience intensely pleasurable sensations; but in
his case they do not become the basis for attachment. There are some forms of pleasure which
are inherently unskilful, one may say, and those are very much bound up with what is
traditionally regarded as the householder's life; and of those, of course, an arhant is not
capable.

Ratnaprabha: Bhante, would I be right in saying that in vedana the pleasurableness or
neutrality or painfulness of the vedana is part of its vipaka in other words, [11] it's part of
your previous network of karma that determines what you find pleasurable and what you find
painful? And so somebody who had escaped from karma, to the extent that they had escaped
from karma, would no longer experience vedana or at least they wouldn't necessarily have to
distinguish between the different kinds of vedana?

S: Yes, in a sense it wouldn't matter to them, because their reaction would be the same;
whether it was pleasant, whether it was painful, whether it was neutral, their reaction would
be the same. They would be aware of pleasurable sensation as pleasurable sensation, and they
would be aware of painful sensation as painful sensation, but there would be no inclination
towards the one nor avoidance of the other. [That is] not to say that they wouldn't refrain from
putting their hand in the fire, for instance that would be a sensible thing not to do; but the
pleasurable sensation would not become the occasion of attachment, nor would the painful
sensation become an occasion of aversion. Even an arhant eats, and presumably requires
volition to eat, to take the food; but, even though the arhant is experiencing the pleasurable
sensation which accompanies eating the food, it does not mean that he is for that reason



making the experience of that pleasurable sensation an occasion for the development of
craving.

Ratnaprabha: This is a slightly different point, relating to the remark you made earlier about
kama referring to the five senses. Does this mean that kamacanda, as one of the five
hindrances in meditation, does distinctly only refer to desire associated with the five senses
and not with the mind sense?

S: I can't remember whether that point is actually discussed in the texts. I would imagine, just
consulting one's own experience, that a kamacanda associated with a purely mental object
was just as much a hindrance as one associated with an experience through the five senses. So
I would imagine that kamacanda as a hindrance included craving directed towards purely
mental objects.

Ratnaprabha: So it seems that the word kama, then, could perhaps be used a little loosely at
times could be used to refer to both sensuous and sensual experience, and could be used to
refer both to the five senses and the six senses in different circumstances?

S: Well, one would in any case have to have some kind of word to apply to the desire you
experienced for an object which was purely of a mental nature.

Cittapala: To switch that into the thing of the Theravada tradition of arhants not being able to
return to their household life

S: Before you actually put the question, let me just make one little point, which is I haven't
mentioned this, but we mustn't forget that the term arhant itself underwent a process of
development, and in what seem to be quite early passages of the Pali Canon it is used in a
very general sense indeed not just in the sense of a disciple of the Buddha who had attained
Enlightenment, in the way that it was used later on. So, in a sense, when we talk about an
arhant, we don't always know exactly what we are talking about. Certainly, in the passage
which we are dealing with, it would seem that a distinction is assumed at least between the
Stream Entrant and the arhant. It is interesting that the other two categories aren't mentioned,
the Once Returner and the Non Returner. Anyway.

Cittapala: In our study group we had a little bit of confusion about whether Yasa and Yasa's
father had both achieved the same degree of attainment, and we ended up assuming that they
had.

[12]

S: No, that is not the case. I think here the translation doesn't help very much. It is much too
general. What seems to have happened was that Yasa gained Stream Entry; the Dharma Eye
opened in his case, he gained Stream Entry; and then, while the Buddha was talking to his
father, who also gained Stream Entry, he reflected upon that experience of his, of Stream
Entry, and by virtue of his reflection upon it or development of it, as it were, he attained
arhantship. His father, it would seem, did not do that, did not have the capacity to do that, so
remained a Stream Entrant and went back home. Yasa, on account of his higher experience or
higher attainment, could not do that; he remained with the Buddha and became a bhikkhu.
Though, again, at that stage, whether they were bhikkhus in the full later sense, that is again
quite another question. But the interesting point here is that one has the experience of the



opening of the Dharma Eye, one gains Stream Entry and then reflects upon it, and it is
through that reflection, which is not just a thinking about but a sort of conscious deepening of
that experience, one attains higher and higher levels of spiritual experience, one advances
further upon the Path.

Cittapala: So when the text says that "Then there were seven arhants in the world', we should
assume that that includes the Buddha, not Yasa's father?

S: Yes, it's the Buddha plus the first five disciples plus Yasa.

Vessantara: This is made clear at the end of the previous chapter, where the Buddha has just
converted five; talked to the five ascetics, and that passage ends 'And there were then six
Arhants, six accomplished ones, in the world' the Buddha and the five ascetics.

S: There is this very important general point here, that in a sense it is not enough to have
experiences, spiritual experiences or Insight experiences. Very often it happens that people
have experiences but they just rest content with the experience, whether it is on a lower or a
higher level. But what is important is that one should reflect upon it and try to enlarge it, try
to develop it, try to develop all its different aspects, its different ramifications and
implications. One should pursue it and not lose sight of it. One knows quite a few people,
especially on retreat whether an ordinary retreat or a solitary retreat do have some quite
important experiences sometimes, but they forget them, they lose sight of them. When they
go back to their centre or they go back into the world, they just lose sight of them, they lose
contact with them. But if one possibly can it is quite important that one bears them in mind
and reflects upon them and tries to deepen them. In this way, insight with a small '1' may
become Insight with a capital I. This is one of the reasons why it is a good idea to keep a sort
of meditation diary or spiritual diary, because a month later you may just be leafing through
your spiritual diary and come across just a brief account of an experience that you have
completely forgotten that you had; and it's very good to be reminded, because if you are going
through a rather dry, unproductive period spiritually, leafing through your diary will perhaps
give you encouragement and inspiration, because you are reminded that things weren't always
as bad. And apart from that, [it] will provide you with starting points for further reflection. It
is very important to try and conserve whatever one gains or experiences in this way; and |
know, from my contact with them, that quite a few of our Friends have quite important
experiences from time to time but they are squeezed out, they don't have an opportunity, or
don't give themselves an opportunity, of reflecting upon them sufficiently and trying to
explore them and realize the implications. This is a quite important aspect of spiritual life. In
a way, one should be doing this all the time.

Vessantara: Why do you think people don't follow these up sufficiently?

[13]

S: I think, one, they don't make a sufficiently conscious resolve to do so. Perhaps they also
don't realize their significance. Perhaps they don't realize also, always, that they are in danger
of forgetting them. They might think they'll never forget that experience, it was just too
powerful, to use that phrase; but actually you can forget, you can lose sight of it if you get
into a completely different situation or your attention is distracted. One knows, again, from
one's contact with people, that even such a simple thing as the experience that you have of a
retreat a very positive, happy experience of a retreat, say, for two weeks and you leave it



feeling wonderful, but, say, three or four months later someone suggests going on retreat, and
you just don't feel like it, you think of it as something not very enjoyable, something that is a
duty rather than a pleasure. Why? You have completely lost contact with your experience on
that previous retreat; you have really forgotten it, you know that you went on retreat but you
are not able to remember your experience on that retreat in such a way as to recreate it and
therefore to want to go back and have more. This happens again and again with people, I have
found: they almost have to be dragged on retreat. Once they get there, they recontact whatever
it was they experienced before and again they are happy to be on retreat, but they have got so
much out of contact with that original experience, and forgotten it to such an extent, that it's
as though it had never been; and that's really quite sad. Some of you might have had this
experience.

Uttara: Do you think, in terms of diaries, it is important also to keep a diary of your dreams,
of significant dreams? It seems to be very popular.

S: I think perhaps it is. Sometimes dreams have a significance that would repay pondering
upon. Yes, indeed.

Uttara: (inaudible).

S: Some dreams really do stay with one. But there are lots of dreams [of which] you think Tl
never forget this dream' but you do! So it's better to write it down, even just two or three lines
to just spark off your memory.

Sudhana: Talking about forgetting positive things: people don't seem to forget things in, say,
the kamaloka, do they, quite so easily? I mean, people don't forget you they can always get a

good meal at your mother's, or something no, I don't quite mean a good example is

S: Well, you have had rather a lot of experiences of getting a good meal at your mother's! So
maybe the fact has sunk in. Perhaps that is part of the very definition of 'mother'!

Sudhana: Yes, it's funny that things in what we call the spiritual world tend to be forgotten,
but other things ...

S: It's not surprising, because we live mainly on the kamaloka plane. We are more familiar
with that plane, usually.

Sudhana: So it's a case of perhaps keeping that extra awareness alive.

S: Well, learning to live more on at least the borders of the rupaloka plane.

Sudhana: A higher level of awareness.

[14]

S: Yes. We are pulled down to the kamaloka plane so regularly, aren't we? Think of
meal-times: three times a day you are pulled down to it, aren't you, whether you like it or not?

(All chuckle reflectively).

Cittapala: Bhante, returning to a point which we were discussing, I believe, a couple of weeks



ago: when you mentioned that Yasa's father attained Stream Entry but might not have had the
ability to reflect on his experience, this raised in my mind Vessantara's question about a

Stream Entrant making effort. I was wondering in what sense his Stream Entry precluded him
from being able to continue to make the kind of effort which Yasa himself managed to make.

S: It wouldn't had been the Stream Entry itself, presumably, but the weight of conditioning. I
think I used the word 'capacity'. According to Theravada teaching, the Stream Entrant will
eventually in a sense automatically gain arhantship, though not necessarily in this life. But by
capacity or incapacity to work on that experience of Stream Entry and develop it, I meant that
there was or that there was not a sort of assemblage of supporting positive conditions which
would make it easier or more difficult for one at that particular moment to go further. Yasa
was able to follow up his attainment of Stream Entry very quickly, according to this account,
with his attainment of arhantship, but his father wasn't able to do that, so he needed a rest for
the time being; he had, perhaps, more negative conditioning to overcome than did his son.
How are we getting on, by the way?

Vessantara: It's five past nine and we've got three more questions, but they're probably fairly
short, I'd say.

S: Let's see what they are, then.

Gerd: When accepting a bhikkhu into the Sangha, the Buddha says: 'Come, bhikkhu. The Law
is well proclaimed. Lead the Holy Life for the complete ending of suffering.' We couldn't
agree on one single interpretation of "The Law is well proclaimed'. ...

S: It's svakkhato bhagavata Dhammo it's in the Vandana. Svakkhato means well taught, well
spoken.

Gerd: We thought there were several possibilities of understanding it. It might mean "Yasa has
understood', or it might be an exclamation of contentment.

S: No, there is a commentarial explanation. I forget all the details, but roughly it is along
these sort of lines I have gone into it somewhere else, but I can't remember the Dharma is said
to be 'well proclaimed' inasmuch as the Buddha has explained it in accordance with the needs
of different kinds of sentient beings. He has explained it in detail, he has explained it in brief,
he has explained it analytically, he has explained it with the help of parables and stories, he
has explained it or proclaimed it in all possible ways. He has well proclaimed it. This is what
it means in general. It is, you could say, properly taught. That would probably be a correct no,
an adequate translation: that the Dharma has been properly taught by the Buddha.
'Proclaimed' is not quite correct; it is more like just 'spoken' has been well spoken, well said,
or well taught.

Vessantara: So is it in this passage that the Buddha is in some way acknowledging or averring
that the Dharma has been communicated; yes, Yasa has understood, [15] therefore he is a
bhikkhu? Or is it simply a sort of general statement of the Buddha's confidence in

S: Yes, the Buddha is saying: 'T've taught you the Dharma, I've taught it properly. Just lead the
spiritual life and make an end of suffering. I've done my bit', as it were, 'You do yours.' In
some passages in the Pali Canon, the Buddha in fact says this in so many words at greater



length. He says: 'Here are the roots of trees. I have done all that a teacher can do for his
disciples; now it is up to you to meditate and realize the truth of what I have taught you.' So it
is as though he is saying, "You haven't got the excuse that [ haven't taught the Dharma or
explained the Dharma properly. I have done that. So now practise it, now make an end of
suffering.’

Cittapala: I may be being a bit literalistic, but hasn't he already done that, inasmuch as he has
just become an arhant?

S: Ah, you are being a bit literalistic, but it's understandable, because we mustn't forget that
here is an account of something that happened at the very beginning of the Buddha's career;
but, as I said, it has been all edited, and very often one finds that formulas which are of late
development are sort of read back into the earliest accounts. This is probably one of those.
Sometimes it happens that the formulas, to use that expression, really are introduced in a
quite anachronistic manner. You can see that they don't belong really to that particular
context. For instance, sometimes you have, say, three of something and at the beginning you
only have three, but later on say, years and years later there's ten of those things, the list has
grown. And sometimes you get the list of ten in a context where it is quite clear that only the
list of three could have been taught. Do you see what I mean? So I think this may well be one
such phrase, a sort of stock description which is probably just inserted there in that expanded
form by whoever was reciting and handing down the old tradition. We can't be completely
sure exactly what the Buddha said on that occasion. He said something like that, but perhaps
not in that particular form, which is probably a form that developed some time later.

Cittapala: Do you have any particular feeling as to when the sort of formalization of Going
Forth and full admission might have occurred in the formation of the Sangha?

S: It's very difficult to say. It probably was present in the Buddha's own time or from an early
stage in his career, but in a very simple, rudimentary form. We see, in the case of Yasa, he
simply Goes for Refuge, and some of the other early disciples who are represented as
bhikkhus simply Go for Refuge, and according to tradition there are a number of different
forms of ordination for a bhikkhu. There is the ordination by Going for Refuge, ordination by
the Buddha's call, when he says 'Ehi bhikkhu' just '‘Come, bhikkhu'. But years later it
developed into a very elaborate ceremony. The point I was making there was that at a very
early stage in the Buddha's career, becoming a bhikkhu meant just Going for Refuge; or you
became a bhikkhu just by Going for Refuge. Whereas, at a much later stage of development,
if you simply Went for Refuge, you were just an Upasaka, you were just a lay follower, not a
bhikkhu at all. So it's quite clear that even though the word bhikkhu here is used, there wasn't
that differentiation between the Buddha's monk disciples, as they later became, and his
householder disciples, as they later became. Both just Go for Refuge.

[16]
Cittapala: But this idea of Going for Refuge - if it wasn't extant in the society at large, how ?
Would the Buddha have, as it were, introduced it as an idea, or ?

S: No, it seems that is exactly what didn't happen. It was a spontaneous response of those who
were impressed by the Buddha's teaching, especially those who were impressed to the point
where the Dharma Eye opened. It was their spontaneous utterance.



Cittapala: So in effect it is actually something inherent to a realization of the Dharma itself

S: Yes, on the level of response by way of opening of the Dharma Eye, it clearly represents
the real Going for Refuge.

Cittapala: So it's one's actual, genuine emotional response? Just the externalization of

S: Right, yes. It wasn't that the Buddha sort of thought it out beforehand 'If anybody wants to
join my Order or become my disciple, then this is what they should do.' No: it happened quite
spontaneously. And originally it happened on a very high level, usually; sometimes not on
such a high level. It can happen at the level of what we call effective Going for Refuge, or it
can happen on the level of what we call real Going for Refuge. In the Buddha's day, it
happened more often than not, it seems, on the level of the real Going for Refuge; certainly in
the early days of his teaching career.

Peter: A question about the description of Yasa's father when he gained Stream Entry. It says
that 'his doubts vanished, he gained perfect confidence and became independent of others in
the Teacher's Dispensation.' Could you explain what being 'independent of others in the
Teacher's Dispensation' is?

S: Ah. That is to say, you are not dependent on the testimony of others, because you have
your own experience; you have your own experience of Insight. You have your own Insight,
for instance, into dukkha, into anicca, into anatta. So your experience of the Buddha's
teaching, or your confidence in the Buddha's teaching, is not based on any external authority.
You don't need to depend on anybody else in that respect because you have your own
experience, your personal experience, on which you can depend.

Peter: The preceding line, 'perfect confidence' I think you cast doubt on that as being
something

S: Well, 'perfect' clearly, if it is only the confidence of a Stream Entrant, it cannot be perfect
in the strict sense; so one can't take that expression literally.

Peter: He can be totally independent of others?

S: At least, yes; he has sufficient experience of the Transcendental Path for that person to
have no need of depending any longer on others with regard to confidence in that Path. He
knows now from his own higher experience that there is some as it were Transcendental
dimension. It is no longer a matter of belief (as distinct from faith). 'Dispensation’ here is
sasana(?) a word which we often encounter in Pali. One more? Ah, two more.

[17]
Sanghapala: Bhante, it is said that there are Stream Entrants in the Western Buddhist Order.
Would you comment on this?

S: No! I mean I have spoken a bit about it in the past; but one of the points I have made is it is
not easy to determine the difference between insight with a small '1' and Insight with a capital
I, because as regards their conceptual-cum-verbal formulations, they are the same. As |
mentioned some evenings ago, the only real test is the extent to which an Insight is embodied



in one's actual life and transforms it, and that takes time. Also, sometimes, people can keep
up a certain kind of practice or level of behaviour as it were by force of will, so you need time
you need to have known someone very well, and to have known that person for quite a while,
before you can conclude that for one there is in fact Insight, because the personality has been
transformed to such an extent, and it has been transformed, as far as you can see, for a longer
time than somebody could really just keep up a pretence of being transformed, or could just
maintain that level as a result of will or as a result of discipline. So it takes time. So, if
someone has been an Order Member just for a few weeks or for a few years, how can you be
sure whether they are Stream Entrants or not, even though they are spending the whole day in
the Shrine Room, and even though their observance of the Precepts is impeccable? You can't
be sure. But after 10, 15 years, if they have kept it up, well, you might begin to entertain the
suspicion that perhaps they are Stream Entrants. Do you see what I mean? It is not something
you can just tell like that that someone has got or that they haven't got it. Of course, it's easier
to be sure that someone isn't a Stream Entrant than it is to be sure that they are a Stream
Entrant, because though some Stream Entrants do manage to disguise themselves ! even then
it's not all that easy! Any more?

: Bhante, going back to when the Buddha first teaches Yasa, it says: The Blessed One gave
him progressive instruction, that is to say, talk on giving, on virtue, on the heavens.' We
suspected in our group that this was a traditional triad of some kind

S: Oh yes, indeed. I have dealt with this in the Survey, haven't I? Oh yes. It's dana, sila,
bhavana. And then I pointed out because, in the Theravada tradition, they distinguish between
teaching for lay people and teaching for monks that you've also got, in addition to the
teaching of dana, sila, bhavana for the lay person, you've got sila, samadhi, prajna for the
bhikkhu; and these overlap, so you've got dana, sila, bhavana or samadhi, and prajna; that
gives you four. And, according to my account, this is the rudimentary form, if you like, of the
six Paramitas of the Bodhisattva, because you just interpolate virya and kshanti and you have
your six Paramitas. As I said, I've gone into all this in the Survey. But, yes, it does represent a
very standard triad, which occurs again and again. But bhavana here it would be understood
as samatha bhavana, not vipassana, because vipassana bhavana wouldn't get you just to the
heavens, it would get you on to the Transcendental Path. It represents a sort of spiritual
softening up process first dana, then sila, and then bhavana, meditation.

Uttara: Going back to the origins of the Going Forth, and here this incident with Rahula, the
Blessed One told the venerable Sariputta to ordain Rahula, and then he gives a discourse on
how one should allow the Going Forth to be given by means of the Three Refuges, and
explains the way it should be done. Is this the first evidence of the Going forth?

[18]

S: No, the first Going Forth, in a sense, was the Buddha's, the pabhajja(?). This is a Going
Forth of an adult person leaving the family behind, leaving household life behind and just
taking up the life of a wanderer or parivrajaka(?). But, in the case of Rahula, taking it as an
actual historical incident, it is a rather different sort of situation, because Rahula is a minor;
he is a small boy. So there is no question of his Going Forth in the ordinary sense. So
pabhajja seems to have changed its meaning here from a sort of spontaneous Going Forth
from the household life to representing a sort of stage of a novice prior to becoming a
member of the bhikkhu Sangha on the attainment of the age of 20. So there is a difference
between the two. And in Buddhism subsequently pabhajja has that double meaning: on the



one hand, it is a Going Forth from the household life, but on the other hand it represents a
stage of preparation, especially in the case of someone who is very young, for admission into
the bhikkhu Sangha.

Uttara: Because he does take the Three Refuges, too.
S: Yes.

Vessantara: Going back to your set of four terms, Bhante dana, sila, bhavana and prajna do

you think that there is a possible connection between that and the first four Paramitas in the
Pali tradition, which I think are dana, sila, nikama(?), panna; so they come over a bit like a

sort of leaving of the kamaloka, as it were, behind, remaining ...

S: Nikama is a sort of renunciation, which seems to have ... It's very difficult to say, because
the Pali list of 10 paramis is quite late. Some scholars say it was in fact modelled on the
Sanskrit list. It appears in very late canonical texts, which were clearly of a later period. It is a
very miscellaneous sort of list. You can make some sort of sense of the Sanskrit list, as a sort
of rationale, but the corresponding Pali list doesn't seem to have that same rationale at all. I
think there are probably a lot of loose ends in the Pali Canon that will never be completely
tidied up. Did you do the whole of that chapter? We are still only partly finished with it. All
right, then, we'll leave it at that.

[19]
Nanamoli IV: Tuscany '86

8 October 1986

Vessantara: Today, Bhante, we have been carrying on with Chapter IV, and we have got nine
questions. We start with Uttara.

Uttara: This is a question to do with teaching. The Buddha, after the sixty arhants, sends them
forth into the world to teach the Law. In the FWBO, it's not long after somebody is ordained
that they come to teach, whether meditation or the Dharma; and reflecting on what I read in
the article ..., that bhikkhu's attitude towards one is that he must be a Stream Entrant to teach
the Dharma. What is your point of view on this? Do you see it as that we need to be like
really arhants? But we're not. So where is the I wouldn't say the qualifications, really, but it
seems a very different approach?

S: Of course, one mustn't forget that, according to this particular text, the Buddha's disciples
were teaching pretty soon after they became disciples isn't it so? within a matter of weeks, it
seems, in some cases. According to the text, they were arhants; but then, of course, the
question does arise: what exactly did that mean at that time? Are we to understand 'arhant' in
the full technical sense that it later assumed? That is a question one may consider. But, apart
from that, there is the fact and this is something that I think I talked about quite recently at
Padmaloka on some occasion that an Order Member is not necessarily expected to teach. |
think the question arose in this way that some people seemed to assume, judging by their
questions on that occasion, that you weren't ready for ordination unless you knew enough
about the Dharma to be able to teach it. Do you see what I mean? But the point that I made in
that connection was that capacity to teach the Dharma was not a requirement for ordination;



the main requirement for ordination was that you should be committed to the Three Jewels, or
be willing to commit yourself, and that you should be, practically speaking, in a position to
commit yourself, with no practical or emotional or psychological, or even spiritual,
hindrances to your doing that. But you would not necessarily be qualified to teach, nor would
you be required to be qualified to teach, in the full sense. So that is one point. So, as an Order
Member, you are concerned primarily to practise the Dharma as a consequence of your having
committed yourself to the Three Jewels. But none the less, you can't live isolated in the world.
You come into contact with people. Those people will ask you questions. You cannot avoid,
really, giving an answer to those questions. Do you see what I mean? You cannot avoid
giving, in one way or another, an account of your position what it means to you to be a
Buddhist, to be a Member of the Western Buddhist Order, to have committed yourself to the
Three Jewels. So you cannot avoid, in one way or another, formally or informally,
communicating something of the Dharma, even if it is only in a very basic, rudimentary way,
by virtue of the fact that you are yourself a Buddhist and you are, so to speak, a social being,
and cannot avoid communicating with your fellow human beings. So this does not constitute
being a teacher of the Dharma in the full sense in the sense, perhaps, that those first sixty
followers of the Buddha were. You may, of course, formalize your communication of what
you understand of the Dharma through classes, or even giving talks, eventually; but even that
you should do quite cautiously. I think preferably a new, a young Order Member shouldn't
have to be involved in public classes really for a couple of years; if it was an ideal world that
we were living in, I would say perhaps for ten years, but since it isn't an [20] ideal world I
would say preferably, say, for a couple of years. I think it's a bit unfortunate that some centres,
just because they don't have a sufficiency of Order Members, are eagerly looking forward
perhaps to the return of new Order Members from Tuscany so that classes and other
responsibilities can at once be handed over to them. I think that is rather unfortunate. Perhaps
it's unavoidable sometimes, but I think in many cases it's not in the best interests of the new
Order Members concerned. So I think one should think, as an Order Member, not so much in
terms of teaching the Dharma in the full sense, but simply, in a quite modest and
matter-of-fact way, sharing your experience or understanding of things with those who invite
you to do that.

Uttara: I have heard people who are coming to the centre saying well, there is one example
which I have encountered, this lady who I don't know whether she was impressed but she
wanted lamas there, and she thought that we weren't taking it as seriously as she was (?) that
we were teachers of the Dharma

S: Well, you didn't have the right sort of label! If you could be labelled an incarnate lama,
even if you were only five years of age and knew nothing of the Dharma, people would find
infinite wisdom in every little word that you babbled! I am sorry to say that people are often
very stupid. I sometimes think that it is religious minded people, so-called, that are the most
stupid of all! Suvajra encountered some of these lama worshipping ladies in the course of his
recent visit to India.

Derek: I just wanted to pick up the point about new Order Members opening centres and
taking classes. Were you thinking about actually leading classes, or do you not think there is a
case for new Order Members supporting classes?

S: Yes, I was thinking in terms of leading classes; but certainly it's a good experience for a
new Order Member to support. When I say 'support classes', I mean to be present as a sort of



understudy, as it were, and to look after the practical side of things, to make sure that the
cushions are all in their right places before the class begins, or make the tea during the
interval; so that the Order Member leading the class doesn't have to bother with all those
things; and maybe just circulating afterwards and talking with people and just giving your full
support, in every way, to the person who is leading the class. That is, I think, the normal way
that one is inducted into those sort of responsibilities. One certainly shouldn't be in a hurry to
lead things oneself. Sometimes it is unavoidable; maybe someone is ill, or falls out for some
such reason, and you have to take over, but it's best if you confine yourself, as a new young
Order Member, to a supporting role for a while, even though your friends may try to push you
to the forefront. Of course, if you are exceptionally brilliant and have an outstanding
knowledge of the Dharma, perhaps that's another matter; perhaps.

Paul: Bhante, could you say why you think it's not good for young Order Members to take
classes?

S: Well, I think usually their level of knowledge and skill in dealing with people, dealing with
questions, will not be up to the mark. If they support, they can see for instance how the leader
of a class handles questions, how perhaps he handles difficult people, answers perhaps tricky
questions. They can just observe and learn in that way. Sometimes the new Order Member is
a bit too eager to plunge in.

[21]

I remember in this connection when I was in Sarnath, a couple of youngsters were ordained as
sramaneras, and just to show their mettle as it were they sort of looked around and they spied
an unfortunate brahmin in the audience, or congregation or whatever, and they seized hold of
him and demanded that he should tell them why he believed in an Atman. The poor brahmin
had probably never even thought about it; they were going for him hammer and tongs, saying
'Why do you believe in this atman? Show your proofs', etc. etc. They lost no time in showing
what they were made of. I don't think young Members of the Western Buddhist Order would
do quite that sort of thing, but it is a temptation for the enthusiastic initiate.

Sumana: By 'a new young Order Member' do you mean young in age or young in

S: Not necessarily. I am thinking primarily of him being young in ordination, spiritually
young. There may be exceptions; some of them might have been ordained rather late, at a
mature age, with a good understanding of the Dharma, well able to handle people. One must
be careful not to over-generalize. But usually new Order Members are at the same time quite
young well, young in every respect, very often.

Cittapala: Do you think that there is any case for extending our teaching skills by attending
courses ?

S: Oh yes, indeed, I think that would be a very good idea. Yes, I think this subject has been
mooted, has been discussed. Yes, indeed. I think one has to distinguish, perhaps, between
deepening one's real understanding of the Dharma, perhaps even Insight into the Dharma,
through one's practice, and the acquisition of skills that will enable one to communicate
whatever understanding and knowledge one has. The skills, without the actual understanding,
are not really of much use. But I think there is room for improvement in all respects. If it
wasn't for the rather parlous condition of the world, one would be tempted to suggest that



Order Members should just mature their understanding of the Dharma for quite a few years,
but the world is in quite a bad state, the Dharma is badly needed, people are suffering from a
lack of it, and a little of it goes a long way. And even the most ordinary Order Member, even
the most untalented Order Member, I believe, is able to communicate the Dharma somehow
or other in such a way as to be of great use and help to quite a large number of people,
circumstances being what they are. Sometimes just a few words go a very long way, and just
offer a glimmer of hope to someone who perhaps was in a quite hopeless condition before.
You don't have to be a great orator or to have a wonderful knowledge of the Dharma or to be
a well-known scholar in Buddhism to produce that sort of effect, or help in that sort of way. It
is quite surprising, sometimes, what in a sense quite ill-equipped or untalented Order
Members have been able to do with just a bit of drive and sincerity; those things do go a long
way.

Peter: Yasa's father invites the Buddha and Yasa to come for a meal. He , invites Yasa as the
Buddha's attendant. Did Yasa actually become an attendant of the Buddha?

S: I don't think one is to understand that Yasa was seen as the Buddha's permanent attendant,
in the way that Ananda afterwards became. But it was a sort of etiquette, at least later on in
the development of the Sangha, and that later development may be reflected back into this
early period here. But it was a sort of etiquette that the more junior monk should attend upon
the more senior one if they went out together in that way carrying his bowl and his extra robe
and so on, just out of courtesy as it were, or respect for a senior or for a teacher. One often
finds manners and customs of that sort, which perhaps were developed later on, being
attributed to a much earlier stage in the history of Buddhism. This is part of the [22] editing
process that the scriptures underwent probably at their stage of oral transmission.

Peter: When did the Buddha gain his first full-time attendant in his career?

S: I don't remember exactly. He had several before Ananda came along. They were all, for
one reason or another, unsatisfactory. It seems, to the best of my recollection, that Ananda
became his full-time attendant about 20 years, I think it was, before the Parinirvana; when the
Buddha was about 60, that would be.

Ratnaprabha: In the section where the Buddha sends out the first 60 arhants preach the
Dharma to the world, usually there is a mention at least in most translations I have seen of no
two going together. For some reason, this seems to be omitted from this translation. Are there
different versions of the story or something, or ?

S: There is only one Pali version, to the best of my knowledge, but you are right about that
except that the phrase I forget what it is in Pali is sometimes translated 'Go two together' and
sometimes translated as 'Do not go two of you together'! It is ambiguous; grammatically it can
mean either. I am inclined to think that it was 'Go two together'. But that depends not on
grammatical considerations but on the general trend of the Buddha's teaching, emphasis on
kalyana mitrata, and the fact that the Buddha himself usually was attended by another monk.
But, yes, it is rather odd that that is omitted, if it is in fact an omission. I believe it is. One
mustn't forget that the work was published after Nanamoli's death. It could be that little
omissions did occur. If there is any other anthology on the premises, you could look up that
particular passage.



Ratnaprabha: Yes, we have got Woodward's Some Sayings of the Buddha, and I'm afraid I
haven't brought it with me,but it does actually say it.

S: But you can look up the passage look up the reference to that part of the Canon which
Nanamoli is quoting from, and see if it corresponds to the passage from which Woodward is
quoting.

Ratnaprabha: I believe it is the same passage. Woodward has 'Go not any two together' before
Nanamoli says, "Teach the Law that is good in the beginning, good in the middle and good in
the end.'

S: I think in that case it is a simple omission, because there aren't differing versions to that
extent. Whether the omission was accidental or deliberate, it is difficult to say. But the
passage, as I have said, can be translated as 'Go two together.'

Ratnaprabha: Do you think, Bhante, that two is a particularly good number for going and
teaching the Dharma? I am thinking of, for example, if one does go out of one's centre to give
a talk to a school or one is visiting another town, or one is invited, do you think that to go in
pairs is a particularly helpful way to ?

S: I think that is good. In fact, I have suggested that, or I encourage that from time to time,
because I think if another person goes with you it fulfils several functions. First of all, that
person can listen to your talk and the way that you answer questions and give you feedback
afterwards; and that, especially if you are relatively new, may be very useful. Then, of course,
if it is a question of [23] circulating after the talk, just chatting with people or giving
information about the FWBO, distributing or selling literature, it is very useful to have a
second person with you who can help out, instead of one Order Member having to do
everything himself. So if it is at all possible I would certainly suggest that when Order
Members go to, say, a group outside the FWBO to give a talk, they take along another Order
Member who can just accompany them, give them moral support if need be. Also it is an
occasion for increasing your contact and friendship with that particular Order Member. If an
Order Member isn't available, you can even consider taking a more experienced Mitra along
with you. It is best not to take your girl friend! A Mitra at least can sell literature or just talk
with people. And, of course, that Mitra gets a good bit of kalyana mitrata on the way,
especially if it's a long journey by train! Two is a good number in many ways, but I think if
it's a question of starting up a new centre, I think two probably isn't a particularly good
number. Because if, say, difficulties arise, or problems or tensions between those two people,
it is not always easy for them to sort it out. If there is a third person present, part of the team
as it were, I think it is usually much easier to sort out any little problem that arises as between
any two of those people. But, yes, for excursions to outside groups to give talks, it is good
that you have two.

Tommy: Can you say something about the Buddha's convention of consenting to, for
example, meals with silence?

S: I am not sure whether it was just the Buddha's personal custom, or whether it was an Indian
custom of that day; but it means that no words were wasted, doesn't it? Silence means assent,
or consent. But that habit of the Buddha's, if it was just his habit, seems to have been well
known, so perhaps it was something of a general custom: if you agreed, you said nothing.



You didn't have to say, 'Oh, thank you very much, yes, by all means, I'll come tomorrow.' It
was considered perhaps more dignified just to say nothing to say nowt!

Sudhana: Would it not be a device, just to make the Buddha seem high, as it were?

S: I don't get that impression. I think it most likely was based on the Buddha's actual practice
whether, as I said, that was peculiar to himself or whether that was the general practice at the
time, at least on the part of ascetics.

Peter: There is at least one instance where the Buddha's silence means he doesn't consent; that
is where Ananda is asking him to teach the pratimoksha to the assembly. So how is one to tell
the difference?

S: Ah, but he doesn't Ananda sort of announces that the time has come, but the Buddha
doesn't take any notice. It is not exactly an invitation, it is more like a reminder. He thinks
that the Buddha has been so deep in meditation that he hasn't noticed how late the hour is; so
he jogs the Buddha's elbow sort of 'Do you know how late it is?' But actually the Buddha did
know, but he was keeping silence for a particular purpose. So I don't think it falls in quite the
same category. This also was an incident within the Order, wasn't it? whereas that as it were
etiquette of assenting with silence seems to apply especially to invitations to meals from the
laity.

[24]
Uttara: ... If somebody sent you a letter that they are going to do something and if they don't
get a reply from you they take it as being all right. I think this has happened recently.

S: Oh yes, I very strongly objected to that, because it's a form of coercion, really. It has
happened in recent years quite a lot to such an extent I had to say something about it some
months ago. Because what sometimes used to happen was that someone, yes, as Uttara says,
would write to me and say: 'T'm thinking of doing such-and-such' it might even be an Order
Member occupying some kind of official position at a centre, it might be something to do
with centre activities or something of that sort, or something that commits me to something;
and they'll say, "This is what I'm thinking of doing, and if I don't hear from you, say, within
two days, I'll take it that you are happy about it.' So, assuming that the letter reaches me in
time, it means I've got to drop whatever I'm doing and think about that particular thing and
come to a conclusion about it, write a letter or get a letter written, which may be very
inconvenient. So, to bring that sort of pressure, so to speak, to bear on me in that way is really
quite inconsiderate. So people should in fact never do this, and never do it to other people,
unless you give a very lengthy, reasonable period of time, or unless the situation, due to no
fault of your own, is a very urgent one do you see what I mean? But that is hardly ever the
case, I've found. So it's really not at all a good sort of thing to do, whether with me or with
anybody else.

Sudhana: Of course, Bhante, it is a good idea to contact you about important decisions?

S: Oh, that's true, yes. But not on the basis of 'If I don't hear from you, I'll go ahead, taking it
that it is all right." If one wants to do that and sometimes that may be necessary at least I must
be given time to think about it, because I can't always just drop what I'm doing to consider
that particular matter so as to meet the deadline that has been given; unless, of course, as I've



said, it is something that has arisen quickly due to no fault of that particular person.

Sudhana: Just to give you feedback I've actually found the method of giving you time perhaps
just mentioning that I wouldn't mind a reply from the Office by telephone or letter and it
works very well. I've always had a telephone call back from somebody in the Order Office
just to say, 'OK, that's fine.'

S: But, even so, I should still be given sufficient time, because they will always ask me 'What
should we do?' and that means I've still got to think about it. It may be a matter that requires
quite a bit of thought. If I am in the midst of writing something, I don't want to be interrupted
in that sort of way, or rushed, as it were.

Sudhana: What sort of time, Bhante?

S: Oh, that's quite impossible to say. It depends on the nature the more important it is, as far
as you can see, the longer time I need to be given. Usually people don't bother me about
trivial things. That means I need time to think about them. I would say try to give me a week,
if you possibly can. And sometimes the Order Office is very busy; they might be able to make
a phone call, but sometimes they are so busy that to write an extra letter at short notice is
difficult. I'm afraid sometimes people have sent me letters of that sort and they've reached me
after the deadline, so you should make sure that you have allowed sufficient time for the letter
to get to me, and then for me to consider at relative leisure. Sometimes it's almost as though
people just want an excuse for going ahead with what they want to go ahead with, but they go
through the motions, as it were, of giving me a chance to object, or something of that sort.

[25]
Anyway, I just mention that in case anyone in future is ever tempted to write to me or contact
me in that sort of way. But don't do it with anybody not just with me.

Vessantara: | get the impression certainly, people should give you long enough to think, but
sometimes people say 'Unless I hear from you by a certain date I shall take it that it's all right'
in order to save you and the Order Office the trouble of having to write back and say "That's
OK' or having to make a phone call.

S: They don't always, of course, understand the implications of what they ask about.
Sometimes they don't understand that it is a matter requiring thought. Sometimes I am quite
happy just not to reply at all, thinking, 'Well, it's OK, it doesn't really matter, it's something
they can go ahead with.' But sometimes there are implications which people haven't
understood.

Vessantara: Are there any particular areas where people seem a bit blind to the implications
of what they are doing?

S: I think very often where it affects other people, I think often they don't give sufficient
thought whether the other people are Mitras or fellow Order Members, or people connected
with outside groups, or outside agencies of any kind. I think very often they don't realize the
implications there, due just to lack of worldly experience, more often than not.

Vessantara: Any particular area? you mentioned this thing about lack of worldly experience in



a way last night, talking about cunning and craft. Do you see any particular areas where
numbers of Order Members sort of fall down in worldly

S: In matters connected with business or money, they are not always sufficiently well
informed not that I know much about these things, but at least I've been around a bit longer
than most people. Anything as it were of a 'political’ nature. It's not usually anything
connected directly with the Dharma. Very often they haven't properly considered the
consequences of a particular line of action. They mean well, and in a sense what they are
intending to do is all right, but they are not able to foresee possible consequences of a kind
that perhaps they wouldn't like. Usually it's just due to lack of experience, mainly worldly
experience, I'm afraid, rather than knowledge of the Dharma.

Cittapala: Bhante, do you foresee a body of Order Members taking over that role from you in
liaising with the world in that kind of way?

S: I hope someone, whether in the singular or the plural, will take over some time! Obviously,
some senior Order Members are much more capable in this respect than others: Subhuti, for
instance.

Cittapala: At the moment, the Movement seems to refer to the Order Office i.e. to yourself
but presumably at some point you will want to hand that on?

S: I would hope so; yes, indeed.

Cittapala: In which case, presumably some Order Members will then have to as it were
represent the Movement or even the Order in respect of that?

S: Or speak for it, yes. Yes, indeed. There are two or three, or even four, who are able to do
that to some extent already; but there are some matters which they even aren't fully
experienced in. I suppose one can't expect too much too soon. I am sometimes a bit concerned
about the lack of worldly know-how on the part of such a [26] large percentage of Order
Members; they often seem to make little mistakes or little blunders that one would not have
expected someone with a bit of almost practical common sense to make. I can't think of any
examples offhand.

Cittapala: For my own part, I've become increasingly less involved with the world over the
last five or six years; and well short of becoming involved in centre activities of one sort or
another, I can just foresee that continuing. So I imagine that that might extend to other Order
Members in a similar position to myself. I am wondering if there isn't actually a need to
almost groom people or prepare people in some kind of way, so that they

S: I am not so sure, I think it's a sort of knack you have. I never had any particular interest in
worldly affairs, or any particular training or grooming in them; if anything, less than most
people. But when a situation was presented to me, I was able to see certain implications, or
possible consequences. It seemed just a matter of common sense that you should be able to
see those things, if you just put your mind on to that particular matter. Not that one has to
have a vast experience beforehand. In many respects, I have had no experience at all haven't
wanted to have. It seems more a matter of just applying your mind to something, just thinking
about it a little bit.



Vessantara: Do you think this is where people are falling short? just perhaps in the same way
as they don't really reflect on the Dharma enough; they just don't think, especially a prolonged
or deep weighing

S: I don't think it's even that. There are a few Order Members, a very few, who have this a
sort of foresight, a common sense, an intelligence which is just there and they apply it to that
particular situation, even though it may be a quite new situation. There is just a handful of
Order Members not even a handful, perhaps that I know I can completely rely on to exercise
that sort of common sense. But the majority I can't rely on to exercise that kind of common
sense. I have found it again and again and again. It is not a question of experience,
necessarily, because the people who have that sort of capacity are not people with a great deal
of worldly experience. One, in fact, I can think of [has] hardly any such experience, but he is
very alert and on the ball in this sort of way. I feel I can trust him. Do you see what I mean?

Vessantara: Mm. So how is this to be developed?

S: I'm not sure, because very often it seems to be a knack or capacity that you are almost born
with. I think it must be possible to develop it, if you don't have much of it. A lot of it is to do
with mindfulness, and applying your mind properly to something fully. For instance, to try
and give an example: I send someone maybe into town to get something for me. I say 'l need
such-and-such a thing, you can get it in such-and-such a shop'. Well, quite a lot of people just
go, and they will inquire in that shop, and if they can't get it they will just come back and say,
‘Sorry, I couldn't get it." But others will actually go and search in other shops, or they will
check that what I want is actually still available or not; they might find out that it is no longer
available, it is no longer made. They will then perhaps just phone me to that effect and say, 'I
can't get that but I can get something near to it. Is that good enough?' They will take that sort
of initiative. But a lot of people just come straight back and say, 'No, I couldn't get it.' Do you
see what I'm getting at? It's quite basic things like that; well, sometimes, quite often, of a
more elaborate type, a more important type. But I sometimes am surprised how little people
actually think, and how little initiative they show in this way.

[28]
Vessantara: Is it connected with some sort of questioning?

S: Some sort of questioning; an active, alert mind.

Cittapala: It seems to me, from what I've read about managerial skills, that that is actually
what you are saying that the majority of Order Members lack: the ability to manage. Because
to be a good manager in business, those sort of skills are the sort of things which captains of
industry are

S: But the lack of that sort of skill seems to show itself in such ordinary, everyday ways. I am
frankly really quite astonished, sometimes, how little well know-how people seem to have.
But just a few people do have it, and they really stand out, and I know that those are people I
can rely on. It is more that such people use their own intelligence. Others just carry out orders
almost without thinking. But this minority of people, it is as though they have got a mind of
their own which they can use in the situation. They are good in emergencies. You can trust
them in emergencies. They can act very quickly, think very quickly, adapt themselves very
quickly, take action very quickly and the right action where the majority of people would just



be helpless, or just say "What shall I do?'

Nanamoli IV: Tuscany'86

Vessantara: Is it connected with some sort of questioning?
S: Some sort of questioning; an active, alert mind.

Cittapala: It seems to me, from what I've read about managerial skills, that that is actually
what you are saying that the majority of Order Members lack: the ability to manage. Because
to be a good manager in business, those sort of skills are the sort of things which captains of
industry are

S: But the lack of that sort of skill seems to show itself in such ordinary, everyday ways. I am
frankly really quite astonished, sometimes, how little well know-how people seem to have.
But just a few people do have it, and they really stand out, and I know that those are people I
can rely on. It is more that such people use their own intelligence. Others just carry out orders
almost without thinking. But this minority of people, it is as though they have got a mind of
their own which they can use in the situation. They are good in emergencies. You can trust
them in emergencies. They can act very quickly, think very quickly, adapt themselves very
quickly, take action very quickly and the right action where the majority of people would just
be helpless, or just say "What shall I do?'

Side 2
Also, of course, a certain amount of self-confidence is perhaps implied.

Cittapala: Do you think that this may be something which Vajraketu has been jumping up and
down about?

S: I am not sure whether it is quite that that he is thinking of. I think he is definitely thinking
in terms of more managerial skills, outwardgoingness. I am thinking much more, really, on a
more basic human level, where people seem lacking in this sort of way that one would not
really have expected people in the FWBO; even Order Members. It seems to be a lack of
alertness, a lack of capacity to be on the ball, having one's wits about one.

Cittapala: It seems extraordinary; where people are developing spiritually, you would think
that that would be something that would come with

S: Yes, one would have thought that. And those who have this aren't necessarily those who
are best known within the Movement for 'spirituality'! just to make it more complicated!

Derek: Bhante, do you have any ideas as to why this should be the case?

S: I don't know! It's just a baffling sort of question, in a way. Perhaps I can guess it doesn't
explain why some people have it, but perhaps it explains why some people don't have it: that
we don't live in a sufficiently dangerous situation. We are like wild animals that have
suddenly been domesticated and all their natural predators removed, and they just lose their
alertness and all that sort of thing. This is all that I can think of as a possible explanation.



Perhaps it doesn't affect people outside the Movement all that much, I don't know. I am
talking mainly about the people I come into contact with within the Movement, especially
Order Members.

Padmapani: Bhante, I met it in ... those art projects. (?) Because people were doing a lot of
manual work, there did seem to be a lot of common sense around.

S: There did seem?

[29]

Padmapani: There was. But that sort of seemed to go out the window, so to speak, when the
project was finished. I am wondering if there is a connection between working, in a more
crude sense, and that sense you were talking about.

S: This I am not sure of. I've never been particularly good in that sort of way; I can't mend a
broken pipe or anything of that sort, never have been able to. I think it's more a capacity to
deal with situations that I'm thinking of, I think it's more that; not so much practical jobs, but
more the capacity to deal with situations, especially unforeseen situations. People often seem
so helpless. Anyway, maybe I shouldn't dwell upon all this too much. Has anybody else sort
of noticed it?

Voices: Yes.

Padmapani: I've also noticed to the contrary, to the credit of some Order Members I've
worked with some Order Members and it's somehow we could move mountains together,
virtually. I have noticed that, too.

Alan Turner: Bhante, just in connection with that. You have talked about the crucial
situations. Do you think there is a tendency in the Movement to settle down a bit too much
rather than to actively seek out the crucial situation?

S: I think there is something of that (in Britain, anyway; one has to exclude India from this).
But I am just thinking of these common-sense-type situations that people seem often not able
to meet.

: I am just wondering, where there is a necessity, whether people aren't somehow more
obliged to respond when it is actually up to them to

S: Well, if you have to live by your wits, your wits become sharpened. It may be I don't know,
I was going to say that in my case [ was on my own in India, so that might have sharpened my
wits; but on second thoughts, no, I don't think it was that at all. I just seemed able to deal with
situations as they arose, and I seemed to know what to do even in quite unforeseen situations.
It never seemed difficult.

Vessantara: | think a lot of it is to do with self-confidence. I think if you've got
self-confidence you are prepared to apply your mind, and most situations are not that difficult.
And if you haven't got it, you tend to look around and do the safe thing, or even go back and
say,'l didn't get it, but I've covered my tracks, I did my best. I did what you said' which is the
safe thing to do.



S: Right, yes. Also, perhaps, intelligence of a kind? But, yes, I certainly think lack of
self-confidence has a lot to do with it in many cases. Not that I have ever thought of myself as
a particularly self-confident person! I never used to think about it! I never used to think in
those psychological terms when I was in India.

Sudhana: Would some of it perhaps be explained by people getting used to working in a
different mode i.e. in the FWBO? You are usually giving when you are doing something that
is, you are not being paid to do it, sums of money, etc. So I am wondering sometimes ['ve
seen people move into coops and suchlike, and they've lacked the sort of common sense you
are talking about. You see them working in co-ops and you think 'Is it because they are not
sufficiently motivated emotionally?' So they don't really feel for that situation sufficiently, in
order to get that more earthy kind of intelligence that you are talking about. It seems to
correspond with an emotional state of mind.

S: Yes, I think there is definitely something in that, too. Yes.

[30]
Sudhana: So it follows that the more integrated person would develop this common sense as a
matter of course.

S: Yes. Sometimes you don't rise to the occasion or exercise initiative or intelligence just due
to lack of interest.

Sudhana: Lack of commitment, in a way.

S: Lack of commitment, in a way,yes. Anyway, perhaps we have spent long enough on that
particular topic.

Derek: Back to the text, now. We were looking at the text this morning, we were , discussing
the little bits in verse where Mara comes on the scene and there is an exchange between Mara
and the Buddha. They seem to be fairly straightforward verses, but I was wondering what the
actual relevance was of the verse to what happened in the rest of the passage.

S: Which particular verses are you referring to, which page?
Derek: There are two. There is the one on pp. 52 and 53.

S: One must bear in mind that, first of all, broadly speaking, very often verse passages are
older than passages in prose. And sometimes one finds that verse passages occur in contexts
where they don't quite seem to fit. You find this,for instance, with the Udana. It is almost as
though the editor, so to speak, had these verses and he had to find a place for them
somewhere. So I think, generally speaking, one must be prepared to find them not always
fitting. But, in this particular instance, on pp. 5253, what makes you think that they don't fit,
so to speak?

Derek: It's just that I can imagine him not being ...

S: I would say, in a way, it's not surprising that Mara does appear. Mara Appears, if he
appears at all, on quite crucial occasions. He appears just before the Buddha's Enlightenment;



and here is the Buddha, he has just sent out his first sixty disciples, and they are going to
preach the Dharma, they are going to undermine Mara's kingdom; so one would have
expected Mara to appear at this moment, would one not? The Buddha has just said:
'‘Bhikkhus, I am free from all shackles whether human or divine.' But Mara says: "You are
bound by every shackle Whether human or divine,' as though he is trying to undermine the
Buddha's confidence. Is that not what one would have expected Mara to try to do? I mean, if
you had been Mara, what would you have done on that occasion? Would you have kept quiet
on the occasion of these sixty arhants being sent out in all directions?

Derek: There was another connected point. We were wondering how to take Mara. Could we
take him, in this context, as symbolizing something psychologically? Because if the Buddha
is already Enlightened, it wouldn't be part of his own consciousness, would it?

S: Presumably not. But, of course, one mustn't forget that, according to general Buddhist
tradition, including Theravada tradition, Mara can be understood in four ways. There are four
Maras. You have come across this, I think at some time or other, haven't you? There is Kilesa
Mara, that is Mara as the personification of the passions or defilements, Mara as a sort of
personification of something subjective, something psychological. Then there is Macchu(?)
Mara, Mara as the personification or embodiment of death. And then we've got Khanda Mara
Mara as representing conditioned [31] existence itself; and then there's Mara the Devaputta,
the Mara as what we might call a mythological being, an actually existing being from the
traditional point of view, existing somewhere in the kamaloka, and in a way ruling over it, or
in a sense even ruling over the whole of conditioned existence. So he is an actual figure in the
Buddhist pantheon, to use that term; just like Indra or Brahma there is also Mara. So it can't
be Kilesa Mara, because the Buddha has eliminated all kilesas. It seems most likely that it's
Devaputta Mara, this being belonging to another realm as it were, who is opposed to the
Dharma.

Derek: Do you think that this could be interpreted in a psychological way at all, as
representing resistance on the part of the bhikkhus, or resistance on the part of people
generally?

S: One could understand it in that way. But I don't suppose it seemed like that to the Buddha
or anybody else who might have been around. The Buddha might well have experienced it as
an actual presence, an actual personality. One can't rule that out. But, yes, it seems quite
appropriate, coming back to the earlier part of the question, that Mara should appear on this
occasion, or should manifest on this occasion.

Ratnaprabha: Bhante, you mentioned that Mara can sometimes be considered as the ruler of
this world. I had always thought of him, in the Buddhist sense, as being rather a weak figure,
nothing like the Christian Satan. I think you have perhaps made that point yourself.

S: Indeed, yes. But he is weak in relation to the Buddha and the arhants; he is not weak in
relation to ordinary beings! He cuts a very sorry figure in the Pali Canon, but that is because
he is always coming up against the Buddha and his Enlightened disciples. I think, if it was a
question of coming up against unenlightened beings, it would be a very different story. You
mustn't be misled by the fact that, in the Pali scriptures, Mara is always discomfited or nearly
always but look who he's up against! So one mustn't be misled by that; yes, he cuts a very
poor figure in the scriptures, but I am sure, on other occasions, he doesn't.



Vessantara: Presumably 'Mara' would be another way of describing the gravitational pull?

S: Yes, indeed. Yes, one could say that. Anyway, that's an aspect of Khanda Mara, perhaps. I
think I did suggest or someone suggested, perhaps not me years ago, that it might be a good
idea to sometimes think in terms of our own experiences in terms of encounters with Mara.
There might have been all sorts of Mara trying to prevent your coming to Il Convento. There
might have been a Mara trying to prevent you getting the necessary money together, or it
might even be that Mara's daughters were trying to put a spoke in your wheel, who knows, to
delay your coming hither? (Laughter.) Oh dear, what's all that about? (Loud laughter.) There's
many a true word spoken in jest, apparently! So, you know, one can think of Mara in this sort
of way, or rather think of the obstacles and difficulties of the spiritual life in terms of Mara's
personal interest or personal intervention in your affairs.

Ratnaprabha: Bhante, isn't that in a way getting away from one's own personal responsibility
for one's difficulties, by saying, 'Oh well, it's something else that's doing it to me,' rather than
saying, 'T am placing these obstacles in my own way,' sort of thing?

[32]

S: Well, sometimes it doesn't seem like that. You are making every effort, perhaps, to get say,
to take that example all the money for your three months at Il Convento together, and all sorts
of inexplicable things happen to prevent and frustrate you; so then, perhaps, you think,
‘Maybe it's Mara. Maybe he's lurking behind the figure of the bank manager and whispering
in his ear,' or something of that sort. Sometimes it does seem like that, that there is some sort
of force, almost of a personal nature, frustrating your efforts. The other would be accounted
for by Kilesa Mara, but this is Devaputta Mara. So perhaps there is a Devaputta Mara, as
distinct from the Kilesa Mara. Maybe you can't reduce Mara to Kilesa Mara, or even Khanda
Mara and Macchu Mara. Perhaps there is also this fourth category of Mara, an actual sentient
being of this rather unskilful and malevolent type; or, at least, mischievous type. One can't
rule out the possibility, I suppose.

: Given the occasions when Mara does tend to appear, could we draw the conclusion on
principle that we are most likely to come under his attack or influence as we are going to
leave the kamaloka or make a powerful spiritual effort?

S: Yes, Mara doesn't bother to attack those whom he has already enslaved. He doesn't bother
to attack his faithful servants! It is when you try to get away that you feel what is otherwise
called the gravitational pull. You don't feel the pull of gravity so much when you are sitting
on a chair, but when you jump up into the air and start coming down especially if you are in
an aeroplane that's crashing you feel it much more.

Peter: Can you suggest what we should do if we believe we are under attack from a Devaputta
Mara?

S: Well, you can argue with him. I don't know if I should mention it, but I had an experience
of that sort myself once. I have mentioned it in my unpublished memoirs they are only
unpublished because the publishers didn't want to bring out those particular chapters but it
started, significantly enough, when I started meditating; the first time I seriously meditated,
which was in Delhi shortly after I arrived in India. I was only 19 then, and this was the first
time, believe it or not, that I had actually sat down to meditate in a formal manner. Until then,



I had only been concerned with studying Buddhism and reading about it and writing about it.
So I was just sitting and meditating, and suddenly this head appeared in front of me, which I
can only describe as the head of Mara. I can see this head in my mind's eye even now. It was a
quite old man; he must have been between 50 and 60, fairly dark complexioned; and a white
stubble both on the chin and on the head,quite white. And his expression was that of someone
who had led a quite wicked life; it was sort of stamped on his face. He had a sort of yellowy
brown complexion. And, as I was sitting there meditating, he said it was just the head, sort of
floating in mid-space, in front of me he said: 'Huh! You're wasting your time. All this
meditation, it's just a waste of time, a sheer waste of time. You won't get anything out of it.'
So I think perhaps I was slightly argumentative (laughter) and I said 'No! You're wrong. 1
know that you're wrong, because I'm getting something out of it here and now. That is my
experience. So it's wrong to say that I'm wasting my time.' When I said that, he disappeared.
So this is what I mean when I say you must argue with Mara, at least you must stand up to
him; if he speaks to you, don't be afraid to speak to him. There was a sequel to this, because
years later I met him again, as it were, but in a human form. The strange thing was I won't go
into details but I met this person, and I knew at once it was the same face, it was the same sort
of features, and it was that same Mara. Now, whether that Mara had possessed that person or
whatever, I just don't know, but that was my actual experience. I recognized him immediately,
and [33] I think he recognized me. Yes, it was in Nepal; that must have been in 1951, I think.
So, yes, one can have these sort of experiences. And I don't think one well, one could say in
my case it was my own unconscious doubts about the usefulness of meditation; I am not
aware that I had any unconscious doubts, but then, of course, if they are unconscious you
won't be aware of them. But I can't believe that that was just Kilesa Mara not that there
weren't any kilesas there, but I regard that as a sort of encounter with something or someone
who was in a sense actually there, not just reducible to my own mental states. I just mention
that as an example of what you should do; you should stand up to Mara. Or you should recite
a mantra; I didn't think of that then. I don't think I knew much about mantras at that time. I
had another experience on the London tube, strange to say, while we are on the subject; it's
just running in my mind. This was in the very early days of the FWBO yes, it's yet another
crucial time! I was sitting in a tube train, and I happened to notice that there was someone just
a little way along the carriage standing in the doorway with his back to me, wearing a dark
suit; and as soon as I saw him I instantly knew "This is a Mara.' I can't explain how, but I just
knew it: "That's a Mara.' So I kept my eye on him! He didn't turn round at all. I didn't look at
him, I was just watching out of the corner of my eye in case he turned round; but he was just
standing with his back to me, waiting for his station, and after two or three stops the doors
opened and it was his station. So he very deliberately turned round, and he went like that at
me, and then he jumped out and ran away very quickly! So I thought, 'Well; he must have
been a Mara. He must have known that I had my eye on him." An ordinary-looking chap,
maybe about 40, dressed in a rather shabby dark suit. But the instant my eyes lit on him, even
though he had his back to me, [ knew: "That's not a human being, that's a Mara.' But I can't
rationalize it. Some people might say, 'It's completely crazy,' or '[ You're] suffering from some
kind of schizophrenia or something,' but that was definitely my experience, however it might
be explained. I have had a few experiences like that.

Vessantara: Why did you just look at him out of the corner of your eye, then?
S: Because sometimes, if you are looking at someone intently, they sense it. So I wanted to

keep my eye on him without alarming him, as it were. Apparently he must have felt it,
anyway well, being a Mara!



Uttara: Were you wearing robes at the time, Bhante?

S: Yes, I was. [ used to wear my I am pretty certain, I won't be absolutely certain, because that
might have been the time when I was sort of, you know, beginning to wear ordinary dress
outside. I won't be sure. But if I was, I would be wearing a sort of brown cloak over my
yellow robe. Anyway, let's carry on.

Sin Choon: About dealing with Mara, ... experience, that reminds me of a Sinhalese monk,
quite a high ... priest I won't mention any names says that meditation is wasting time, ... and
effort. That's what the monk says. So how to deal with this Mara in yellow robe? He tells us,
his disciples say, 'Meditation is a waste of time, just sitting on chairs and ... forwards and
backwards.' How is one to deal with this, when somebody comes and tells you 'Meditation is
a waste of time'? It is of human form. (?)

S: You can just say: 'T know it isn't a waste of time, because that is my experience. I actually
find that I am benefited by it." You should be able to say that.

Sin Choon: Because that chap is sort of very influential monk, so -

[34]

S: Well, you have to build up your influence until it is greater than his! You can direct the
attack and say: 'Look, he is supposed to be a monk, and he is directly contradicting the
teaching of the Buddha according to all traditions. Why is he a monk? He is just an impostor
if he is saying that sort of thing.' Be quite blunt and outspoken. You have just as much right to
your opinion as he has to his, so to speak. One mustn't be overawed by someone's apparent
position. One expects to hear people saying that meditation is a waste of time, but one doesn't
expect to hear monks saying that!

Sin Choon: ... meditation is associated with madness, and meditators become crazy and
that,you know. So that sort of thing ... people ...

S: Well, sometimes if people as it were meditate in the wrong sort of way say, do a lot of
pranayama or something of that sort, it may affect them mentally. But that is not to say that
meditation as such is going to have that effect. There used to be a bit of a scare of that sort
around in London; when I arrived back in 1964, Mr Humphreys used to say that no one
should meditate for more than five minutes it was dangerous. I was considered quite daring
that [ had meditation classes and used to allow people to meditate for 20 minutes at a time. It
was considered quite risky! But some people build up that sort of scare, perhaps on the basis
of someone's unpleasant experience. Sometimes someone is mentally disturbed already, or
sometimes they get the wrong sort of teaching. But to say about meditation as such that it
induces madness is absolute nonsense. If anything, it is those who don't meditate who are
mad, not those who do. But I think sometimes in Buddhist countries or semi Buddhist
countries, or where Buddhism is strong as an ethnic tradition, you will come up against
people with all sorts of weird ideas; but you just have to challenge them, whatever their
position may be, and not allow yourself to be intimidated by the fact that they are older than
you or supposedly more learned than you, etc. I came up against this when I was in India;
some Buddhist monks thought I was really quite eccentric in wanting to meditate or being
interested in meditation. But one must have confidence that you are on the right path and you
do know what you are talking about, and that you are not going to be browbeaten by some



pseudo-authority like Luther and the pope. The pope said, 'Who are you, just an ordinary
monk, to question the tradition of the church and the authority of the pope?' But Luther said,
in effect: 'Tjust can't help it. This is what I believe. This is what I see as the truth.' In the end,
he won. Or at least he was not defeated.

Padmapani: Bhante, in Dhyana for Beginners I think this is from Goddard's Buddhist Bible
there is a whole section devoted to the monks of the Tendai school in dhyana states having to
get to grips with Mara; and [it is said] there are periods of the day given over to Mara, and
then the monks have to recognize what period of the day it is, because these cause distractions
in dhyana states. I was just wondering how that system fits in with

S: I am not sure about that. There are parallel traditions in other parts of the world. I don't
remember any such tradition or teaching in the Pali Canon; but the Sufis have a teaching of
this kind, that there are different kinds of spirit for the different times of day. And, of course,
in the Christian tradition, there is what they call the noonday demon. Have you heard about
that? That was a demon that was especially supposed to afflict monks in the desert at the time
of noon. It was supposed to be the time when they were most susceptible to demonic
influences. According to Indian or Vedic tradition, the early part of the afternoon is a period
of lowered vitality. They say during the morning your vitality is building up, and then [35]
during the afternoon it's tailing off. That is why in India, traditionally, people don't eat in the
middle of the day. They eat in the morning and they eat in the evening. But I think it's true to
say that the early afternoon is that period when you are in a sense at your lowest ebb. Your
vitality is lowest. It is not a good time for meditation not for beginners say, between 1 o'clock
and 3 o'clock in the afternoon, it is not a good time. And because that is a period of lowered
vitality, it could be then that you are more susceptible to a sort of invasion from your own
unconscious mind; you may have sort of semi-daydreams and you may perhaps be more open
to the attacks of Mara at that particular time. But, with regard to this Tendai tradition of
specific demons or specific Maras for particular hours of the day, I am not sure whether that
is actually a Buddhist tradition or something taken from Chinese tradition. It may be that at
particular hours of the day depending on the prevailing atmosphere or influence you are more
exposed to one particular type of as it were temptation than at another. That may be so. I can't
say that I have looked into it sufficiently to be able to say. But I do know about the noonday
demon, and I do know from what I have observed on retreats that that period of well, let's say
from 2 to 4 o'clock is a time of definitely lowered energy. Oh dear! more words spoken in jest
being true ones? But it's a natural thing, isn't it? I think in the night, also, at the corresponding
hour; I think quite a high proportion of people die at that time of the night. I think I am right
in saying that it is that time that that is roughly correct. But certainly it is a time of lowered
vitality. People who die natural deaths, as it were, tend to die at that time. So it is perhaps
good to I was going to say study one's natural rhythms in this respect; but I have a vague
recollection that, some years ago, I read a book which dealt with circadian rhythms, is it
called? yes; so that these low periods that we sometimes experience are those periods when,
the low points of, say, a number of different biological cycles, perhaps, happen to coincide.
So one should be on the lookout, perhaps, for these sort of things. You may notice in your
own experience that there are certain times of day, normally, when your energies are
definitely aroused and when you can do certain things more easily and happily, and certain
other times of day when your energies are at a low ebb, and when you shouldn't perhaps try to
do certain things certainly if you can help it; without, of course, being too precious about it.

Douglas: Bhante, how do you distinguish the Mara Devaputta figure from the Satan figure of



the Christians?

S: I suppose in principle one doesn't. Satan has a slightly different history, perhaps a slightly
different character from Mara; but they seem much of a muchness. Maras are,of course I'm
not sure that this is actually stated, but it is certainly implied are human beings reborn, just as
Indras and Brahmas are human beings reborn; whereas Satan, according to the generally
accepted account, is a being who was originally created as an angel, but who fell and who
became the devil, in fact the chief of the devils or one of the chief devils. So the histories are
a little different, because the so to speak theological-cum-mythological context is rather
different. But ... is of a sentient being who is the embodiment of evil, rather than of good, so
to that extent there is a resemblance.

Sudhana: I was just wondering if you ever had cults of Mara like you do of Satan?

S: No, that's interesting; no, I've never heard of that at all. In the same way, you don't find
blasphemy in Buddhism. You can understand it if you read my booklet Buddhism and
Blasphemy; you will easily see why there should not have been a Mara cult,

[37]
just as there was not a practice or habit of blasphemy. Buddhism is not the sort of religion
which sets up those sort of reactions, that sort of rebellion, as it were.

Peter: In terms of the Six Realms, what sort of realm does Mara inhabit?
S: He is a Devaputra.
Peter: In the heaven realm?

S: Yes, in a sense he is in the heaven realm, the lower reaches of a heaven realm. He doesn't
seem to have a realm of his own; I suppose it's because well, he is like Satan in the Old
Testament, he walks up and down and walks around all over the place. He doesn't confine
himself to a particular locality.

Peter: So he has become a deva due to his good efforts in a previous life? (Laughter.)

S: Well, he wasn't very good, so he doesn't occupy a very high realm. I am not sure whether
he is actually, as I said, given a realm of his own, in the sense, say, that Indra is. But I
suppose, yes, he must have performed some good deeds, but something must have gone
wrong, as it were. It is also said this is perhaps an interesting point that a woman cannot
become a Mara. A woman cannot become a Brahma; I don't know what the feminists would
say to this. One maybe cancels out the other. Perhaps we won't go into the implications of that
particular teaching or tradition. But that is the case; that the woman cannot become a Mara
and cannot become a Brahma. In other words, men are more extreme creatures than women.

Side 3
Ratnaprabha: Could you see any place, in considering Mara, for looking at him in the way

that Blake looked at Satan that is, to see him as a sensual and harnessable force, if you see
what I mean?



S: Well, yes and no, because in order to do that I think you would have to put Mara within
perhaps the purely Vajrayanic context or perspective; and perhaps this is what happens in the
case of the wrathful deities; perhaps they have got, in a sense, some external features or
attributes of Mara, but they have been transformed. Well, it is said in the Vajrayana that
Kilesa is Bodhi; the five skandhas are the five wisdoms, and so on. Mara is Buddha; I believe
that is actually said. So, yes, one can regard him as a harnessable energy except that then one
is regarding him more as just Kilesa Mara. But there is the Devaputra Mara, too, which I
think shouldn't be sort of psychologised away too easily.

Ratnaprabha: But do you think that is what Blake was doing with Satan psychologising him
away? Wasn't he, in a sense, seeing him as a real being?

S: No, if Blake psychologised him away, he wasn't seeing him as a real being. Buddhist
tradition doesn't deny that there is a psychological state that can be regarded as a person such
as Mara; but that does not mean that there is [not?], apart from the psychological state so
personified, an actual person in the cosmic hierarchy, who is Mara. Do you see what I mean?

Ratnaprabha: Yes.

S: I'am not so sure whether Blake did completely psychologise the figure of Satan. Perhaps he
also believed in an objective Satan?

[38]

Ratnaprabha: If I understand The Marriage of Heaven and Hell correctly, he seems to be
saying, in a sense, that human beings can be divided into two classes, which you may call
angels and devils; and that he feels that the devils have as much, if not more, to contribute to
society, human culture and so on, as the angels do.

S: I doubt whether the Buddhist tradition would take that view that the Maras have as much
to contribute as the devas. It seems a different point of view, one might say. The background
of Christianity is quite different. But one could say, from a Buddhist point of view, that just
as you can have human beings who are embodiments of unskilful rather than skilful mental
states, can you not have non-human beings, of a deva-like nature, who are the embodiments
of unskilful rather than skilful mental states?

Sanghapala: Bhante, are poltergeists Devaputta Maras or something else?

S: No, I would say that is something else. As far as we know, poltergeists have, if not human
origins, human connections. They seem to represent loose energy of actually existing human
beings manifesting in that particular way.

Sanghapala: Human beings that were once existing or that are now existing?

S: Now existing, yes.

: The phenomena usually occur around very disturbed adolescents; that is usually the situation
in a household. Usually, not always.

Jayamati: Bhante, would not one distinction between the Devaputra Mara and the devils in



Christian mythology be that the devils are objects of fear? that is to say that within that
teaching they can actually do harm to the being, whereas the Devaputra Mara wouldn't be
such a source of fear because it is not of itself able to actually inflict harm?

S: Well, as I say, in the Buddhist sense Devaputra Mara is not a source of fear to Buddhas and
arhants, but he might be a source of fear to ordinary human beings. The Tibetans used to be
very afraid of evil spirits of all kinds. So, no, I don't think one can really make that
distinction. Of course, in a way, the main theological difference is that a Mara as an
ex-human being can be reborn as a human being, a Mara can eventually gain Enlightenment,
not as a Mara but as a being who was at one time a Mara. Maybe we'll all be Maras at some
time or other! But the devil, in orthodox Christian belief, cannot be redeemed; he is a devil
for ever and ever, and lives in hell for ever and ever. That probably is the main as it were
theological difference. So I think the thrust of what I am saying is that you shouldn't take
these sort of passages too literally, in the sense that you think that Mara is not very important,
not very powerful. He is not shown as very important or very powerful in these particular
passages, but then, as I said, look who he's up against. It doesn't mean that he doesn't
represent or embody forces, so far as ordinary human beings are concerned, that are quite
powerful especially if he represents the gravitational pull, the strength of which we
experience all the time. But I don't think Mara is anything to be afraid of in the spooky sort of
sense. There is no need to as it were walk into a dark room and be afraid, saying Mara might
be lurking there waiting to spring out on you. Mara doesn't work quite in that sort of way, not
even Devaputra Mara. And if one is in a reasonably positive frame [39] of mind, there is no
reason why Maras should have very much to do with one. Or even if they do, if you are in that
positive frame of mind, they can't really do very much.

Jayamati: I suppose, really my own concern is that the feeling is that the devils, the teaching
as I've understood it from the Christian point of view is that they can't be resisted; whereas a
Devaputra Mara can.

S: Oh, I wouldn't say that. Christians believe that holy water, for instance, prayers, protect you
from the devil. Even the crucifix, if you hold it up, will protect you from the devil.

Uttara: [ used to get quite a lot of very strong confrontations in my dreams with what I can
only describe as [devils] or enter into sort of a room where I'd detect it. There was actual evil
in the room.

S: Yes, this question of evil is quite interesting though here we are getting on to quite a big
topic. There is no real concept of evil in Buddhism in the way that there is in Christianity.
Papa (?) doesn't really correspond to it; akusala doesn't really correspond to it. It may have
been that Buddhism's experience was as it were of a more happy type; but if one considers,
you know, some of the things that have happened in the world, even in the present century,
really quite dreadful things initiated by people who do seem to have been, in many respects,
very evil, one can't help wondering whether the traditional Buddhist conception of, say, papa
or akusala is as it were sufficiently dark, whether it does sufficient justice to what human
beings are capable of at their worst. It is as though, even in the present century, there has been
a sort of revelation of what people are capable of. Because, in the last century, when they
believed very much in progress, they believed that humanity, especially civilized humanity,
which they thought of as Western European humanity had emerged from barbarism. It was
civilized; there were certain things it couldn't do. But, in this century, we have discovered



that, no, that is far from being the case; and that experience has given a tremendous shock or
jolt to our belief in progress, and even our faith in the basic goodness of human nature, our
sort of Rousseauistic belief in that. We have realized that there are sort of depths of evil,
certainly as possibilities, in human nature. So sometimes it seems as though Buddhism,
perhaps because very often people in India were of a more positive type at that time, didn't
plumb those depths sufficiently. Do you see what I'm getting at? So Mara, yes, does cut a
sorry figure; he isn't very impressive. It's as though he is, as I have said in one of my writings,
I think, mischievous rather than wicked. But the devil in Christianity doesn't represent just
mischievousness. So I think this whole question of evil needs re-examination from a Buddhist
point of view; that perhaps historical Buddhism has not realized, always, what human beings
were really capable of. But we have been reminded of it in this century, and we can't ignore
that.

Uttara: So, like in the dreams I had, maybe it's a case of I was getting in touch with my own
potential to be evil, to feel it's a sort of going down to a level of the human

S: It's not just that. It's more complicated than that, because under this concept of the devil, or
evil, in the West, we've included some things which might be regarded actually as positive
rather than negative, as good rather than bad. Do you see what I mean? For instance, the devil
is associated with the idea of disobedience. He fell, like Adam, because he disobeyed God.
Well, one could look upon disobedience, under certain circumstances, as a positive quality.
Blake regarded the devil as representing basically energy, and the angel as representing that
which repressed [40] energy, which held it down. So we wouldn't necessarily regard energy
per se as evil. I mean one can make an evil use of it, but energy by itself is surely not evil? So
we have to bear in mind that the devil is a quite complex sort of being, or concept in
Christianity. It does include what we would regard as unskilfulness from a Buddhist point of
view, but perhaps it includes other elements which, if not actually skilful, are at least not
unskilful. So, if you do have a sort of dream experience and you encounter the devil or a
devil, you are not necessarily just in contact with pure evil; you can also be in contact with
those forces or energies which traditionally Christianity regards as evil and as associated with
the figure of the devil.

Sanghapala: You said that Devaputta Maras aren't necessarily to be found in dark rooms.
They don't operate in that way. In what way do they operate? I think they [are?] to be found in
dark rooms...

S: I suppose they could just appear before you in the way that I described from my own
experience. | think usually they work in more indirect ways, just to place obstacles in the path
of your spiritual life and tempt you; perhaps they work through Kilesa Mara. If you don't
believe in them, they are less likely to appear, perhaps not that they won't manifest in any way
at all.

Sanghapala: Because you have said, Bhante, when things are going well for us, that is the
time to watch, because maybe Mara will stop you and ...

S: Yes, right. Well, one can understand that either literally, in terms of Devaputra Mara, or
just as it were metaphorically in terms of Kilesa Mara; or either of the other two Maras.

Sanghapala: Bhante, what beings hang out in bus stations late at night? It's been kind of



S: Sorry, I missed that.

Sanghapala: Beings that are to be found hanging round bus stations late at night seem
unhealthy. Have you noticed this?

S: I never hang around bus stations. (Laughter.) I shall have to take your word for it! Maybe
there are some localities which have an eerie sort of atmosphere, an odd atmosphere, or even
slightly negative atmosphere. I think one can't deny that. But what is the reason for that, it's
very difficult to tell. Well, we know that there are localities which have a very positive or
refreshing atmosphere. Some people are more sensitive to these things than others.

Peter: Bhante, would it be fair to distinguish Christian devils from Buddhist Maras by saying
the Christian devils see their job as to lead you into a hell state and Mara as attempting to
keep you out of positive mental states?

S: Yes; as far as I know there is no suggestion in Buddhist literature that Mara wants to drag
you down to his own unhappy level. Mara is not a hell being. Mara is definitely in a lower
heaven rather than in hell. Also, which is interesting, Mara, of course, is often identified with
the kama deva, that is to say what we would call the god of love. So, yes, in that sense, too, he
is rather different from the Christian devil. There are 'hells' in Buddhism, as you know, but
Mara doesn't live in the hells particularly. If he lives anywhere, he lives in one of the lower
heavens. So that is an important difference.

Cittapala: So what would be his basic motive, then, for getting in the way?

[41]

S: I suppose you ought to ask Mara! Well, why do people get in the way? Why do they? |
mean other human beings sometimes get in the way, apparently, for no other reason than that
they enjoy getting in the way. Maybe Mara is just that type of being. If you have had any
experience of life, you must have met some people who just enjoy being difficult and
obstructing, just for the pure I was going to say hell of it but maybe that's (laughter) the fun of
it, since it's Mara. But there are such people, aren't there? It is an expression of their own very
disturbed mental state. But perhaps there are disembodied beings of this kind. One can it's
difficult to say exactly why they do it as it is to say exactly why certain human beings behave
in an analogous way. Sometimes human beings of that sort seem a bit mad, a bit insane.

Cittapala: I was just thinking that you advised us to argue with Mara if we happened to meet
him. Sometimes it helps in an argument to know where your opponent is coming from.

S: Well, in the example I gave you, I knew where he was coming from, so I replied
accordingly! If he speaks, maybe he will make his position clear and you can deal with it
accordingly. I remember that I didn't experience any fear on that occasion at all. But I won't
go into the details a few years later [ had an experience where I saw a figure that was
completely positive not a Mara at all but I experienced fear. So I thought about that
subsequently, and I came to the conclusion that that more spiritual being was more
threatening than the as it were evil being, because the good being, the spiritual being,
threatened one's ego itself, which was a much more terrible threat. But Mara is not
threatening to the ego in that way, because he is on the same level. So sometimes I think you
can experience fear in the presence of as it were good beings, spiritual beings, and not



experience it in the presence of evil beings. So it is really quite ridiculous to be afraid of
ghosts or anything of that sort. What can they do? They can't do anything! I once had the idea
this is going a bit off the track of writing a short story about a ghost who was frightened by a
human being! They probably are much more afraid of us than we are of them! It's like the
snakes; you know, human beings are terrified of snakes, but snakes are much more afraid of
human beings, and get out of their way as quickly as possible. So we don't really need to be
afraid. We've got a bit off the track; let's get back on to it. But there was this bit about Mara in
the text, so we could hardly avoid him altogether.

Ratnaprabha: This is my question back in the text, but it's to do with what Mara actually says.

S: Oh, he says quite a lot, doesn't he? In fact, he speaks in verse. Mara is a poet, too. No
wonder the Sinhalese bhikkhus mistrust poetry!

Ratnaprabha: The particular thing I had in mind was that he refers to The shackle in the air
that has Its hold upon the mind. I found this slightly cryptic. It's at the top of p. 53.

S: I'd have to look at the Pali.

Ratnaprabha: I've got Woodward's translation of that same verse.

S: What does Woodward say?

Ratnaprabha: In the very air is bondage And the mind runs to and fro.

[42]

S: It could be that the word is akasa, which means, of course, 'open space', the sort of open
space of the mind, as it were. I think one is not to take 'air' too literally. It's 'In the sphere or
the realm of the mind there are shackles.' I think it means, really no more than that. So Mara
is threatening to bind the Buddha with mental shackles. How can there be a shackle in the air,
in the sense of the atmosphere, which has a hold upon the mind? It must be a shackle in a, so
to speak, mental sphere that has a hold upon the mind; so a mental shackle. Sad and
disappointed, he vanished at once. Because, if you recognize Mara as such, he disappears. He
appears many times in the Pali Canon. There are some whole sections devoted to him. There
is a book, by Trevor Ling I think it is, called Mara and the Mythology of Evil; we have it in
the Order Library at Padmaloka, if anyone is interested in following this up.

Sin Choon: Bhante, when the first few disciples asked to Go Forth, it seems that the Buddha
simply said, 'Come, bhikkhu', and did not insist that they should shave their hair or anything.
But later on it says that when he authorized the bhikkhus to give Going Forth and admission
into the Sangha, the first thing he says that the hair and the beard should be shaved off. I just
wondered whether that practice, shaving off hair and beard, is specifically Buddhist practice,
or can you ... ?

S: It seems not. It seems that it was the practice of other sramanic groups, even some of the
brahminical groups. There is, for instance, an Upanishad called the Upanishad of the
Shaven-Headed One Mandukhya Upanishad. So, no, it was not a distinctively Buddhist
practice. Many of the practices and customs we think of as Buddhist were not in fact
distinctively Buddhist. They were general Indian customs and practices; even the saffron



coloured robe. That was worn by other groups in the Buddha's day.

Sin Choon: It seems that there were rules that those who Go Forth should firstly shave off his
head.

S: I think the reason was that it had come to be a sort of uniform, so that the householders
could recognize the parivrajakas, the wanderers, and perhaps invite them for a meal. It seems
to have been more like that. It certainly was not a distinctively Buddhist practice. How many
questions left?

Vessantara: One. Ratnaprabha?
Ratnaprabha: Did I have another question apart from the one I have just asked?
Vessantara: Something about ordered effort and ordered attention.

Ratnaprabha: Ah. It says on page 54: It is with ordered attention, with ordered effort, that I
have reached and have realized the supreme deliverance. I just wondered if these were
technical terms and referred to anything particular 'ordered attention and ordered effort'.

S: I think they are semi-technical. I can't remember the Pali. It certainly isn't a standard
translation. I can't guess what it might particularly signify; one would need to look at the
original text and look it up in the dictionary. I think, as far as I recollect, it is sometimes
translated more as 'systematic attention' 'attention in order'. Do you see what I mean?
Systematically, stage by stage or item by item.

[43]
Vessantara: The Path of Regular Steps?

S: In a way, yes; in a way. For instance, if you pay ordered attention I imagine, as far as |
remember systematic attention, to your bodily movements, your emotional states, your
thoughts etc., that is paying systematic or ordered attention. I think this is what is meant here.
But to be quite sure you should check with the text. Have we got to the end of chapter IV yet,
or ? No, we haven't come to the Jatilas, have we? The Jatilas do come into this chapter.

: Jatilas?

S: The fire-worshipping ascetics. Yes, [ was expecting there might be some questions about
them, but you haven't done them yet?

Vessantara: No.
S: All right, we shall see, then.

[44]
20 October '86

Vessantara: We have been carrying on studying. Most of the groups have got up to round
about the Fire Sermon. So, firstly, Ratnaprabha, about an earlier episode.



Ratnaprabha: After the young men in the wood in the episode ..., after they have met , the
Buddha, he asks them: "Which is better for you that you should seek a woman or that you
should seek yourselves?' Discussing this in the group, we decided that seeking the right
woman seems to represent the chief quest, even a sort of mythic quest, for most young men.
Do you think that we are faced with such a stark alternative, an either/or alternative, as the
Buddha seems to suggest to these young men: either one is seeking a woman or one is
seeking oneself?

S: Did you say 'stark'?
Ratnaprabha: Yes. It seemed rather stark!
S: I am not quite sure what you mean by stark.

Ratnaprabha: Well, perhaps the black-and-whiteness of it. It's as if there are definitely two
paths leading in different directions, one of which involves the following through of this sort
of myth of finding the right woman, to fill their emptiness or something like that but usually it
is played out in much more minor ways than that; and the other one is seeking, I suppose,
self-knowledge or something like that.

S: But you are to begin with reading perhaps quite a bit into the Buddha's statement.

Ratnaprabha: Yes. We were trying to make it run(?) into our own situation, I suppose. (Pause.
Laughter.)

S: Does seeking the woman represent some mythical or mystical quest, or is it something
more basic than that? (Laughter. Pause) Read the little episode again, just a few lines. I am
just trying to get my bearings in the midst of all this mythology!

Ratnaprabha: As they were wandering about in the wood they saw the Blessed One sitting at
the root of a tree. They went up to him and asked: 'Lord, has the Blessed One seen a woman?'
'‘Boys, what have you to do with a woman?' They told him what had happened. 'How do you
conceive this, then; which is better for you, that you should seek a woman or that you should
seek yourselves?'

S: It seems very reasonable. It doesn't seem black and white to me, because he says 'better'.
Because black and white suggests you know, one alternative is totally unacceptable, and the
other is totally acceptable, but here the Buddha is simply saying 'better'. So perhaps the
contrast isn't as stark as some of you thought. That's just an initial point, as it were; because
he does say 'better', which suggests that the other alternative isn't wholly bad. This is looking
at it in a quite logical, even literal, way; but perhaps we have to start with that before we
begin to interpret things. [45] So I suppose one couldn't deny that seeking for oneself was
better than seeking for anything purely external. But what about this 'mythical’ business? Do
you think the Buddha had that in mind, that by 'woman' he meant more than just woman in
the ordinary sense? Even if he had some idea of 'woman' as some anima archetype, that
obviously still is to be sought within oneself, rather than outside. So where does that leave the
question?

Ratnaprabha: When I said 'stark alternative', I was thinking not so much in terms of one being



wholly bad and one being wholly good, but it being a question of either you do the one or you
do the other. It's as if they are two mutually exclusive alternatives.

S: One must, of course, recall the actual situation. The Buddha was concerned to lead all of
those young men, perhaps, in the direction of the Dharma, in the direction of Enlightenment,
and he perhaps took that as his starting point: that the spiritual quest begins when you start
looking within. There is an Upanishadic passage to that effect. I forget which Upanishad it is
it might be around the time of the Buddha which says "The Creator created the senses turned
outwards, but some wise man looked within and saw the truth there.' So it's as though the
Buddha is suggesting that it would be better to look within, rather than looking without. He is
not suggesting that one should never look without, but he is suggesting that one should look
within, that it is better to look within, better to go in search of oneself. And perhaps that is the
particular strategy that he adopted to get those young men on to the spiritual path. Perhaps
one can't generalize too much just from these sort of practical instances, where the Buddha is
perhaps exercising his skilful means, rather than laying down some principle or doctrine. It is
also, one might say, a question of emphasis. If one is over-oriented towards any external
object especially, perhaps, towards woman if that occupies too central a place in one's life,
one becomes unable to go in pursuit of oneself, and the inner life becomes very difficult, any
spiritual life becomes very difficult. So this is perhaps where the 'better' comes in that
external objects can't be completely excluded from one's life, but they have to take a
subordinate place, from the spiritual point of view.

Ratnaprabha: This idea of a 'mythic' quest comes about partly through the way one is used to
hearing sort of biblical texts used, whereby you read a story and take out one phrase which is
here '"Which is better for you, that you should seek a woman or that you should seek
yourselves?' and this sort of gets used as a text for a sermon, sort of thing, and one tries to sort
of get out an enormous amount of implication from that one text.

S: Yes. Well, this is what is called the allegorical mode of interpretation. Christian
theologians, Christian thinkers or commentators, developed the idea that the texts of scripture
had a number of different levels of meaning. There was the literal, the historical, the
allegorical, the anagogical, the mystical. The allegorical was a very favourite one. I happened
to be going last night through that little work Spiritual Friendship by Aelred, and there is not
much of allegorical interpretation there; but there is a little bit. There is a very famous text in
the Song of Songs, which is Solomon's, which apparently Cistercian commentators expatiated
on at great length and from which they drew all sorts of allegorical and mystical meanings,
whereas the literal meaning of it is quite straightforward and even mundane; the text being
'Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth'. They wrote reams on that! So, yes, you are
quite right; but Buddhist texts have never been treated quite in that way, even though there is
a distinction made, especially in the Yogacara, between the direct meaning and the indirect
meaning of a text. But there has never been that [46] systematical allegorical interpretation of
the Buddhist scriptures that there has been of the Christian scriptures, especially the Old
Testament. Perhaps it is a pity, because it is rather nice to embroider texts in that sort of way;
you can get all sorts of wonderful meanings out of them. Whether they were originally there
in the mind of I shouldn't say 'the author'; I should say God, because he inspired the scriptures
or not, in a way is irrelevant. There has been a sort of systematic work written on this way of
looking at the scriptures by Northrop Frye some of you know this, I think called The Great
Code; the Great Code being that of the Bible as allegorically interpreted. And this was Blake's
way of looking at the Bible, wasn't it? and he spun his own system of allegory, so to speak,



partly from biblical material. But whether that is a valid way of looking at Buddhist scriptures
is entirely another matter. I must say I feel personally sympathetic towards allegorical
interpretations, having indulged in a few of them myself occasionally, not systematically. But
even though one decided that the Buddhist scriptures, say the Pali Canon, was subject to
allegorical interpretation, or that it would be a good thing to subject it to allegorical
interpretation I don't know quite how you would do that with the Abhidhamma Pitaka, of
course we would have to recognize, none the less, that it was a departure, that it was a
development of Buddhist tradition, that it would represent, yes, a new departure, one might
say. I don't mind attempting an allegorical interpretation of that passage, but I probably would
need a little time to think it over and get a little inspiration and all that sort of thing. The
woman could stand for all sorts of things, couldn't she? depending on whether you looked at
her literally, historically, allegorically, anagogically or mystically!

Vessantara: What does 'anagogically' mean?

S: It's sort of this is only very rough and ready in accordance with the sort of law of
correspondences, you know, 'as above, so below', so to speak. Because allegorical
interpretations were not original with the Christians, you realize that? The Neoplatonists went
in for such things. There is that work by Porphyry which some of you know of, I am sure you
have heard about The Cave of the Nymphs? but even before Porphyry there was Philo
Judaeus, who gave allegorical interpretations of the Pentateuch. So it didn't start with
Christianity. There seems to be a definite reason why scripture, or a sacred text, is interpreted
allegorically. That happens when the literal meaning, for one reason or another, becomes
unacceptable conflicts with a more developed moral sense. At the same time, it is part of the
text of scripture, so it cannot be discarded. It has to be interpreted. This is what the later
Greeks found with the myths of the gods and goddesses of Olympus; they were not at all
edifying myths, so they had to be interpreted. Those sort of allegorical interpretations became
a sort of literary form. Bacon Sir Francis Bacon has got a work called The Wisdom of the
Ancients, in which he gives his own interpretations of many of the most famous of the
ancient Greek myths; but his interpretations are almost entirely ethical and political,
especially political. At the Renaissance period, those sort of interpretations were also quite
popular. So this is how allegory seems to have originated. Perhaps, in the case of Buddhism,
since its scriptures did not contain ancient, pre-Buddhistic literature which Buddhists felt the
need of explaining away in certain respects, allegorical interpretation didn't develop.
Supposing, for instance, it had happened in the case of Buddhism as happened with
Christianity - you know, [47] Christianity took over the Old Testament; it didn't just have the
New Testament, mainly the record of the life and teaching of Christ, it had the Old
Testament, too, which in some ways had really nothing to do with Christianity at all; but none
the less, for various historical reasons, they were as it were lumbered with it. Some of the
early Gnostic teachers like Marcian tried to abandon the Old Testament, but the church wasn't
having any of that. So eventually the Christian Bible comprised the New Testament and the
Old Testament. But there was much in the Old Testament that just had to be explained away,
so allegorical interpretation was called for; not that the literal, historical level of meaning was
altogether rejected, but emphasis was placed more on the allegorical. So supposing the same
sort of thing had happened in the case of Buddhism; supposing, bound up with the Tripitaka,
we had the four Vedas. Well, Buddhists would have found it necessary to set to work to
explain away quite a lot of those Vedic teachings and texts in the light of the higher Buddhist
teaching. You would therefore have developed an allegorical mode of interpretation. This
happened to some extent with the Vajrayana, because the Vajrayana took over all sorts of



popular Indian religious magical practices, but gave them, so to speak, an allegorical
interpretation. It took over the four chief rites, for instance, magical rites of prospering and
pacifying and fascinating and destroying, but gave them a spiritual meaning. Perhaps the
reason why this allegorical mode of interpretation didn't develop in Buddhism was that in the
Buddhist scriptures there was nothing that was in urgent need of allegorical interpretation.
There is just a verse here and a verse there. For instance, in the Dhammapada you've all read
the Dhammapada? there's a verse there which is definitely allegorical and cannot possibly be
taken in a literal sense: When one kills mother and father. Who is mother? Craving. Who is
father? Ignorance. And also, I forget how many, I think six kshatriya kings well, the six
senses. You see what I mean? But that is a very exceptional instance, and it's obviously
artificially allegorical. But no reason why we shouldn't, even at this late period of Buddhist
history, set to work and allegorize anything that we feel needs as it were explaining away. But
that is a little different, that allegorization, from trying to read a certain amount of, say,
symbolism into certain episodes which don't actually call for allegorization. We do this with
literary texts, don't we, quite extensively, these days? So there is no reason why we shouldn't
perhaps wonder, at least, whether whatever the Buddha himself might have meant the search
for woman here might not have some sort of mythical, let us say, overtones. But I don't feel
quite prepared to make any pronouncement about that particular passage in that respect just
yet. Did anyone have any suggestions to make in this regard, in the course of the study group?

Ratnaprabha: There were just some sort of vague hints, like the fact that they were all in a
dark wood, and that they are enjoying themselves carelessly, it says, and one who loses his
money. But we didn't really come to any conclusions, I don't think.

S: You could definitely allegorize money, or see a sort of mystical significance in that. And of
course, the dark wood the dark wood in which Dante finds himself at the beginning of The
Divine Comedy. Perhaps someone should give it some thought and perhaps even produce a
talk on it.

Cittapala: Could you explain in a little more detail how allegorical interpretation differs from
the same treatment you give the Buddha's biography in your lecture on Archetypal Symbolism
in the Biography of the Buddha?

[48]

S: Hmm. Usually, in allegory, there is a sort of point-by-point correspondence between
certain qualities or virtues or vices, and so on and persons. It is more like a sort of fable.
Probably, in English, one of the best known examples of allegory is Bunyan's Pilgrim's
Progress. You relate a sort of story about persons which really tells you something about the
relations between, say, moral and spiritual qualities. Allegory is more like that. It isn't
necessarily at all mystical; it doesn't involve symbolism. It can be quite highly artificial, even.
Bunyan's isn't; Bunyan's allegory is very, very much alive. And he presents it in what he calls
the similitude of a dream, which again is another sort of literary device.

Tom: This question arose from the episode of the Naga Serpent and the fire , chamber. We
wondered if you had any ideas as to what the Naga Serpent was a symbol for in the fire
worshippers' tradition.

S: I was wondering if this question would come up. It is a sort of obvious one. Here, of
course, the question does arise how literally is one to take this whole episode. Fire



worshippers one can take quite literally, because, yes, there was a Vedic tradition of fire
worship, as it were, and we know that there were these houses or chambers or whatever
where the sacred fire was kept, where it was tended, and the cult of the sacred fire, having
analogies perhaps with the Zoroastrian cult of the sacred fire. And it seems quite reasonable,
quite rational, quite historically possible, that the Buddha should have converted these bands
of fire-worshipping ascetics. But what about that Naga? If you want to look at it sort of
rationalistically, it is quite possible that there was a big snake there that the Buddha tamed
and caught in his bowl. But that is not actually what the story, or the legend, or well, the text
says. Apparently, this was a monstrous, dragon-like Naga there that emits fire and smoke, and
there we really are in the realm of legend and myth. That it really means is very difficult to
say; because probably we find it difficult to accept it literally. It sounds a bit like something
out of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, doesn't it? this sort of fire-emitting
dragon of which everybody is afraid except the Buddha. Of course, one could, I suppose
accept it completely literally and say in those days there were such creatures. There has been
some attempt to explain these ancient myths and legends of St. George and the Dragon type,
and Perseus and the sea monster type, as actually based on folk reminiscences of gigantic
lizards and so on that did live in prehistoric times. Well, that is not impossible, but I don't
think they could have lingered quite down to the time of the Buddha, except perhaps in a sort
of Loch Ness monster type of fashion. But, even so, you've got to explain how the Buddha
tamed him and reduced him in size. So it is as though you've got this legendary and mythical
element worked into what seems to be a quite reasonable and acceptable historical
framework. So it's very difficult to say what one is to do with this. It can be allegorised, I
suppose at least, I could try; perhaps not wholly successfully. On the one hand, you've got this
Naga, this dragon-like being that everybody thinks has eaten the Buddha up or something; so
it is something that other people find very impressive, very awe-inspiring and fearful. But the
Buddha doesn't find it like that at all. In a way, that is analogous to the Buddhist treatment of
the concept of God do you see what I mean? Buddhism as it were cuts God down to size. Do
you remember that episode where oh, what's his name? one of the Buddha's disciples goes up
into heaven and asks Mahabrahama a question, and he says, 'T am the Great Brahma, [ am the
omniscient Great Brahma, I know everything, I am all-powerful,’ and the monk says, 'No, I
didn't ask you that. I asked you such-and-such a question.' And in the end, he takes the monk
by the hand and takes him to one side, away from all the other gods, and says, 'Well, I don't
know the answer but I didn't [49] like to admit it in front of all these gods. You'd better go
and see the Buddha and ask him if he knows; he's sure to know.' So in this way God is cut
down to size. So one might say that in this Naga episode something is being cut down to size
well, the Naga; but what does the Naga represent? Perhaps it represents some unconscious
content which ordinary people find quite impressive, quite awe-inspiring, quite overpowering,
but which the Buddha does not find so, which the Buddha is able as it were to absorb and
assimilate and integrate. Perhaps I am only offering this as a suggestion you could interpret or
allegorize this figure or image of the Naga in that sort of way. But quite clearly here you've
got the historical and the legendary, or even mythical, sort of coalescing, and it is not easy to
separate the one out from the other completely. But quite clearly, it is difficult to take that
part of the text absolutely at its face value. But what was it that gave rise to that legend or
myth, it's very difficult to say. Perhaps the fire-worshipping ascetics represented to ordinary
folk something mysterious, something rather awe-inspiring, something rather weird; and that
is symbolized by the figure of the Naga. But the Buddha as it were exorcised that fear, as it
were, that they had. Do you see what I mean? Years ago I met a sort of fire-worshipping
ascetic. In India the cult of the sacred fire is still maintained in orthodox brahminical circles,
but not quite in the way that it was in the Buddha's time well, not at all in the way except by a



very, very few ascetics. And I was taken to see one of them; this was in Nagpur, in I think
1954 so how far back does that take us? [Over] 30 years. So a friend of mine took me to see
him, and I remember this very well. This ascetic was quite well-known in the area. He lived
in a sort of well, it wasn't a temple, it wasn't an ashram; it was just a small building. As far as
I remember, there was just this with the exception of perhaps a little antechamber just one big
room, which was about the same size as this room, perhaps a little smaller, but slightly more
oblong. And in the middle of the floor, taking up the greater part of the floor, there was a sort
of pit, a shallow pit, a couple of feet deep. I think that was elliptical in shape. And all around
the edge there was built up a little bank, or what would you call it? about a foot high of clay.
And this pit well, the bottom of the pit was covered with ashes, white ashes, and right in the
middle there was a little fire burning. And the old ascetic just sat by this fire, tending the fire;
and he spent his whole time there. He spent his whole life there. He had been there, I was
told, about 40 years. The chamber was quite low, not more than about seven feet high, and
round the wall there were framed pictures of various gurus and deities and so on; and there
was a quite strange atmosphere in this chamber. This I remember very well. It was very still,
but quite intense, as though the old man led a very concentrated life, or was even meditating
quite a lot. So it was a chamber, I imagine, of that sort that the Buddha spent the night in. I
think it must have been rather like that. So it was certainly slightly awe-inspiring. There was
certainly something going on, as it were. So perhaps the Naga just symbolized all the powers
and potencies that had been sort of stirred up or accumulated by that particular type of
spiritual practice, which the Buddha as it were assimilated and absorbed, on account of his
own superior spiritual attainment. We can, I think, only explain, possibly, along such lines as
those. But I remember this old ascetic didn't speak at all; he didn't give any teaching. He just
spent his time there. That's all he did. People brought him offerings to feed the fire. That was
his sort of object of concentration, as it were. But in many traditions you have this keeping
alive the sacred fire. In ancient Rome you had the vestal virgins. If you've been to Rome, you
will have seen the ruins of [50] their temple and their quarters, or their nunnery, you might
even say, of these vestal virgins tending the sacred fire in the temple of the goddess Vesta.

Tom: Bhante, would it resemble a light cult, as opposed to you know light and darkness?

S: It is very difficult to say. In ancient times, of course, there was this tradition of sacrifice by
means of fire. You get it in the Old Testament, the Jews had their burnt offerings, didn't they?
But why were offerings burned? It seems agreed among anthropologists or students of
comparative religion that the primitive idea was that the gods lived in the heavens, and if you
wanted to offer the gods something, how did you get it to them? Well, you kindled fire on an
altar and you placed the offering in the fire, the offering was burnt and the smoke carried it up
to heaven, or it was carried up to heaven in the form of smoke. So fire, or the god of fire
certainly in the Vedic tradition came to be regarded as a sort of intermediary between heaven
and earth; and he became a sort of god in his own right, Agni. So there was the cult of the fire
as the mediator between heaven and earth, the carrier of offerings and the prayers of men to
the gods. In that way, all sorts of religious and mythological associations gathered around the
concept of the sacred fire, the symbolism of the sacred fire. So the Jatilas, the
fire-worshipping ascetics, represented some branch of that sort of tradition. We don't really
know much about them we don't know whether they were genuinely Vedic, or some other
type of fire-worshipping cult. But the symbolism of fire is very powerful, isn't it?

Vessantara: Haven't the Tibetans taken over fire symbolism in their practice?



S: Yes, the homa(?) homa is a form of offering in the so-called sacred fire. This was
incorporated into the Vajrayana, and given a Buddhistic significance.

Uttara: I have seen photographs I don't know whether it was Tibetan monks or not with a sort
of bowl in front of them, and flames coming out of it.

S: Usually, the Vedic tradition was that, for certain purposes in connection with certain
rituals, ghee was poured into the sacred fire to the accompaniment of certain mantras, and
there were special long spoons for pouring it in. It was a very elaborate ceremonial. I have, or
had I hope I haven't lost it a photograph of Dardo Rimpoche performing a fire ceremony
according to Vajrayana tradition. Yes, I've just remembered that. [ haven't seen that
photograph for a long time; I hope it is there somewhere among all my photographs. Yes, as
far as I remember, he is ladling ghee into the fire. Anyway, perhaps that's enough about the
fire-worshipping ascetics and the Naga.

Sudhana: You've just said that's enough, Bhante
S: Unless you can open up some fresh path of inquiry?

Sudhana: Well, I'll try. The Naga, as I understand it, would represent something that could be
sublimated to spiritual good, as it were. The other night we were talking about Mara, and
about Mara you said it's not really a threat until you really try to attain higher states, as it
were. The Buddha, however, does represent a threat inasmuch as it represents change. It is
interesting that the Mara does not represent a threat, in a sense, but the Buddha represents a
threat, and the Naga in this sequence represents a threat, too. Is it perhaps there's a sort of
Transcendental aspect, in a sublimated form, of the Naga that represents that threat?

[51]
S: What you are really asking, I suppose, is whether the Naga represents a genuinely
numinous symbol?

Sudhana: I suppose so! (Laughter.)

S: Well, you could look at it like that (laughter), but after all the Buddha did capture him and
put him in his bowl, so even if the Naga represented something genuinely numinous, the
Buddha was more numinous still. It is not easy to interpret these myths or these symbols. It is
very difficult to say, sometimes, whether the content is just psychological, whether it is
spiritual, or even whether there is some hint of the Transcendental there; it is very difficult to
say. But one thing is clear from the text, which is that the Buddha had the better of the
encounter. So even if the Naga was genuinely numinous, even if there was something
Transcendental about the Naga, the Buddha was still more Transcendental, so to speak.

Cittapala: The other night we were talking about Maras, and you were giving a description of
some of the Maras that you have met in your previous life.

S: This life! (Laughter.)

Cittapala: I got the impression that these Maras were sort of quite small, in the sense that they
were



S: I... imagined(?) a big one!

Cittapala: Yes, right. I am not sure if I picked up the wrong end of the stick, but I was
wondering whether these small Maras could be as it were servants of a huge Mara, or whether
there was one big Mara somewhere around which might be ... a demonic figure, which one
could see as being behind such things as, say, the nuclear arms race or terrorism or sort of
holocausts which tend to afflict the human race in one form or another?

S: The Pali Canon does at times speak of what would appear to be the Mara, as though Mara
is one definite figure; but there are passages which speak of Maras in

the plural, and even give one the names of different, apparently minor Maras. There is one
called Dussi(?) Mara, for instance, who appears in more than one place, I think. In later
Buddhist texts, I think Maras are spoken of in the plural. But at the same time, mention or
reference is often made to the Mara, so it would seem as though there is a plurality of Maras,
but there is a sort of supreme Mara ruling over them; a bit like the Miltonic conception of
Satan. After our discussion about Mara, it occurred to me that if one wanted some idea about
Mara from a Western, a Christian source, perhaps one should read Milton's Paradise
Regained not Paradise Lost; that gives a quite different picture of Satan but, in Paradise
Regained, the figure of Satan as he tempts and annoys Christ in the wilderness is very similar
to the figure of Mara. It is the same type of conception. It is rather interesting there is a
famous extended simile of Milton's, where he describes Satan sort of coming back again and
again, troubling Christ in the wilderness, just like the flies buzz again and again round the
milk pail, however often you shoo them away. So I suppose the short answer is that one does
get the impression from the Buddhist scriptures that, yes, there are legions of Maras, ruled
over by one supreme Mara. I expect Trevor Ling, in Mara and the Mythology of Evil, gives
further information about that.

[52]
Cittapala: Would you see all these Maras as it were conspiring together in a sort of plan to
work out their ends?

S: I suppose that would be, from their point of view, the sensible thing to do!

Cittapala: I suppose I still haven't got it quite clear in my mind how it differs from the sort of I
am not sure whether it actually is a Christian interpretation of the devil or whatever, but I
think it is a popular version of the devil as being something really quite dark and evil which
one can see being behind, say, characters like Hitler, or other forms of atrocities which

S: One has heard, for instance, of demonic possession. I did have contact with someone once
who did seem to me to be demonically possessed. I only spoke to him over the telephone,
shortly before he committed suicide, in fact; but I got the strong impression at the time, quite
intuitively, that he was just possessed. I am not saying that, literally, that was the case, but
what I felt was that that way of looking at it explained the facts of the situation, or my
impression of them, better than any other. I really did get the impression that there was some
entity which had taken him over and which was going to destroy him.

[53]
Cittapala: Would you see all these Maras as it were conspiring together in a sort of plan to



work out their ends?
S: I suppose that would be, from their point of view, the sensible thing to do!

Cittapala: I suppose I still haven't got it quite clear in my mind how it differs from the sort of I
am not sure whether it actually is a Christian interpretation of the devil or whatever, but I
think it is a popular version of the devil as being something really quite dark and evil which
one can see being behind, say, characters like Hitler, or other forms of atrocities which

S: One has heard, for instance, of demonic possession. I did have contact with someone once
who did seem to me to be demonically possessed. I only spoke to him over the telephone,
shortly before he committed suicide, in fact; but I got the strong impression at the time, quite
intuitively, that he was just possessed. I am not saying that, literally, that was the case, but
what I felt was that that way of looking at it explained the facts of the situation, or my
impression of them, better than any other. I really did get the impression that there was some
entity which had taken him over and which was going to destroy him.

Side 2

It is not a very pleasant story, but perhaps it is instructive. I'll just relate it. This happened
when I was at the Hampstead Buddhist Vihara. He was a friend of a friend of mine; in fact,
the two had worked together for many years they were both in advertising. And this friend of
mine knew this other chap quite well. This other chap, unfortunately, fell in love with a girl
who was also working with them; fell very, very violently in love with her in the fullest sense.
But she didn't want to have anything to do with him whatever; but he continued to sort of
pester her, to such an extent that she had to call in the police. She had to seek protection and
get an injunction or whatever from the court that he was not to trouble her or try to enter her
house or to speak to her, etc. But he seemed to get into a worse and worse state of craving as
the result of this. This friend of mine had talked to him off and on, trying to help him, but he
was just getting into a worse and worse moral and negative state, and he was saying, well, if
he couldn't have this girl he was going to kill himself etc. Anyway, this friend of mine was
with me at the Hampstead Buddhist Vihara and this chap phoned there; I think my friend had
given the Vihara's phone number saying that he was going to be there that evening with me.
Anyway, this chap phoned and my friend spoke to him on the phone, and this chap said he
had decided to commit suicide; he just couldn't stand the frustration of not being able to get
this girl any more. So this was about seven o'clock in the evening. So my friend was talking
to him on the phone, trying to dissuade him from committing suicide, for about two hours. At
the end of two hours, he was quite exhausted. So he made signs to me, asking me if I was
willing to take over and talk to the chap on the phone. I had never met the chap. I just
indicated that I was willing, so my friend just said on the phone to this other chap: T'm sorry,
I've just got to go somewhere for a few minutes. Hang on, there's a friend of mine here who
would also like to talk to you if you wouldn't mind." So I took over and I was talking to that
chap for well over an hour, and we kept it up between us on the phone, talking to him, till two
o'clock in the morning yes, from seven o'clock. And it seemed, in the end, that we had
persuaded him to give up the idea of suicide. But early the next morning there was a phone
call from this chap's mother, with whom he lived, to say he had committed suicide at five
o'clock that morning, by putting his head in the gas oven. So that's the story; but when I took
up the phone and started speaking to him, my instant impression, as soon as I heard [54] his
voice, was: 'This chap is possessed. It is not a human being speaking.' This was my



impression. So my understanding was, looking at it this way, that the intensity of his craving
had put him into such a negative state that it had become possible for him to be taken over by
some quite negative entity, which sort of took possession of him and drove him to his death.
That was definitely my impression. I can't understand my experience just in purely
psychological terms; it just doesn't make sense in those terms. It was something beyond that,
something so much worse than that. So I can imagine other people also being possessed in
that sort of way by as it were entities, for want of a better term. It would seem to be the
natural way to explain these things.

Cittapala: Would you call them entities rather than Maras?

S: I am just trying to use quite abstract terms. I certainly didn't get the impression "That was a
Mara'. When I saw this head in Delhi and that chap in the tube, yes, I got the impression 'It's a
Mara,' I interpreted the experiences immediately in Buddhistic terms. On this occasion, it was
just an evil entity; I can't put it more concretely than that. If I did I would be adding another
layer of interpretation to the actual experience. The experience was: 'l am not speaking to a
human being. He is just a mouthpiece. [ am speaking to an entity that has possessed him'
which could not be convinced that this chap should not commit suicide. So it is a question it
is not that I am stating categorically, as it were scientifically, that he was possessed by a devil;
but that, in view of the experience, that sort of language makes more sense and seems more
convincing than any other language that I can think of. But, of course, the lesson here and I
spoke of a lesson a little while ago is that, if you allow yourself to get into any extremely and
persistently negative mental state you as it were lay yourself open to any negative influences,
to say the very least, that may be around. And his was, in relation to this girl, whom I also
came to know later on, an extraordinary mental state quite beyond normal sort of falling in
love or anything of that sort. One of the most extreme cases I have ever seen. Completely out
of control; beyond reason, and ultimately self-destructive. Anyway.

Alan Pendock: When you say this demon 'took over', I get the impression it's like something
has actually come in, and what's happened to that man's consciousness? Has that gone off, or

S: It's as though it's in abeyance. This is one's impression. I am not saying that this is actually
what happened; that was one's impression. Just as, you know, when you are in sleep your
conscious personality is in abeyance.

Alan Pendock: So it's still there, but it's almost like it's covering it, or

S: One can think in those terms, yes. In the case of even modern psychology, it speaks in
terms of multiple personality, doesn't it? At one time, one personality is uppermost, takes
over, at another time another completely different personality takes over. This is a quite
well-known clinical phenomenon.

Alan Pendock: I see that, though, as being different to what I was seeing you were saying it
was being a demon. I get the impression that's ..., whereas

S: Yes, I am not saying the two are the same, I was only using that to illustrate the
phenomenon of abeyance. Do you see what I mean? That phenomenon of multiple [55]
personality shows that a personality can be in abeyance, as it were, and something else,
whether belonging to the same psychophysical organism or coming from outside completely,



so to speak, can take over. This is one's impression. That sort of language seems to make the
best sense of one's actual experience, regardless of how literally one chooses to take that
language.

Paul: So you could say that 