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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

 
Eta� santa�, eta� pa�īta�, yadida� sabbasa�khārasamatho 

sabbūpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�.1  
"This is peaceful, this is excellent, namely the stilling of all prepa-

rations, the relinquishment of all assets, the destruction of craving, 

detachment, cessation, extinction". With the permission of the Most 

Venerable Great Preceptor and the assembly of the venerable medi-

tative monks.  

This is the eleventh sermon in the series of sermons on Nibbāna. 
In our last sermon, we tried to explain that contact arises dependent 

on name-and-form, because form gets a verbal impression by the 

naming quality in name, and name gets a resistance-impression by 

the striking quality in form. In the context of this Dhamma, contact, 
properly so-called, is a combination of these two, namely verbal im-

pression and resistance-impression. 

We also happened to mention the other day a new etymological 

explanation given by the Buddha to the word rūpa, quoting the rele-
vant passage from the Khajjanīyasutta of the Khandhasa�yutta in 
the Sa�yutta Nikāya. He has defined the form group with reference 
to ‘affectation’: Ruppatīti kho, bhikkhave, tasmā rūpan’ti vuccati.2 
"It is affected, monks, that is why it is called form. By what is it af-

fected? By cold, heat, hunger, thirst, and the sting of gadflies, mos-

quitoes and the like."  

While analysing the implications of this ‘being affected’, we 

mentioned that the form group could be compared to a wound. Ac-

cording to the commentarial exegesis, too, ruppati means to be ad-
versely affected, to be afflicted, to come into conflict with, to be dis-

eased and displeased. These are reminiscent of the responses usually 

associated with the person who has an easy lacerable wound. To say 

that a pa�ighasamphassa arises  because of this lacerable quality is 
therefore very apt.  
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The primary sense of the word pa�igha is ‘striking against’. Per-
ception of form arises as a result of an attempt to understand through 

the factors on the name side this particular striking against, which re-

sembles the laceration of a wound. This perception of form, which 

follows in the wake of the feeling that arises when something strikes 

against form, is like the groping of a blind man in the dark. Gener-

ally, the worldling is in the habit of staring at the form that comes 

within his grasp, to ascertain its true nature. Likewise, he touches the 

form he sees with his eyes to verify it. As the saying goes: ‘Seeing is 

believing, but touch is the real thing’.  

But both these attempts are like the gropings of a blind man. The 

worldling is unable to get rid of his delusion completely by either of 

these methods. It is because he is accustomed to draw conclusions 

under the influence of his perception of the compact, ghanasaññā.  
The fact that the two extreme views of existence and non-exis-

tence are also the outcome of this perception of the compact in re-

gard to form, is borne out by the following two lines of the verse we 

quoted from the Kalahavivādasutta in our previous sermon. Rūpesu 
disvā vibhava� bhavañca, vinicchaya� kurute jantu loke.3 "Having 
seen the existence and destruction of material forms, a man in this 

world comes to a conclusion." 

The worldling has the idea that material forms have an absolute 

existence. This idea is the result of his perception of form. It is a per-

ception arising out of his impression of that ‘striking against’. What-

ever the level of this perception of form be, it is not better than the 

impression of a blind man. The two extreme views of absolute exis-

tence and non-existence in the world are based on this kind of im-

pression. 

Various types of views and opinions current in the world regard-

ing material forms and matter in general, are the outcome of the no-

tion that they are absolutely real. There is a tendency in the worldling 

to presume that what he grasps with his hands and sees with his eyes 

exists absolutely. So a thing is said to exist for some length of time, 

before it gets destroyed. The logical conclusion, then, is that all 

things in the world exist absolutely and that at some point of time 

they get absolutely destroyed. This is how the two extreme views of 

absolute existence and absolute non-existence have arisen in this 
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world. This is the outcome of a perception of form, which is tanta-

mount to a pursuit of a mirage. It is an illusion.  

The Buddha has declared, in the Ja�āsutta, that where name-and-
form as well as resistance and perception of form are cut off and sur-

cease, there the entire sa�sāric problem, which amounts to a tangle 
within and a tangle without, is also conclusively solved.4 That this is 

so could be inferred to some extent from what we have discussed so 

far.  

Nāma and rūpa, as well as pa�igha- and rūpasaññā, are highly 
significant terms. Pa�igha- and rūpasaññā are equivalent to pa�igha-
samphassa and adhivacanasamphassa respectively. Now as to this 
perception of form, it is basically conditioned by contact. That is 

why the Kalahavivādasutta states that contact is the cause of the two 
views of existence and non-existence.  

In this Kalahavivādasutta  one finds a series of questions and an-
swers going deeper and deeper into the analysis of contact, step by 

step. The question phasso nu lokasmi� kutonidāno, "what is the 
cause of contact in this world?"; gets the answer nāmañca rūpañca 
pa�icca phasso, "dependent on name-and-form is contact".5 The next 
question is: Kismi� vibhūte na phussanti phassā, "in the absence of 
what, do contacts not bring about contact", or, "touches do not 

touch?" It gets the answer: Rūpe vibhūte na phusanti phassā, "in the 
absence of form, contacts do not bring about contact".  

The question that comes up next, and the answer given, are ex-

tremely important. They lead to a deep analysis of the Dhamma, so 
much so that both verses deserve to be quoted in full. The question 

is: 
Katha�sametassa vibhoti rūpa�, 
sukha� dukha� vā pi katha� vibhoti, 
eta� me pabrūhi yathā vibhoti, 
ta� jāniyāmā iti me mano ahu.6 
"To one constituted in which manner does form cease to exist, 

Or, how even pleasure and pain cease to exist, 

Do tell me how all these become non-existent, 

Let us know this, such a thought arose in me." 

The answer to this question is couched in this extraordinary verse: 
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Na saññasaññī na visaññasaññī, 
no pi asaññī na vibhūtasaññī, 
eva� sametassa vibhoti rūpa�, 
saññānidānā hi papañcasa�khā.7 
What this verse purports to describe is the state of a person for 

whom form as also pleasure and pain has ceased to exist. He is not 

one with normal perception, nor is he one with abnormal perception. 

He is not non-percipient, nor has he rescinded perception. It is to one 

constituted in this manner that form ceases to exist, for, papañcasa�-
khā - whatever they may be - have perception as their source. 
The meaning of this verse needs to be clarified further. According 

to the MahāNiddesa, the allusion in this verse is to one who is on the 
path to the formless realms, having attained the first four absorp-

tions.8 The commentary is forced to that conclusion, because it takes 

the phrase na vibhūtasaññī as negating formless realms as such. The 
assumption is that the person referred to is neither conscious with 

normal perception, nor abnormally unconscious, nor devoid of per-

ception, as in the attainment of cessation, nor in one of the formless 

attainments. So then, the only possibility seemed to be to identify it 

with some intermediate state. That is why the MahāNiddesa and the 
other commentaries interpret this problematic state as that of one 

who is on the path to formless attainments, arūpamaggasama�gi.9  
However, considerations of context and presentation would lead 

to a different conclusion. The extraordinary state alluded to by this 

verse seems to be a surpamundane one, which goes far deeper than 

the so-called intermediate state. The transcendence of form, indicated 

here, is more radical than the transcendence in attaining to formless 

states. It is a transcendence at a supramundane level, as we may well 

infer from the last line of the verse, saññānidānā hi papañcasa�khā. 
Papañcasa�khā is a term which has a relevance to insight meditation 
and the denouement of the sutta is also suggestive of such a back-
ground. The Kalahavivādasutta, consisting of sixteen verses, is, from 
beginning to end, a network of deep questions and answers leading to 

levels of insight. The opening verse, for instance, states the initial 

problem as follows: 
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Kuto pahūtā kalahā vivādā, 
paridevasokā sahamaccharā ca, 
mānātimānā saha pesu�ā ca, 
kuto pahūtā te tad i�gha brūhi.10 
"Whence do spring up contentions and disputes, 

Lamentations, sorrows and envies, 

And arrogance together with slander, 

Whence do they spring up, pray tell me this." 

It is in answer to this basic question that this discourse gradually 

unfolds itself. In accordance with the law of dependent arising, the 

cause of contentions and disputes is said to be the tendency to hold 

things dear, piyappahūtā kalahā vivādā. Then the question is about 
the cause of this idea of holding things dear. The cause of it is said to 

be desire, chandanidānāni piyāni loke. Things dear originate from 
desire. Desire, or interest, makes things ‘dear’. 

The next question is: What is the origin of desire? Desire is traced 

to the distinction between the pleasant and the unpleasant. It is in re-

ply to the question regarding the origin of this distinction between 

the pleasant and the unpleasant that contact is brought in. In fact, it is 

the question as to the origin of contact, phasso nu lokasmi� kuto ni-
dāno, which formed the starting point of our discussion. The answer 
to that question is name-and-form, nāmañca rūpañca. So in this 
chain of causes, the link that comes next to contact is name-and-

form.  

Now the verse in question beginning with na saññasaññī goes 
deeper than name-and-form. Even the question about contact has a 

peculiar wording: Kismi� vibhūte na phusanti phassā, "When what 
is not there, do touches not touch?" The question, then, is not just the 

cessation of contact as such. The answer, too, has the same peculiar-

ity. Rūpe vibhūte na phusanti phassā, "It is when form is not there 
that touches do not touch". It is the subsequent question regarding 

form that brings out the cryptic verse as the answer.  

All this goes to show that the verse in question alludes to a supra-
mundane state far transcending the formless or any supposed inter-
mediate stage. The transcendence of pleasure and pain, as well as  
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perception of form, is implied here. The verse beginning with na 
saññasaññī brings the entire analytical disquisition to a climax. It 
comes as the thirteenth verse in the series. Usually, such a disquisi-

tion leads up to a climax, highlighting Nibbāna. It is obvious, there-
fore, that the reference here is to the Nibbānic mind.  
We have here four negations: Na saññasaññī - na visaññasaññī - 

no pi asaññī - na vibhūtasaññī. These four negations insinuate a 
strange supramundane level of perception. In short, it is an attempt to 

analyse the crux of the Dhamma in terms of perception. As to the 
provocation for such an approach, we may remind ourselves of the 

fact that, according to the Buddha, release from materiality amounted 

to a release from the perception of form. Here, we have something 

really deep.  

As it was stated in the Ja�āsutta, for the disentangling of the tan-
gle, name-and-form, resistance and perception of form, have to be 

cut off. This last mentioned perception of form, or rūpasaññā, is 
highly significant. Before the advent of the Buddha the general be-

lief, even among ascetics, was that, in order to be free from form, 

one has to attain to the formless, arūpa, But, as we pointed out in an 
earlier sermon, this kind of approach to the question of freedom from 

form, is like the attempt of one who, having imagined a ghost in the 

darkness of the night, runs away to escape it.11 He is simply taking 

the fantasy of the ghost with him.  

Likewise, perception of form is already implicit in the formless. 

What has been done is only a pushing away of the perception of form 

with the help of sa�khāras. It is merely a suppression of form 
through the power of absorption. It does not amount to a cessation of 

the perception of form.  

What, then, is the message the Buddha gave to the world regard-

ing the abandonment by way of eradication? He pointed out that 

freedom from form can be won only by comprehending a certain 

deep normative principle behind perception. Till then, one keeps on 

going round and round in sa�sāra. Even if one breaks away from 
form to stay for aeons in formless realms, one swings back to form at 

the end of that period. Why? Because the ghost of form still haunts 

the formless. It is precisely because of this fact that pre-Buddhistic 

ascetics could not free themselves from the round of existence. 
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The Kalahavivādasutta as a whole, could be regarded as an ex-
tremely deep analysis of the basis of the two views of existence and 

non-existence. Our departure from the MahāNiddesa in regard to the 
interpretation of this discourse might sometimes be called in ques-

tion. But let the wise judge its reasonableness on its own merits.  

According to our interpretation so far, the thirteenth verse marks 

the climax of the discourse, with its allusion to Nibbāna. This is ob-
vious from the fourteenth verse, in which the questioner confesses: 

Ya� ta� apucchimha akittayī no, añña� ta� pucchāma tad i�gha 
brūhi.12 "Whatever we have asked you, that you have explained to us. 
Now we wish to ask you something else, pray, give us an answer to 

that too."  

The question now posed is this: Ettāvatagga� nu vadanti h’eke, 
yakkhassa suddhi� idha pa�-itāse, udāhu aññam pi vadanti etto? 
"Do some, who are reckoned as wise men here, declare the highest 

purity of the soul with this much alone, or else do they posit some-

thing beyond this?" The interlocutor is trying to get the solution re-

stated in terms of the two views of existence and non-existence. The 

term yakkha is used in this context in the sense of an individual 
soul.13 It betrays an assumption based on a wrong view. The question 

concerns the purity of the individual soul. The interlocutor wants to 

ascertain whether wise men in the world declare this state as the 

highest purity of the soul, or whether they go beyond this in postu-

lating something more. Here is an attempt to get the answer already 

given restated in terms of the soul theory, a sort of anti-climax. The 

two concluding verses that follow, give the lie to this presumptuous 

question. 
Ettāvatagga� pi vadanti h’eke 
yakkhassa suddhi� idha pa�-itāse, 
tesa� paneke samaya� vadanti 
anupādisese kusalā vadānā. 
"Some, who are regarded as wise men here, 

Call this itself the highest purity of the individual soul, 

But there are again some among them, who speak of an annihila-

tion, 

Claiming to be experts in the cessation without residue." 
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Ete ca ñatvā upanissitā ti 
ñatvā munī nissaye so vima�sī, 
ñatvā vimutto na vivādam eti 
bhavābhavāya na sameti dhīro. 
"Knowing that they are dependent on speculative views, 

The sage with discernment, with regard to whatever is specula-

tive, 

Emancipated as he is through understanding, does not enter into 

dispute,   

A truly wise man does not fall back either on existence or on non-

existence." 

The concluding verse amounts to a refutation of both these ex-

treme views. The truly wise sage, who is released with proper dis-

cernment of the nature of dogmatic involvement, has no disputes 

with those who are at loggerheads with each other on the issue of ex-

istence and non-existence. This, in effect, means that Nibbāna as a 
goal avoids both extremes of eternalism and nihilism.  

The Upasīvasutta in the Pārāyanavagga of the Sutta Nipāta pro-
vides further proof of the plausibility of the above interpretation. 

There, Nibbāna as the cessation of consciousness in the arahant, is 
compared to the extinction of a flame.  

Accī yathā vātavegena khitto 
attha� paleti na upeti sa�kha� 
eva� munī nāmakāyā vimutto 
attha� paleti na upeti sa�kha�.14 
"As flame flung on by force of wind, 

Reaches its end, comes not within reckoning, 

So the sage, released from name-and-form, 

Reaches his end, comes not within reckoning." 

When a flame goes out, it cannot be reckoned as having gone in 

any of the directions, like north, east, south, and west. All what can 

be said about it, is that it has gone out.15 

Even after the Buddha has given this reply, the brahmin youth 

Upasīva, entrenched as he is in the eternalist view, raises a question  
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which is similar to the one already quoted. He, too, is trying to un-

derstand it in terms of the two extreme views of existence and non-

existence.  
Attha�gato so uda vā so natthi 
udāhu ve sassatiyā arogo, 
ta� me munī sādhu viyākarohi, 
tathā hi te vidito esa dhammo. 
"Has he reached his end, or is he no more, 

Or is he eternally well, 

That to me, sage, in full explain, 

For this Dhamma is well within your ken." 
In the discourses we find similar instances of attempts to deter-

mine, in terms of those two extreme views, even a conclusive state-

ment of the Buddha on the question of Nibbāna. Yet another instance 
is found in the Po��hapādasutta of the Dīghanikāya. There the Bud-
dha outlines the path to Nibbāna from the point of view of percep-
tion. The discourse, therefore, is one that highlights the importance 

of the term saññā. In that discourse, the path of training leading to 
Nibbāna is introduced under the heading anupubbābhisaññānirodha-
sampajāna-samāpatti,16 "the attainment, with full awareness, to the 
gradual cessation of higher levels of perception".  

What is significant in this particular context, is that the invitation 

for this exposition came from the ascetics of other sects. In response 

to their request to enlighten them on the subject of the cessation of 

higher levels of perception, abhisaññānirodha, the Buddha gave 
quite a long account of the course of training required for it. But at 

the end of that deep exposition, the wandering ascetic Po��hapāda 
raises the following question: Saññā nu kho purisassa attā, udāhu 
aññā saññā aññā attā? "Is perception a man’s soul, or is perception 
something and soul another?" This is typical of their bigotted atti-

tude, which prevented them from understanding this Dhamma, free 
from the soul prejudice.  

We went so far as to bring out all this evidence, because the point 

at issue is fairly important. Even the attempt of the MahāNiddesa to 
explain the verse beginning with na saññasaññī is far from conclu-
sive. It is not at all likely that the ascetics of other sects subscribed to  
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a view that the intermediate stage between the fourth absorption and 

the first formless absorption is equivalent to the purest state of the 

soul. Such an interim state is of no account. 

As we go on, we might come across further proof of the tenability 

of this interpretation. The verse beginning with na saññasaññī is not 
easily forgotten, because of its unusual accent on the negative parti-

cle. We might have to hark back to it when we come across similar 

discourses dealing with Nibbāna. Till then, let us remind ourselves of 
two similes we have already given, in order to get a foretaste of the 

significance of this problematic verse. 

Firstly, the Buddha’s simile of the magic show as an illustration 

for consciousness in the Phe�api�-ūpamasutta - māyūpamañca viñ-
ñā�a�.17 While describing the five groups, he compares conscious-
ness to a magical performance at crossroads, conducted by a magi-

cian or his apprentice. A man with the right type of vision, watching 

this magic show, understands that it is empty, hollow and void of es-

sence. It is as if he has seen through the tricks and deceptions of the 

magician.  

While watching a magic show, the audience in general reacts to it 

with gaping mouths and exclamations. But how would a man with 

radical attention and penetrative wisdom, who is fully aware of the 

tricks of the magician, watch a magic show? He is simply looking on 

with a vacant gaze.  

This reminds us of the significance of the word viññā�a� anidas-
sana� ananta� sabbato pabha�.18 That gaze is ‘endless’, ananta�, 
in the sense that it does not have the magic show as its object. It goes 

beyond. It is also ‘non-manifestative’, anidassana�, since the magic 
show does not manifest itself, as it has now been penetrated through 

with wisdom. This wisdom is revealing in its ‘all lustrous’ nature, 

sabbato pabha�, so much so that the tricks are seen - through.  
So this man with discernment is watching with a vacant gaze. 

Now how would such a person appear to one who is deluded and en-

chanted by the magic show? The latter might regard the former as an 

inattentive spectator who misses the magic show. Or else, he might 

think that the other is out of his senses, or insensate.  
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What the riddle verse beginning with na saññasaññī refers to, is 
such a vacant gaze. That is to say, the person referred to is not one 

with the ordinary worldling’s perception, which is deluded, nor has 

he fainted and become unconscious, na saññasaññī na visaññasaññī. 
He is not in a trance, devoid of perception, no pi asaññī, nor has he 
put and end to perception, na vibhūtasaññī. What these four nega-
tions highlight, is that vacant gaze of the one who is emancipated 

through wisdom.  

Somewhat on the lines of the simile used by the Buddha, we 

might reintroduce, as a flashback, the simile of the cinema.19 Though 

it has a modernistic flavour, it could perhaps be more easily under-

stood. Let us suppose that a matinee show of a technicolour film is in 

progress with closed doors and windows. Suddenly, by some techni-

cal defect, the doors and windows are flung open. What would be the 

change of perspective in the spectator now? He, too, would be look-

ing on with a vacant gaze. Though still the show is going on, he is no 

longer seeing it. A sort of ‘cessation’ has occurred, at least temporar-

ily.  

The theme as well as the objective of all our sermons is expressed 

in the quotation beginning with "This is peaceful, this is excellent" 

(etc.), which forms the rubric, as it were, for each sermon. The 

change that occurs in the spectator now, is somewhat reminiscent of 

it. Though not all preparations, at least those preparations connected 

with the film show are momentarily ‘stilled’. Whatever assets in the 

form of the bundle of experiences on which the film show is evalued, 

are ‘relinquished’. The craving or the desire for the show has gone 

down. The colourful show has ‘faded away’, making way for detach-
ment. The film show has ‘ceased’ for him. It is also extinct for him, 

since his burning desire has cooled off now. In this way, we can un-

derstand the four puzzling negations in that riddle verse as an attempt 

to describe the vacant gaze of this spectator, and that man with dis-

cernment at the magic show. 

Another aspect of special significance in this riddle verse emerges 

from the last line, saññānidānā hi papañcasa�khā, which could be 
tentatively rendered as "for [whatever are termed] papañcasa�khā 
have perception as their source". Papañca is a term with a deep phi-
losophical dimension in Buddhism. In fact, even the rise of many 
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Buddhist sects could be put down to an insufficient appreciation of 

its significance. In our own philosophical tradition, too, much of the 

confusion with regard to the interpretation of Nibbāna seems to have 
come about due to a lack of understanding in this particular field. 

Therefore we propose to devote sufficient time and attention to clar-

ify the significance of this term papañca.  
To begin with, we can bring up clear evidence of the fact that the 

word papañca is used in the discourses to convey some deep idea. 
As a rule, whenever the Buddha presents a set of ideas pertaining to 

some Dhamma topic, the deepest or the most important of them is 
mentioned last. This feature is quite evident in the A�guttara Nikāya, 
where very often a sermon is seen to unfold itself in an ascending or-

der, leading to a climax. In an enumeration of items ‘the last but not 

the least’, happens to be the most important. Granted that this is the 

general trend, we can trace as many as nine such contexts among the 

suttas in which papañca is counted last.20 This itself is a clue to its 
importance.  

One of the most telling instances is to be found in the Eights of 

the A�guttara Nikāya. It is called Anuruddhamahāvitakkasutta. 
There we are told that to Venerable Anuruddha, once meditating in 
solitude in Pācīnava�sa Park, the following seven thoughts oc-
curred, concerning Dhamma.  

Appicchassāya� dhammo, nāya� dhammo mahicchassa; santu�-
�hassāya� dhammo, nāya� dhammo asantu��hassa; pavivittassāya� 
dhammo, nāya� dhammo sa�ga�ikārāmassa; āraddhaviriyassāya� 
dhammo, nāya� dhammo kusītassa; upa��ithasatissāya� dhammo, 
nāya� dhammo mu��hassatissa; samāhitassāya� dhammo, nāya� 
dhammo asamāhitassa; paññavato aya� dhammo, nāya� dhammo 
duppaññassa.21  
"This Dhamma is for one who wants little, not for one who wants 

much; this Dhamma is for one who is contented, not for one who is 
discontent; this Dhamma is for one who is secluded, not for one who 
is fond of society; this Dhamma is for the energetic, not for one who 
is lazy; this Dhamma is for one who has set up mindfulness, not for 
one who is laggard in mindfulness; this Dhamma is for one who is 
composed, not for one who is flustered; this Dhamma is for one who 
is wise, not for one who is unwise." 
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When these seven thoughts occurred to him, Venerable Anurud-
dha kept on pondering over them for a long while, probably with 
some Dhamma zest. He might have even felt confident that this is a 
perfect set of Dhamma thoughts, since the number is seven and wis-
dom comes last. However, the Buddha was monitoring his behaviour 

of mind from Bhesaka3āvanae, many leagues away, and found that 
this set of seven is far from complete. So he appeared before Vener-

able Anuruddha through his psychic power and, having first com-
mended Venerable Anuruddha for those seven thoughts, calling them 
‘thoughts of a great man’, mahāpurisavitakka, gave him an eighth to 
add on to them and ponder upon. The eighth thought of a great man 

is:  

Nippapañcārāmassāya� Dhammo nippapañcaratino, nāya� 
Dhammo papañcārāmassa papañcaratino. "This Dhamma is for one 
who likes and delights in nippapañca and not for one who likes and 
delights in papañca."Following the Buddha’s instructions in this 
concern, Venerable Anuruddha attained Arahant-hood, and uttered 
two verses as a paean of joy. From the two verses it becomes clear 

that the Buddha’s helpful hint regarding nippapañca - whatever it 
may mean - was what triggered off his attainment. 

Yathā me ahu sa�kappo, 
tato uttari desayi, 
nippapañcarato Buddho, 
nippapañca� adesayi. 

Tassāha� Dhamma maññāya,  
vihāsi� sāsane rato, 
tisso vijjā anuppattā, 
kata� Buddhassa sāsana�.22 
"Whatever thoughts I had on my own, 

Going far beyond them the Lord preached to me, 

The Buddha, who delights in nippapañca, 
Preached nippapañca to me. 

Understanding his Dhamma, 
I dwelt delighting in his admonishment, 
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The three knowledges are attained, 

Done is the Buddha’s behest." 

The words of Venerable Anuruddha clearly reveal the immense 
significance attached to the term papañca and its relevance to the 
question of attaining Nibbāna. It is noteworthy that a number of sut-
tas like Kalahavivādasutta, Sakkapañhasutta, Cū3asīhanādasutta, 
and Madhupi�-ikasutta give prominence to the term papañca by 
listing it as the last. 23 One of the most important discourses throwing 

light on the significance of this term papañca is the Madhupi�-ika-
sutta of the Majjhima Nikāya. We shall therefore proceed to discuss 
this particular sutta at some length.  
The Madhupi�-ikasutta is in fact a discourse that unfolds itself in 

three stages, like a three act play. It might not be inapt to say some-

thing about the title of this discourse by way of introduction, before 

we get down to an analysis of it. At the conclusion of the discourse, 

Venerable Ānanda makes the following comment on its significance 
before the Buddha: "Lord, just as if a man overcome by hunger and 

exhaustion came upon a honey-ball, and, from whatever side he goes 

on licking it, he would get a sweet delectable flavour which remains 

unimpaired, so too, Lord, any nimble witted monk, from whatever 

angle he examines with wisdom the meaning of this discourse on the 

Dhamma, he would find satisfaction and gladness of mind. What is 
the name of this discourse, Lord?"24 It was then that the Buddha gave 

this name to the discourse, saying: "Well, then, Ānanda, you may 
remember this discourse on the Dhamma as the ‘honey-ball dis-
course’."  

We might not have the ability to assimilate fully the flavour of 

this discourse, and in any case we might not even have sufficient 

time for it today. However, if we are to make a start, we may begin 

with the first act, that is, where we find the Buddha spending his 

noon-day siesta at Mahāvana in Kapilavatthu. The Sakyan Da�-a-
pā�i, so called because he used to carry a staff in hand, comes to see 
the Buddha and puts the following short question to him: Ki�vādī 
sama�o kimakkhāyi?  "What does the recluse assert, what does he 
proclaim?" 

The Buddha’s reply to it is rather long and winding, so much so 

that it is not easy to render it clear enough: Yathāvādi kho, āvuso, sa-
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devake loke samārake sabrahmake sassama�abrāhma�iyā pajāya 
sadevamanussāya na kenaci loke viggayha ti��hati, yathā ca pana 
kāmehi visa�yutta� viharanta� ta� brāhma�a� akatha�kathi� 
chinnakukkucca� bhavābhave vītata�ha� saññā nānusenti, eva�-
vādī kho aha�, āvuso, evamakkhāyī.  
"According to whatever doctrine, friend, one does not quarrel 

with anyone in the world with its gods, its Māras and Brahmas, with 
the progeny of the world comprising recluses and brahmins, gods 

and men, and also due to which perceptions no more underlie that 

brahmin who abides detached from sense pleasures, without per-

plexity, remorse cut off and devoid of craving for any kind of exis-

tence, such is my doctrine, friend, thus do I proclaim it." 

It must be noted that the word brahmin in this context refers to the 

Arahant. The reply, winding as it is, goes deeper in its insinuations, 
touching the presumptions of the questioner. That is to say, gener-

ally, in the world, if anyone proclaims a doctrine, it is natural that it 

will come into conflict with other doctrines. Also, in proclaiming that 

doctrine one has to have latent perceptions relating to it. The Bud-

dha’s reply, however, seems to contradict these presumptions. In a 

nutshell, the reply amounts to this: 

Firstly, the Buddha’s teaching is such that he does not come into 

conflict with others. Secondly, perceptions do not lie latent in him.  

The occurrence of the term saññā, perception, in this context, is 
also significant. We have already stressed the importance of this 

term. Perceptions do not lie latent in the Buddha or in the doctrine 

propounded by him.  

Da�-apā�i’s response to this reply of the Buddha is also recorded 
in the sutta. It is dramatic enough to substantiate our comparison of 
the discourse to a three-act play. Da�-apā�i shook his head, wagged 
his tongue, raised his eyebrows into a three-lined frown on his fore-

head and departed, leaning on his stick. The Buddha’s reply did not 

arouse any faith in him. 

In the next act we find the Buddha seated in the company of the 

monks in the evening and telling them of his brief encounter with 

Da�-apā�i. Then one of the monks requested an explanation of the 
enigmatic reply the Buddha had given to Da�-apā�i. The Buddha’s 
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explanation, however, took the form of an even longer statement, no 

less enigmatic than the former. It runs: 
Yatonidāna�, bhikkhu, purisa� papañcasaññāsa�khā samudāca-

ranti, ettha ce natthi abhinanditabba� abhivaditabba� ajjhosetab-
ba�, esevanto rāgānusayāna�, esevanto pa�ighānusayāna�, esevan-
to di��hānusayāna�, esevanto vicikicchānusayāna�, esevanto mān-
ānusayāna�, esevanto bhavarāgānusayāna�, esevanto avijjānusa-
yāna�, esevanto da�-ādāna-satthādāna-kalaha-viggaha-vivāda-tu-
va�tuva�-pesuñña-musāvādāna�, etthete pāpakā akusalā dhammā 
aparisesā nirujjhanti. 
"From whatever source papañcasaññāsa�khā beset a man, if, in 

regard to that, there is nothing to be delighted in, asserted, or clung 

to, then this itself is the end of the underlying tendencies to attach-

ment, to aversion, to views, to doubts, to conceit, to attachment to-

wards existence, and to ignorance. This itself is the end of taking 

rods and weapons, quarrels, disputes, accusations, slander and false 

speech. Here these evil unskilful states cease without remainder." 

After making such a long and winding statement, the Buddha rose 

from his seat and went into his dwelling, as if it were the end of the 

second act. One can well imagine the consternation of the monks at 

this dramatic turn of events. The explanation looked even more as-

tounding than the original statement, because of its elliptical charac-

ter. So here is a case of a puzzle within a puzzle. It is the first few 

words that are most puzzling.  

Naturally, the monks were so perplexed that they decided to ap-

proach Venerable MahāKaccāna and request him to give them a de-
tailed exposition of the Buddha’s words, as he had been praised by 

the Buddha for his skill in this respect. When they went to him and 

made the request, Venerable MahāKaccāna showed some modest 
hesitation at first, but finally agreed to it.  

Now we come to the third act, in which Venerable MahāKaccāna 
is giving the exposition.  

Cakkhuñc’āvuso pa�icca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññā�a�, ti�-
�a� sa�gati phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, ya� vedeti ta� sañjā-
nāti, ya� sañjānāti ta� vitakketi, ya� vitakketi ta� papañceti, ya� 
papañceti tatonidāna� purisa� papañcasaññāsa�khā samudācaranti 
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atītānāgatapaccuppannesu cakkhuviññeyyesu rūpesu. Not only with 
regard to eye and forms, but also with reference to all the other 

sense-faculties, including the mind, together with their respective 

sense-objects, a similar statement is made. Suffice it to translate the 

one quoted above as a paradigm. 

"Dependent on the eye and forms, brethren, arises eye-conscious-

ness; the concurrence of the three is contact; because of contact, 

feeling; what one feels, one perceives; what one perceives, one rea-

sons about; what one reasons about, one turns into papañca; what 
one turns into papañca, owing to that" (tatonidāna�, which is the 
correlative of yatonidāna� forming the key word in the Buddha’s 
brief summary above) "papañcasaññāsa�khā beset him who directed 
his powers of sense-perception. They overwhelm him and subjugate 

him in respect of forms cognizable by the eye belonging to the past, 

the future and the present." It is the same with regard to the ear and 

sounds and the rest. Lastly, even about mind and mind-objects Ven-

erable MahāKaccāna makes a similar statement. 
At this point, we are forced to say something about the commen-

tarial explanation of this particular passage. It seems that the com-

mentarial exegesis has failed to bring out the deeper implications of 

the term papañcasaññāsa�khā. The main reason for the confusion is 
the lack of attention on the part of the commentator to the peculiar 

syntax of the formula in question.  

The formula begins on an impersonal note, cakkhuñc’āvuso pa-
�icca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññā�a�. The word pa�icca is remi-
niscent of the law of dependent arising. Ti��a� sa�gati phasso, "the 
concurrence of the three is contact".  Phassapaccayā vedanā, "condi-
tioned by contact is feeling". From here onwards the formula takes a 

different turn. Ya� vedeti ta� sañjānāti, ya� sañjānāti ta� vitakketi, 
ya� vitakketi ta� papañceti, "what one feels, one perceives; what 
one perceives, one reasons about; what one reasons about, one turns 

into papañca".  
In this way, we can distinguish three phases in this description of 

the process of sense perception in Venerable MahāKaccāna’s expo-
sition. It begins with an impersonal note, but at the point of feeling it 

takes on a personal ending, suggestive of deliberate activity. Ya� ve-
deti ta� sañjānāti, ya� sañjānāti ta� vitakketi, ya� vitakketi ta� 
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papañceti, "what one feels, one perceives; what one perceives, one 
reasons about; what one reasons about, one turns into papañca". 
Though we render the formula in this way, the commentary ex-

plains it differently. It ignores the significance of the personal ending 

and interprets the sensory process periphrastically, for example as 

saññā sañjānāti, vitakko vitakketi, "perception perceives", "reasoning 
reasons about", etc.25 It amounts to saying that, when feeling occurs, 

perception comes forward and perceives it, then reasoning takes up 

the task of reasoning about perception. Papañca then steps in and 
converts that reasoning into papañca. This is how the commentary 
explains that formula. It has left out of account the significance of 

the use of the active voice in this section of the formula.  

There is a special purpose in using the active voice in this context. 

It is in order to explain how a man is overwhelmed by papañcasañ-
ñāsa�khā - whatever it may be - that Venerable MahāKaccāna has 
introduced this sequence of events in three phases. In fact, he is try-

ing to fill in the gap in the rather elliptical statement of the Buddha, 

beginning with yatonidāna�, bhikkhu, purisa� papañcasaññāsa�-
khā samudācaranti, "monk, from whatever source papañcasaññā-
sa�khā beset a man". The initial phase is impersonal, but then comes 
the phase of active participation.  

From feeling onwards, the person behind it takes over. What one 

feels, one perceives; what one perceives, one reasons about; what 

one reasons about, one turns into papañca. The grossest phase is the 
third. Venerable MahāKaccānas formula shows how the process of 
sense-perception gradually assumes a gross form. This third phase is 

implicit in the words ya� papañceti tatonidāna� purisa� papañca-
saññāsa�khā samudācaranti, "what one turns into papañca, owing to 
that papañcasaññāsa�khā beset that man". The word purisa� is in 
the accusative case here, implying that the person who directed 

sense-perception is now beset with, or overwhelmed by, papañca-
saññāsa�khā, as a result of which all the evil unskilful mental states 
come to be. This itself is an index to the importance of the term pa-
pañca.  
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The course of events suggested by these three phases may be il-

lustrated with the legend of the three magicians. While journeying 

through a forest, three men, skilled in magic, came upon a scattered 

heap of bones of a tiger. To display their skill, one of them converted 

the bones into a complete skeleton, the second gave it flesh and 

blood, and the third gave it life. The resurrected tiger devoured all 

three of them. It is such a predicament that is hinted at by the pecu-

liar syntax of the formula in question.  

The comparison of this discourse to a honey-ball is understand-

able, since it holds the secret of the latent tendencies towards dog-

matic views. It also affords a deep insight into the nature of the lin-

guistic medium, and words and concepts in everyday usage.  

We haven’t yet clarified the meaning of the term papañca. It is al-
ready found in common parlance as a word suggestive of verbosity 

and circumlocution. Etymologically, it is traceable to pra + √ pañc, 
and it conveys such meanings as ‘spreading out’, ‘expansion’, ‘dif-

fuseness’ and ‘manifoldness’. Verbosity and circumlocution usually 

lead to delusion and confusion. However, the word papañca is some-
times used to denote a conscious elaboration of what is already ex-

pressed in brief. In this particular sense, the cognate term vipañcitañ-
ñū is used in the context of four types of persons, distinguished ac-
cording to their levels of understanding, namely uggha�itaññū, vipañ-
citaññū, neyyo, and padaparamo.26 Here, vipañcitaññū signifies that 
sort of person to whom comprehension of the doctrine comes when 

the meaning of what is uttered in brief is analysed in detail.  

All in all, papañca in linguistic usage has the insinuation of a cer-
tain degree of delusion brought about by verbosity and circumlocu-

tion. But here the term has a deeper philosophical dimension. Here it 

is not a case of linguistic usage, but the behaviour of the mind as 

such, since it concerns sense-perception. The fact that it follows in 

the wake of vitakka is suggestive of its affinity to vicāra, or discur-
sive thought, so often quoted as the twin of vitakka, that is as vitak-
kavicāra.  
The mind has the tendency to wander afar, all alone, dūra�ga-

ma� ekacara�,27 through the medium of thought, or vitakka. When 
vitakka breaks loose and runs riot, it creates a certain deluded state of 
mind, which is papañca.  
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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

 
Eta� santa�, eta� pa�īta�, yadida� sabbasa�khārasamatho 

sabbūpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�.1  
"This is peaceful, this is excellent, namely the stilling of all prepa-

rations, the relinquishment of all assets, the destruction of craving, 

detachment, cessation, extinction". With the permission of the Most 

Venerable Great Preceptor and the assembly of the venerable medi-

tative monks.  

This is the twelfth sermon in the series of sermons on Nibbāna. 
At the beginning of our last sermon, we brought up the two terms 

papañca and nippapañca, which help us rediscover quite a deep di-
mension in Buddhist philosophy, hidden under the sense of time. In 

our attempt to clarify the meaning of these two terms, initially with 

the help of the Madhupi�!ikasutta, what we could determine so far is 
the fact that papañca signifies a certain gross state in sense-percep-
tion.  

Though in ordinary linguistic usage papañca meant ‘elaboration’, 
‘circumlocution’, and ‘verbosity’, the Madhupi�!ikasutta has shown 
us that in the context of sensory perception it has some special sig-

nificance. It portrays how a person, who directed sense perception, is 

overwhelmed by papañcasaññāsa�khā with regard to sense-objects 
relating to the three periods of time, past, present, and future, as a re-

sult of his indulging in papañca based on reasoning about percepts.  
All this goes to show that papañca has connotations of some kind 

of delusion, obsession, and confusion arising in a man’s mind due to 

sense perception. In explaining the meaning of this term, commen-

tators very often make use of words like pamatta, ‘excessively in-
toxicated’, ‘indolent’, pamāda, ‘headlessness’, and madana, ‘intoxi-
cation’. For example: Kena��hena papañco? Mattapamattākārapā-
pana��hena papañco.2 "Papañca in what sense? In the sense that it  
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leads one on to a state of intoxication and indolence." Sometimes it is 

commented on as follows: papañcitā ca honti pamattākārapattā.3 
"They are subject to papañca, that is, they become more or less ine-
briated or indolent." Or else it is explained as madanākārasa��hito 
kilesapapañco.4 "Papañca of a defiling nature which is of an inebri-
ating character". 

On the face of it, papañca looks like a term similar in sense to 
pamāda, indolence, heedlessness. But there is a subtle difference in 
meaning between them. Pamāda, even etymologically, conveys the 
basic idea of ‘excessive intoxication’. It has a nuance of inactivity or 

inefficiency, due to intoxication. The outcome of such a state of af-

fairs is either negligence or heedlessness. But as we have already 

pointed out, papañca has an etymological background suggestive of 
expansion, elaboration, verbosity and circumlocution. Therefore, it 

has no connotations of inactivity and inefficiency. On the other hand, 

it seems to imply an inability to reach the goal due to a deviation 

from the correct path.  

Let us try to understand the distinction in meaning between pa-
māda and papañca with the help of an illustration. Suppose we ask 
someone to go on an urgent errant to Colombo. If instead of going to 

Colombo, he goes to the nearest tavern and gets drunk and sleeps 

there - that is a case of pamāda. If, on the other hand, he takes to a 
long labyrinthine road, avoiding the shortest cut to Colombo, and fi-

nally reaches Kandy instead of Colombo - that is papañca.  
There is such a subtle difference in the nuances associated with 

these two terms. Incidentally, there is a couplet among the Sixes of 

the A�guttara Nikāya, which sounds like a distant echo of the illus-
tration we have already given.  
Yo papañcam anuyutto 
papañcābhirato mago, 
virādhayī so Nibbāna�, 
yogakkhema� anuttara�. 
Yo ca papañca� hitvāna, 
nippapañca pade rato, 
ārādhayī so Nibbāna�, 
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yogakkhema� anuttara�.5 
"The fool who indulges in papañca, 
Being excessively fond of it, 

Has missed the way to Nibbāna, 
The incomparable freedom from bondage. 

He who, having given up papañca, 
delights in the path to nippapañca, 
Is well on the way to Nibbāna, 
The incomparable freedom from bondage." 

In this way we can understand the difference between the two 

words papañca and pamāda in respect of the nuances associated with 
them.  

Commentaries very often explain the term papañca simply as a 
synonym of craving, conceit, and views, ta�hādi��himānānam eta� 
adhivacana�.6 But this does not amount to a definition of papañca 
as such. It is true that these are instances of papañca, for even in the 
Madhupi�!ikasutta we came across the three expressions abhinan-
ditabba�, abhivaditabba�, and ajjhositabba�, suggestive of them.7  
Abhinanditabba� means ‘what is worth delighting in’, abhivadi-

tabba� means ‘what is worth asserting’, ajjhositabba� means ‘what 
is worth clinging on to’. These three expressions are very often used 

in the discourses to denote the three defilements craving, conceit and 

views. That is to say, ‘delighting in’ by way of craving with the 

thought ‘this is mine’; ‘asserting’ by way of conceit with the thought 

‘this am I’; and ‘clinging on to’ with the dogmatic view ‘this is my 

soul’. 

Therefore the commentarial exegesis on papañca in terms of 
craving, conceit and views is to a great extent justifiable. However, 

what is particularly significant about the term papañca is that it con-
veys the sense of proliferation and complexity of thought, on the 

lines of those three basic tendencies. That is why the person con-

cerned is said to be ‘overwhelmed by papañcasaññāsa�khā’.8  
Here we need to clarify for ourselves the meaning of the word 

sa�khā. According to the commentary, it means ‘parts’, papañcasañ-
ñāsa�khā’ti ettha sa�khā’ti ko��hāso,9 "‘papañcasaññāsa�khā’, here- 
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in ‘sa�khā’ means parts". In that case papañcasa�khā could be ren-
dered as ‘parts of papañca’, which says nothing significant about 
sa�khā itself. On the other hand, if one carefully examines the con-
texts in which the terms papañcasaññāsa�khā and papañcasa�khā 
are used in the discourses, one gets the impression that sa�khā means 
something deeper than ‘part’ or ‘portion’.  

Sa�khā, samaññā and paññatti are more or less synonymous 
terms. Out of them, paññatti is fairly well known as a term for ‘des-
ignation’. Sa�khā and samaññā are associated in sense with paññatti. 
Sa�khā means ‘reckoning’ and samaññā is ‘appellation’. These three 
terms are often used in connection with worldly usage.  

We come across quite a significant reference, relevant to this 

question of papañca, in the Niruttipathasutta of the Khandhasa�yut-
ta in the Sa�yutta Nikāya. It runs: Tayome, bhikkhave, niruttipathā, 
adhivacanapathā, paññattipathā asa�ki��ā asa�ki��apubbā, na sa�-
kīyanti, na sa�kīyissanti, appa�iku��hā sama�ehi brāhma�ehi viññū-
hi. Katame tayo? Ya�, bhikkhave, rūpa� atīta� niruddha� vipari-
�ata� ‘ahosī’ti tassa sa�khā, ‘ahosī’ti tassa samaññā, ‘ahosī’ti tassa 
paññatti, na tassa sa�khā ‘atthī’ti, na tassa sa�khā ‘bhavissatī’ti.10 
"Monks, there are these three pathways of linguistic usage, of 

synonyms and of designation, that are not mixed up, have never been 

mixed up, that are not doubted and will not be doubted, and are un-

despised by intelligent recluses and brahmins. What are the three? 

Whatever form, monks, that is past, ceased, transformed, ‘it was’ is 

the reckoning for it, ‘it was’ is its appellation, ‘it was’ is its designa-

tion, it is not reckoned as ‘it is’, it is not reckoned as ‘it will be’." 

The burden of this discourse, as it proceeds in this way, is the 

maxim that the three periods of time should never be mixed up or 

confounded. For instance, with regard to that form that is past, a verb 

in the past tense is used. One must not imagine what is past to be ex-

isting as something present. Nor should one imagine whatever be-

longs to the future as already existing in the present.  

Whatever has been, is past. Whatever is, is present. It is a com-

mon mistake  to conceive of something  that  is yet  to come as some- 
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thing already present, and to imagine whatever is past also as pre-

sent. This is the confusion the world is in. That is why those recluses 

and brahmins, who are wise, do not mix them up.  

Just as the above quoted paragraph speaks of whatever is past, so 

the discourse continues to make similar statements with regard to 

whatever is present or future. It touches upon all the five aggregates, 

for instance, whatever form that is present is reckoned as ‘it is’, and 

not as ‘it was’ or ‘it will be’. Similarly, whatever form that is yet to 

come is reckoned as ‘it will be’, and not as ‘it was’ or ‘it is’. This is 

how the Niruttipathasutta lays down the basic principle of not con-
founding the linguistic usages pertaining to the three periods of time.  

Throughout this discourse, the term sa�khā is used in the sense of 
‘reckoning’. In fact, the three terms sa�khā, samaññā and paññat-
ti are used somewhat synonymously in the same way as nirutti, adhi-
vacana and paññatti. All these are in sense akin to each other in so 
far as they represent the problem of worldly usage.  

This makes it clear that the intriguing term papañcasaññāsa�-
khā has a relevance to the question of language and modes of linguis-
tic usages. The term could thus be rendered as ‘reckonings born of 

prolific perceptions’.  

If we are to go deeper into the significance of the term sa�khā, we 
may say that its basic sense in linguistic usage is connected with nu-

merals, since it means ‘reckoning’. As a matter of fact, numerals are 

more primitive than letters, in a language.  

To perceive is to grasp a sign of permanence in something. Per-

ception has the characteristic of grasping a sign. It is with the help of 

signs that one recognizes. Perceptions of forms, perceptions of 

sounds, perceptions of smells, perceptions of tastes, etc., are so many 

ways of grasping signs. Just as a party going through a forest would 

blaze a trail with an axe in order to find their way back with the help 

of notches on the trees, so does perception catch a sign in order to be 

able to recognize.  

This perception is like the groping of a blind man, fumbling in the 

dark. There is a tendency in the mind to grasp a sign after whatever 

is felt. So it gives rise to perceptions of forms, perceptions of sounds, 

etc. A sign necessarily involves the notion of permanence. That is to  
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say, a sign stands for permanence. A sign has to remain unchanged 

until one returns to it to recognize it. That is also the secret behind 

the mirage nature of perception as a whole.11  

As a matter of fact, the word saññā, used to denote perception as 
such, primarily means the ‘sign’, ‘symbol’, or ‘mark’, with which 

one recognizes. But recognition alone is not enough. What is recog-

nized has to be made known to the world, to the society at large. That 

is why saññā, or perception, is followed by sa�khā, or reckoning.  
The relationship between sa�khā, samaññā and paññatti in this 

connection could also be explained. Sa�khā as ‘reckoning’ or ‘count-
ing’ totals up or adds up into groups of, say, five or six. It facilitates 

our work, particularly in common or communal activities. So the 

most primitive symbol in a language is the numeral.  

Samaññā, or appellation, is a common agreement as to how 
something should be known. If everyone had its own may of making 

known, exchange of ideas would be impossible. Paññatti, or desig-
nation, determines the pattern of whatever is commonly agreed upon. 

This way we can understand the affinity of meaning between the 

terms sa�khā, samaññā and paññatti. 
Among them, sa�khā is the most primitive form of reckoning. It 

does not simply mean reckoning or adding up in terms of numerals. 

It is characteristic of language too, as we may infer from the occur-

rence of the expression sa�kha� gacchati in many discourses. There 
the reckoning meant is a particular linguistic usage. We come across 

a good illustration of such a linguistic usage in the MahāHatthipa-
dopamasutta, where Venerable Sāriputta is addressing his fellow 
monks. 

Seyyathāpi, āvuso, ka��hañca pa�icca valliñca pa�icca ti�añca 
pa�icca mattikañca pa�icca ākāso parivārito agāra� tveva sa�kha� 
gacchati; evameva kho, āvuso, a��hiñca pa�icca nahāruñca pa�icca 
ma�sañca pa�icca cammañca pa�icca ākāso parivārito rūpa� tveva 
sa�kha� gacchati.12  
"Friends, just as when space is enclosed by timber and creepers, 

grass and clay, it comes to be reckoned as ‘a house’; even so, when 

space is enclosed by bones and sinews, flesh and skin, it comes to be 

reckoned as ‘material form’."  
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Here the expression sa�kha� gacchati stands for a designation as 
a concept. It is the way something comes to be known. Let us go for 

another illustration from a sermon by the Buddha himself. It is one 

that throws a flood of light on some deep aspects of Buddhist phi-

losophy, relating to language, grammar and logic. It comes in the 

Po��hapādasutta of the Dīgha Nikāya, where the Buddha is exhorting 
Citta Hatthisāriputta. 
Seyyathāpi, Citta, gavā khīra�, khīramhā dadhi, dadhimhā nava-

nīta�, navanītamhā sappi, sappimhā sappima�!o. Yasmi� samaye 
khīra� hoti, neva tasmi� samaye dadhī’ti sa�kha� gacchati, na 
navanītan’ti sa�kha� gacchati, na sappī’ti sa�kha� gacchati, na 
sappima�!o’ti sa�kha� gacchati, khīra� tveva tasmi� samaye sa�-
kha� gacchati.13 
"Just, Citta, as from a cow comes milk, and from milk curds, and 

from curds butter, and from butter ghee, and from ghee junket. But 

when it is milk, it is not reckoned as curd or butter or ghee or junket, 

it is then simply reckoned as milk." 

We shall break up the relevant quotation into three parts, for fa-

cility of comment. This is the first part giving the introductory sim-

ile. The simile itself looks simple enough, though it is suggestive of 

something deep. The simile is in fact extended to each of the other 

stages of milk formation, namely curd, butter, ghee, and junket, 

pointing out that in each case, it is not reckoned otherwise. Now 

comes the corresponding doctrinal point. 
Evameva kho, Citta, yasmi� samaye o3āriko attapa�ilābho hoti, 

neva tasmi� samaye manomayo attapa�ilābho’ti sa�kha� gacchati, 
na arūpo attapa�ilābho’ti sa�kha� gacchati, o3āriko attapa�ilābho 
tveva tasmi� samaye sa�kha� gacchati. 
"Just so, Citta, when the gross mode of personality is going on, it 

is not reckoned as ‘the mental mode of personality’, nor as ‘the form-
less mode of personality’, it is then simply reckoned as ‘the gross 

mode of personality’." 

These three modes of personality correspond to the three planes 

of existence, the sensuous, the form, and the formless. The first re-

fers to the ordinary physical frame, sustained by material food, kaba-
3īkārāhārabhakkho, enjoying the sense pleasures.14 At the time a per-
son is in this sensual field, possessing the gross mode of personality, 



Nibbàna Sermon 12 

 260

one must not imagine that the mental mode or the formless mode of 

personality is hidden in him.  

This is the type of confusion the ascetics entrenched in a soul the-

ory fell into. They even conceived of self as fivefold, encased in con-

centric shells. Whereas in the Taittirīya Upani5ad one comes across 
the pañcakośa theory, the reference here is to three states of the self, 
as gross, mental and formless modes of personality. Out of the five 

selves known to Upani5adic philosophy, namely annamaya, prā�a-
maya, sa�jñāmaya, vijñā�amaya and ānandamaya, only three are 
mentioned here, in some form or other. The gross mode of personal-

ity corresponds to annamayātman, the mental mode of personality is 
equivalent to sa�jñāmayātman, while the formless mode of person-
ality stands for vijñā�amayātman.  
The correct perspective of understanding this distinction is pro-

vided by the milk simile. Suppose someone gets a jhāna and attains 
to a mental mode of personality. He should not imagine that the 

formless mode of personality is already latent in him. Nor should he 

think that the former gross mode of personality is still lingering in 

him. They are just temporary states, to be distinguished like milk and 

curd. This is the moral the Buddha is trying to drive home. 

Now we come to the third part of the quotation, giving the Bud-

dha’s conclusion, which is extremely important. Imā kho, Citta, loka-
samaññā lokaniruttiyo lokavohārā lokapaññattiyo, yāhi Tathāgato 
voharati aparāmasa�. "For all these, Citta, are worldly apparitions, 
worldly expressions, worldly usages, worldly designations, which the 

Tathāgata makes use of without tenacious grasping." 
It is the last word in the quotation, aparāmasa�, which is ex-

tremely important. There is no tenacious grasping. The Buddha uses 

the language much in the same way as parents make use of a child’s 

homely prattle, for purpose of meditation. He had to present this 

Dhamma, which goes against the current,15 through the medium of 
worldly language, with which the worldlings have their transaction in 

defilements. That is probably the reason why the Buddha at first 

hesitated to preach this Dhamma. He must have wondered how he 
can convey such a deep Dhamma through the terminology, the gram-
mar and the logic of worldlings.  
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All this shows the immense importance of the Po��hapādasutta. If 
the ordinary worldling presumes that ghee is already inherent in the 

milk obtained from the cow, he will try to argue it out on the grounds 

that after all it is milk that becomes ghee. And once it becomes ghee, 

he might imagine that milk is still to be found in ghee, in some latent 

form.  

As a general statement, this might sound ridiculous. But even 

great philosophers were unaware of the implications of their theories. 

That is why the Buddha had to come out with this homely milk sim-

ile, to bring them to their senses. Here lies the secret of the soul the-

ory. It carried with it the implication that past and future also exist in 

the same sense as the present.  

The Buddha, on the other hand, uses the verb atthi, ‘is’, only for 
what exists in the present. He points out that, whatever is past, 

should be referred to as ahosi, ‘was’, and whatever is yet to come, in 
the future, should be spoken of as bhavissati, ‘will be’. This is the 
fundamental principle underlying the Niruttipathasutta already 
quoted. Any departure from it would give rise to such confusions as 

referred to above.  

Milk, curd, butter and ghee are merely so many stages in a certain 

process. The worldlings, however, have put them into watertight 

compartments, by designating and circumscribing them. They are 

caught up in the conceptual trap of their own making.  

When the philosophers started working out the logical relation-

ship between cause and effect, they tended to regard these two as to-

tally unrelated to each other. Since milk becomes curd, either the two 

are totally different from each other, or curd must already be latent in 

milk for it to become curd. This is the kind of dilemma their logic 

posed for them. 

Indian philosophical systems reflect a tendency towards such 

logical subtleties. They ended up with various extreme views con-

cerning the relation between cause and effect. In a certain school of 

Indian philosophy, known as ārambhavāda, effect is explained as 
something totally new, unrelated to the cause. Other schools of phi-

losophy, such as satkāriyavāda and satkara�avāda, also arose by 
confusing this issue. For them, effect is already found hidden in the 

cause, before it comes out. Yet others took only the cause as real. 
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Such extreme conclusions were the result of forgetting the fact that 

all these are mere concepts in worldly usage. Here we have a case of 

getting caught up in a conceptual trap of one’s own making. 

This confusion regarding the three periods of time, characteristic 

of such philosophers, could be illustrated with some folk tales and 

fables, which lucidly bring out a deep truth. There is, for instance, 

the tale of the goose that lays golden eggs, well known to the West. 

A certain goose used to lay a golden egg every day. Its owner, out of 

excessive greed, thought of getting all the as yet ones. He killed the 

goose and opened it up, only to come to grief. He had wrongly imag-

ined the future to be already existing in the present.  

This is the kind of blunder the soul theorists also committed. In 

the field of philosophy, too, the prolific tendency led to such subtle 

complications. It is not much different from the proliferations in-

dulged in by the ordinary worldling in his daily life. That is why 

reckonings born of prolific perception are said to be so overwhelm-

ing. One is overwhelmed by one’s own reckonings and figurings out, 

under the influence of prolific perceptions.  

An Indian poet once spotted a ruby, shining in the moon light, 

and eagerly approached it, enchanted by it, only to find a blood red 

spittle of beetle. We often come across such humorous stories in lit-

erature, showing the pitfalls of prolific conceptualisation.  

The introductory story, leading up to the Dhammapada verse on 
the rambling nature of the mind, dūra�gama� ekacara�, asarīra� 
guhāsaya�, as recorded in the commentary to the Dhammapada, is 
very illustrative.16 The pupil of venerable Sa�gharakkhita Thera, a 
nephew of his, indulged in a papañca while fanning his teacher. In 
his imagination, he disrobed, got married, had a child, and was 

coming in a chariot with his wife and child to see his former teacher. 

The wife, through carelessness, dropped the child and the chariot run 

away. So he whipped his wife in a fit of anger, only to realize that he 

had dealt a blow on his teacher’s head with the fan still in his hand. 

Being an arahant with psychic powers, his teacher immediately un-
derstood the pupil’s state of mind, much to the latter’s discomfiture.  

A potter in Sanskrit literature smashed his pots in a sort of busi-

ness papañca and was remorseful afterwards. Similarly the proud  
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milk maid in English literature dropped a bucket of milk on her head 

in a day dream of her rosy future. In all these cases one takes as pre-

sent something that is to come in the future. This is a serious confu-

sion between the three periods of time. The perception of perma-

nence, characteristic of concepts, lures one away from reality into a 

world of fantasy, with the result that one is overwhelmed and ob-

sessed by it.  

So this is what is meant by papañcasaññāsa�khasamudācāra. So 
overwhelming are reckonings born of prolific perception. As we saw 

above, the word sa�khā is therefore nearer to the idea of reckoning 
than that of part or portion.  

Tathāgatas are free from such reckonings born of prolific percep-
tion, papañcasaññāsa�khā, because they make use of worldly lin-
guistic usages, conventions and designation, being fully aware of 

their worldly origin, as if they were using a child’s language. When 

an adult uses a child’s language, he is not bound by it. Likewise, the 

Buddhas and arahants do not forget that these are worldly usages. 
They do not draw any distinction between the relative and the abso-

lute with regard to those concepts. For them, they are merely con-

cepts and designations in worldly usage. That is why the Tathāgatas 
are said to be free from papañca, that is to say they are nippapañca, 
whereas the world delights in papañca. This fact is clearly expressed 
in the following verse in the Dhammapada. 
Ākāse va pada� natthi 
sama�o natthi bāhire, 
papañcābhiratā pajā, 
nippapañcā Tathāgatā.17 
"No track is there in the air, 

And no recluse elsewhere, 

This populace delights in prolificity, 

But ‘Thus-gone-ones’ are non-prolific." 

It is because the Tathāgatas are non-prolific that nippapañca is 
regarded as one of the epithets of Nibbāna in a long list of thirty-
three.18 Like dukkhūpasama, quelling of suffering, papañcavūpa-
sama, ‘quelling of prolificity’, is also recognized as an epithet of 
Nibbāna. It is also referred to as papañcanirodha, ‘cessation of pro-



Nibbàna Sermon 12 

 264

lificity’. We come across such references to Nibbāna in terms of pa-
pañca quite often.  
The Tathāgatas are free from papañcasaññāsa�khā, although 

they make use of worldly concepts and designations. In the Kalaha-
vivādasutta we come across the dictum saññānidānā hi papañcasa�-
khā,19 according to which reckonings through prolificity arise from 
perception. Now the Tathāgatas have gone beyond the pale of per-
ception in attaining wisdom. That is why they are free from papañca-
saññāsa�khā, reckonings born of prolific perception.  
Such reckonings are the lot of those who grope in the murk of ig-

norance, under the influence of perception. Since Buddhas and ara-
hants are enlightened with wisdom and released from the limitations 
of perception, they do not entertain such reckonings born of prolific 

perception. Hence we find the following statement in the Udāna: 
Tena kho pana samayena Bhagavā attano papañcasaññāsa�khāpa-
hāna� paccavekkhamāno nisinno hoti.20 "And at that time the Ex-
alted One was seated contemplating his own abandonment of reckon-

ings born of prolific perception." The allusion here is to the bliss of 

emancipation. Quite a meaningful verse also occurs in this particular 

context. 
Yassa papañcā �hiti ca natthi, 
sandāna� palighañca vītivatto, 
ta� nitta�ha� muni� caranta�, 
nāvajānāti sadevako pi loko.21 
"To whom there are no proliferations and standstills, 

Who has gone beyond the bond and the deadlock, 

In that craving-free sage, as he fares along, 

The world with its gods sees nothing to decry." 

The two words papañca and �hiti in juxtaposition highlight the 
primary sense of papañca as a ‘rambling’ or a ‘straying away’. Ac-
cording to the Nettippakara�a, the idiomatic standstill mentioned 
here refers to the latencies, anusaya.22 So the rambling papañcas and 
doggedly persisting anusayas are no longer there. The two words 
san!āna� and paligha� are also metaphorically used in the Dham-
ma. Views, di��hi, are the bond, and ignorance, avijjā, is the dead-
lock.23  
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The fact that papañca is characteristic of worldly thoughts, con-
nected with the household life, emerges from the following verse in 

the Sa3āyatanasa�yutta of the Sa�yutta Nikāya. 
Papañcasaññā itarītarā narā, 
papañcayantā upayanti saññino, 
manomaya� gehasitañca sabba�, 
panujja nekkhammasita� irīyati.24 
"The common run of humanity, impelled by prolific perception, 

Approach their objects with rambling thoughts, limited by per-

ception as they are, 

Dispelling all what is mind-made and connected with the house-

hold, 

One moves towards that which is connected with renunciation." 

The approach meant here is comparable to the approach of that 

imaginative poet towards the ruby shining in moonlight, only to dis-

cover a spittle of beetle. The last two lines of the verse bring out the 

correct approach of one who is aiming at Nibbāna. It requires the 
dispelling of such daydreams connected with the household as en-

tertained by the nephew of Venerable Sa�gharakkhita Thera. 
Worldlings are in the habit of constructing speculative views by 

taking too seriously linguistic usage and grammatical structure. All 

pre-Buddhistic philosophers made such blunders as the confusion 

between milk and curd. Their blunders were mainly due to two rea-

sons, namely, the persistent latency towards perception and the dog-

matic adherence to views. It is precisely these two points that came 

up in the very first statement of the Madhupi�!ikasutta, discussed in 
our previous sermon. That is to say, they formed the gist of the Bud-

dha’s cursory reply to the Sakyan Da�!apā�i’s question. For the lat-
ter it was a riddle and that is why he raised his eyebrows, wagged his 

tongue and shook his head. The question was: "What does the re-

cluse assert and what does he proclaim?"25 The Buddha’s reply was: 

"According to whatever doctrine one does not quarrel or dispute with 

anyone in the world, such a doctrine do I preach. And due to what-

ever statements, perceptions do not underlie as latencies, such state-

ments do I proclaim." 
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This might well appear a strange paradox. But since we have al-

ready made some clarification of the two terms saññā and paññā, we 
might as well bring up now an excellent quotation to distinguish the 

difference between these two. It is in fact the last verse in the Mā-
gandiyasutta of the Sutta Nipāta, the grand finale as it were. 
Saññāviratassa na santi ganthā, 
paññāvimuttassa na santi mohā, 
saññañca di��hiñca ye aggahesu�, 
te gha��hayantā vicaranti loke.E26 
"To one unattached to percepts no bonds exist, 

In one released through wisdom no delusions persist, 

But they that cling to percepts and views, 

Go about rambling in this world." 

In the Pupphasutta of the Khandhasa�yutta one comes across the 
following declaration of the Buddha. Nāha�, bhikkhave, lokena vi-
vadāmi, loko va mayā vivadati.27 "Monks, I do not dispute with the 
world, it is the world that is disputing with me."  

This looks more or less like a contradictory statement, as if one 

would say ‘he is quarrelling with me but I am not quarrelling with 

him’. However, the truth of the statement lies in the fact that the 

Buddha did not hold on to any view. Some might think that the Bud-

dha also held on to some view or other. But he was simply using the 

child’s language, for him there was nothing worth holding on to in it.  

There is a Canonical episode which is a good illustration of this 

fact. One of the most well-known among the debates the Buddha had 

with ascetics of other sects is the debate with Saccaka, the ascetic. 
An account of it is found in the Cū3aSaccakasutta of the Majjhima 
Nikāya. The debate had all the outward appearance of a hot dispute. 
However, towards the end of it, the Buddha makes the following 

challenge to Saccaka: "As for you, Aggivessana, drops of sweat have 
come down from your forehead, soaked through your upper robe and 

reached the ground. But, Aggivessana, there is no sweat on my body 
now." So saying he uncovered his golden-hued body in that assem-

bly, iti Bhagavā tasmi� parisati� suva��ava��a� kāya� vivari. 28  
Even in the midst of a hot debate, the Buddha had no agitation be-

cause he did not adhere to any views. There was for him no bondage 
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in terms of craving, conceit and views. Even in the thick of a heated 

debate the Buddha was uniformly calm and cool. 

It is the same with regard to perception. Percepts do not persist as 

a latency in him. We spoke of name-and-form as an image or a re-

flection. Buddhas do no have the delusion arising out of name-and-

form, since they have comprehended it as a self-image. There is a 

verse in the Sabhiyasutta of the Sutta Nipāta which puts across this 
idea. 
Anuvicca papañca nāmarūpa�, 
ajjhatta� bahiddhā ca rogamūla�, 
sabbarogamūlabandhanā pamutto, 
anuvidito tādi pavuccate tathattā.29 
"Having understood name-and-form, which is a product of pro-

lificity, 

And which is the root of all malady within and without, 

He is released from bondage to the root of all maladies,  

That Such-like-one is truly known as ‘the one who has under-

stood’." 

Name-and-form is a product of papañca, the worldling’s prolific-
ity. We spoke of the reflection of a gem in a pond and the image of a 

dog on a plank across the stream.30 One’s grasp on one’s world of 

name-and-form is something similar. Now as for the Buddha, he has 

truly comprehended the nature of name-and-form. Whatever mala-

dies, complications and malignant conditions there are within beings 

and around them, the root cause of all that malady is this papañca 
nāmarūpa. To be free from it is to be ‘such’. He is the one who has 
really understood. 

If we are to say something in particular about the latency of per-

ception, we have to pay special attention to the first discourse in the 

Majjhima Nikāya. The advice usually given to one who picks up the 
Majjhima Nikāya these days is to skip the very first sutta. Why? Be-
cause it is not easy to understand it. Even the monks to whom it was 

preached could not understand it and were displeased. ‘It is too deep 

for us, leave it alone.’  

But it must be pointed out that such an advice is not much differ-

ent from asking one to learn a language without studying the alpha-

bet. This is because the first discourse of the Majjhima Nikāya, 
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namely the Mūlapariyāyasutta, enshrines an extremely vital first 
principle in the entire field of Buddhist philosophy. Just as much as 

the first discourse of the Dīgha Nikāya, namely the Brahmajālasutta, 
is of great relevance to the question of views, even so the Mūlapari-
yāyasutta is extremely important for its relevance to the question of 
perception. 

Now what is the basic theme of this discourse? There is a certain 

pattern in the way objects occur to the mind and are apperceived. 

This discourse lays bare that elementary pattern. The Buddha opens 

this discourse with the declaration, sabbadhammamūlapariyāya� vo, 
bhikkhave, desessāmi,31 "monks, I shall preach to you the basic pat-
tern of behaviour of all mind objects."  

In a nutshell, the discourse deals with twenty-four concepts, rep-

resentative of concepts in the world. These are fitted into a schema to 

illustrate the attitude of four types of persons towards them.  

The twenty-four concepts mentioned in the sutta are pa�havi, āpo, 
tejo, vāyo, bhūta, deva, Pajāpati, Brahma, Ābhassara, Subhakinha, 
Vehapphala, abhibhū, ākāsānañcāyatana�, viññā�añcāyatana�, 
ākiñcañāyatana�, nevasaññānāsaññāyatana�, di��ha�, suta�, mu-
ta�, viññāta�, ekatta�, nānatta�, sabba�, Nibbāna�. "Earth, wa-
ter, fire, air, beings, gods, Pajāpati, Brahma, the Abhassara Brah-
mas, the Subhakinha Brahmas, the Vehapphala Brahmas, the over-
lord, the realm of infinite space, the realm of infinite consciousness, 

the realm of nothingness, the realm of neither-perception-nor-non-

perception, the seen, the heard, the sensed, the cognised, unity, diver-

sity, all, Nibbāna." 
The discourse describes the differences of attitude in four types of 

persons with regard to each of these concepts. The four persons are: 

1) An untaught ordinary person, who has no regard for the Noble 

Ones and is unskilled in their Dhamma, assutavā puthujjana. 
2) A monk who is in higher training, whose mind has not yet 

reached the goal and who is aspiring to the supreme security from 

bondage, bhikkhu sekho appattamānaso. 
3) An arahant with taints destroyed who has lived the holy life, 
done what has to be done, laid down the burden, reached the goal, 

destroyed the fetters of existence and who is completely liberated 

through final knowledge, araha� khī�āsavo. 
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4) The Tathāgata, accomplished and fully enlightened, Tathāgato 
araha� sammāsambuddho. 
Out of these, the second category comprises the Stream-winner, 

the Once-returner and the Non-returner. Though there are four types, 

according to the analysis of their attitudes, the last two can be re-

garded as one type, since their attitudes to those concepts are the 

same. So we might as well speak of three kinds of attitudes. Let us 

now try to understand the difference between them.  

What is the world-view of the untaught ordinary person, the 

worldling? The Buddha describes it as follows: Pa�havi� pa�havito 
sañjānāti. Pa�havi� pa�havito saññatvā pa�havi� maññati, pa�havi-
yā maññati, pa�havito maññati, ‘pa�havi� me’ti maññati, pa�havi� 
abhinandati. Ta� kissa hetu? Apariññāta� tassā’ti vadāmi.  
"He perceives earth as ‘earth’. Having perceived earth as ‘earth’, 

he imagines ‘earth’ as such, he imagines ‘on the earth’, he imagines 

‘from the earth’, he imagines ‘earth is mine’, he delights in earth. 

Why is that? I say that it is because he has not fully comprehended 

it." 

The untaught ordinary person can do no better than to perceive 

earth as ‘earth’, since he is simply groping in the dark. So he per-

ceives earth as ‘earth’ and goes on imagining, for which the word 

used here is maññati, methinks. One usually methinks when a simile 
or a metaphor occurs, as a figure of speech. But here it is something 

more than that. Here it refers to an indulgence in a deluded mode of 

thinking under the influence of craving, conceit and views. Perceiv-

ing earth as ‘earth’, he imagines earth to be substantially ‘earth’. 

Then he resorts to inflection, to make it flexible or amenable to 

his methinking. ‘On the earth’, ‘from the earth’, ‘earth is mine’, are 

so many subtle ways of methinking, with which he finally finds de-

light in the very concept of earth. The reason for all this is the fact 

that he has not fully comprehended it. 

Then comes the world-view of the monk who is in higher train-

ing, that is, the sekha. Pa�havi� pa�havito abhijānāti. Pa�havi� 
pa�havito abhiññāya pa�havi� mā maññi, pa�haviyā mā maññi, 
pa�havito mā maññi, ‘pa�havi� me’ti mā maññi, pa�havi� mābhi-
nandi. Ta� kissa hetu? Pariññeyya� tassā’ti vadāmi.  
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"He understands through higher knowledge earth as ‘earth’. Hav-

ing known through higher knowledge earth as ‘earth’, let him not 

imagine ‘earth’ as such, let him not imagine ‘on the earth’, let him 

not imagine ‘from the earth’, let him not imagine ‘earth is mine’, let 

him not delight in earth. Why is that? I say it is because it should be 

well comprehended by him." As for the monk who is in higher train-

ing, he does not merely perceive, but understands through higher 

knowledge.  

Here we are against a peculiar expression, which is rather prob-

lematic, that is, mā maññi. The commentary simply glosses over with 
the words maññatī’ti maññi, taking it to mean the same as maññati, 
"imagines".32 Its only explanation for the use of this peculiar expres-

sion in this context is that the sekha, or the one in higher training, has 
already done away with di��himaññanā or imagining in terms of 
views, though he still has imaginings through craving and conceit. 

So, for the commentary, mā maññi is a sort of mild recognition of re-
sidual imagining, a dilly-dally phrase. But this interpretation is not at 

all convincing.  

Obviously enough the particle mā has a prohibitive sense here, 
and mā maññi means ‘let one not imagine’, or ‘let one not entertain 
imaginings’, maññanā. A clear instance of the use of this expression 
in this sense is found at the end of the Samiddhisutta, discussed in an 
earlier sermon.33 Venerable Samiddhi answered Venerable Sāriput-
ta’s catechism creditably and the latter acknowledged it with a "well-
done", sādhu sādhu, but cautioned him not to be proud of it, tena ca 
mā maññi, "but do not be vain on account of it".34  
The use of the prohibitive particle with reference to the world-

view of the monk in higher training is quite apt, as he has to train 

himself in overcoming the tendency to go on imagining. For him it is 

a step of training towards full comprehension. That is why the Bud-

dha concludes with the words "why is that? I say it is because it 

should be well comprehended by him." 
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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

 
Eta� santa�, eta� pa�īta�, yadida� sabbasa�khārasamatho 

sabbūpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�.1  
"This is peaceful, this is excellent, namely the stilling of all prepa-

rations, the relinquishment of all assets, the destruction of craving, 

detachment, cessation, extinction".  

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks. This is the thir-

teenth sermon in the series of sermons on Nibbāna.  
In our last sermon we attempted an exposition under the topic 

sabbadhammamūlapariyāya, "the basic pattern of behaviour of all 
mind objects", which constitutes the theme of the very first sutta of 
the Majjhima Nikāya, namely the Mūlapariyāyasutta.2  
We happened to mention that the discourse describes three differ-

ent attitudes regarding twenty-four concepts such as earth, water, fire 

and air. We could however discuss only two of them the other day, 

namely the world view, or the attitude of the untaught ordinary per-

son, and the attitude of the noble one, who is in higher training. 

So today, to begin with, let us bring up the third type of attitude 

given in the discourse, that is, the attitude of arahants and that of the 
Tathāgata, both being similar. It is described in these words: 

Pa�havi� pa�havito abhijānāti, pa�havi� pa�havito abhiññāya 
pa�havi� na maññati, pa�haviyā na maññati, pa�havito na maññati, 
‘pa�havi� me’ti na maññati, pa�havi� nābhinandati. Ta� kissa 
hetu? ‘Pariññāta� tassā’ti vadāmi. 
"The arahant (as well as the Tathāgata) understands through 

higher knowledge earth as ‘earth’, having understood through higher 

knowledge earth as ‘earth’, he does not imagine earth to be ‘earth’, 

he does not imagine ‘on the earth’, he does not imagine ‘from the 

earth’, he does not imagine ‘earth is mine’, he does not delight in 

earth. Why is that? I say, it is because it has been well comprehended 

by him." 

Let us now try to compare and contrast these three attitudes, so 

that we can understand them in greater detail. The attitude of the un-
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taught ordinary person in regard to any of the twenty-four concepts 

like earth, water, fire, air (the twenty-four cited being illustrations), is 

so oriented that he perceives it as such.  

For instance in the case of earth, he perceives a real earth, that is, 

takes it as earth per se. It may sometimes be only a block of ice, but 

because it is hard to the touch, he grasps it as ‘earth’. Thus the ordi-

nary person, the worldling, relies only on perception in his pursuit of 

knowledge. Having perceived earth as ‘earth’, he imagines it to be 

‘earth’. The peculiarity of maññanā, or ‘me’-thinking, is that it is an 
imagining in terms of ‘I’ and ‘mine’.  

So he first imagines it as ‘earth’, then he imagines ‘on the earth’, 

‘from the earth’, ‘earth is mine’ and delights in the earth. Here we 

find various flexional forms known to grammar.  

As a matter of fact, grammar itself is a product of the worldlings 

for purposes of transaction in ideas bound up with defilements. Its 

purpose is to enable beings, who are overcome by the personality 

view, to communicate with their like-minded fellow beings. Gram-

mar, therefore, is something that caters to their needs. As such, it 

embodies certain misconceptions, some of which have been high-

lighted in this context. 

For instance, pa�havi� maññati could be interpreted as an attempt 
to imagine an earth - as a full-fledged noun or substantive. It is con-

ceived as something substantial. By pa�haviyā maññāti, "he imagines 
‘on the earth’", the locative case is implied; while ‘pa�havi� me’ti 
maññati, "he imagines ‘earth is mine’", is an instance of the genitive 
case, expressing the idea of possession. 

Due to such imaginings, a reality is attributed to the concept of 

‘earth’ and its existence is taken for granted. In other words, these 

various forms of imaginings go to confirm the notion already aroused 

by the concept of ‘earth’. Once it is confirmed one can delight in it, 

pa�havi� abhinandati. This, then, is the worldview of the untaught 
ordinary person. 

The other day we mentioned that the monk who is in higher train-

ing understands through higher knowledge, not through perception, 

earth as ‘earth’. Though it is a higher level of understanding, he is 

not totally free from imaginings. That is why certain peculiar expres-

sions are used in connection with him, such as pa�avi� mā maññi, 
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pa�haviyā mā maññi, pa�havito mā maññi, ‘pa�havi� me’ti mā mañ-
ñi, pa�havi� mā abhinandi.  
Here we have to call in question the commentarial explanation. 

According to the commentary, this peculiar expression had to be 

used as a dilly dally phrase, because the monk in higher training 

could not be said to imagine or not imagine.3 But it is clear enough 

that the particle mā in this context is used in its prohibitive sense. Mā 
maññi means "do not imagine!", and mā abhinandi means "do not 
delight!".  

What is significant about the sekha, the monk in higher training, 
is that he is in a stage of voluntary training. In fact, the word sekha 
literally means a "learner". That is to say, he has obtained a certain 

degree of higher understanding but has not attained as yet full com-

prehension.  

It is precisely for that reason that the section about him is sum-

med up by the statement: Ta� kissa hetu? Pariññeyya� tassā’ti 
vadāmi. "Why is that? Because, I say, that it should be compre-
hended by him." Since he has yet to comprehend it, he is following 

that course of higher training. The particle mā is therefore a pointer 
to that effect. For example, mā maññi "do not imagine!", mā abhi-
nandi "do not delight!".  
In other words, the monk in higher training cannot help using the 

grammatical structure in usage among the worldlings and as his la-

tencies are not extinct as yet, he has to practise a certain amount of 

restraint. By constant employment of mindfulness and wisdom he 

makes an attempt to be immune to the influence of the worldling’s 

grammatical structure.  

There is a possibility that he would be carried away by the impli-

cations of such concepts as earth, water, fire and air, in his commu-

nications with the world regarding them. So he strives to proceed to-

wards full comprehension with the help of the higher understanding 

already won, keeping mindfulness and wisdom before him. That is 

the voluntary training implied here.  

The monk in higher training is called attagutto, in the sense that 
he tries to guard himself.4 Such phrases like mā maññi indicate that 
voluntary training in guarding himself. Here we had to add some-
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thing more to the commentarial explanation. So this is the situation 

with the monk in higher training. 

Now as to the arahant and the Tathāgata, the world views of both 
are essentially the same. That is to say, they both have a higher 

knowledge as well as a full comprehension with regard to the con-

cept of earth, for instance. Pariññāta� tassā’ti vadāmi, "I say it has 
been comprehended by him".  

As such, they are not carried away by the implications of the 

worldlings’ grammatical structure. They make use of the worldly us-

age much in the same way as parents do when they are speaking in 

their child’s language. They are not swept away by it. There is no in-

ner entanglement in the form of imagining. There is no attachment, 

entanglement and involvement by way of craving, conceit and view, 

in regard to those concepts.  

All this goes to show the immense importance of the Mūlapari-
yāyasutta. One can understand why this sutta came to be counted as 
the first among the suttas of the Majjhima Nikāya. It is as if this sut-
ta was intended to serve as the alphabet in deciphering the words 
used by the Buddha in his sermons delivered in discursive style. As a 

matter of fact the Majjhima Nikāya in particular is a text abounding 
in deep suttas. This way we can understand why both higher knowl-
edge and full comprehension are essential.  

We have shown above that this discourse bears some relation to 

the grammatical structure. Probably due to a lack of recognition of 

this relationship between the modes of imagining and the grammati-

cal structure, the commentators were confronted with a problem 

while commenting upon this discourse.  

Such phrases as pa�havi� maññati and pa�haviyā maññati occur 
all over this discourse in referring to various ways of imagining. The 

commentator, however, always makes it a point to interpret these 

ways of imagining with reference to craving, conceit and views. So 

when he comes to the phrase mā abhinandi, he finds it to be super-
fluous. That is why Venerable Buddhaghosa treats it as a repetition 
and poses a possible question as follows:  
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‘Pa�havi� maññatī’ti’ eteneva etasmi� atthe siddhe kasmā eva� 
vuttanti ce. Avicārita� eta� porā�ehi. Aya� pana me attano mati, 
desanāvilāsato vā ādīnavadassanato vā.5 
Now this is how the commentator poses his own problem: When 

the phrase pa�havi� maññati by itself fulfils the purpose, why is it 
that an additional phrase like pa�havi� abhinandati is brought in? 
That is to say, if the imagining already implies craving, conceit and 

views, what is the justification for the concluding phrase pa�havi� 
abhinandati, "he delights in earth", since craving already implies a 
form of delighting?  

So he takes it as a repetition and seeks for a justification. He con-

fesses that the ancients have not handed down an explanation and of-

fers his own personal opinion on it, aya� pana me attano mati, "but 
then this is my own opinion".  

And what does his own explanation amount to? Desanāvilāsato 
vā ādīnavadassanato vā, "either as a particular style in preaching, or 
by way of showing the perils of the ways of imagining". He treats it 

as yet another way of preaching peculiar to the Buddha, or else as an 

attempt to emphasize the perils of imagining. 

However, going by the explanation we have already given above, 

relating these modes of imagining to the structure of grammar, we 

can come to a conclusion as to why the phrase mā abhinandi was 
brought in. The reason is that each of those concepts crystallized into 

a real thing as a result of imagining, based on the framework of 

grammar. It received real object status in the world of imagination. 

Once its object status got confirmed, one can certainly delight in it. It 

became a thing in truth and fact. The purpose of these ways of imag-

ining is to mould it into a thing. 

Let us go deeper into this problem. There is, for instance, a cer-

tain recurrent passage in the discourses on the subject of sense re-

straint.6 The gist of that passage amounts to this: A person with de-

filements takes in signs and features through all the six sense doors, 

inclusive of the mind. Due to that grasping at signs and features, 

various kinds of influxes are said to flow in, according to the pas-

sages outlining the practice of sense restraint. From this we can well 

infer that the role of maññanā, or imagining, is to grasp at signs with 
regard to the objects of the mind.  
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That is to say, the mind apperceives its object as ‘something’, 

dhammasaññā. The word dhamma in the opening sentence of this 
sutta, sabbadhammamūlapariyāya� vo, bhikkhave, desessāmi, 
means a ‘thing’, since every-thing is an object of the mind in the last 

analysis. 

Pa�havi� maññati, "he imagines earth as earth", is suggestive of a 
grasping at the sign in regard to objects of the mind. Thinking in 

such terms as pa�haviyā maññati, pa�havito maññāti, and ‘pa�havi� 
me’ti maññati, "he imagines ‘on the earth’, he imagines ‘from the 
earth’, he imagines ‘earth is mine’", are like the corroborative fea-

tures that go to confirm that sign already grasped.  

The two terms nimitta, sign, and anuvyañjana, feature, in the con-
text of sense restraint have to be understood in this way. Now the 

purpose of a nimitta, or sign, is to give a hazy idea like ‘this may be 
so’. It receives confirmation with the help of corroborative features, 

anuvyañjana, all the features that are accessory to the sign. The cor-
roboration comes, for instance, in this manner: ‘This goes well with 

this, this accords with this, therefore the sign I took is right’. So even 

on the basis of instructions on sense restraint, we can understand the 

special significance of this maññanā, or ‘me’-thinking.  
The reason for the occurrence of these different ways of me-

thinking can also be understood. In this discourse the Buddha is pre-

senting a certain philosophy of the grammatical structure. The struc-

ture of grammar is a contrivance for conducting the worldlings’ 

thought process, characterised by the perception of permanence, as 

well as for communication of ideas arising out of that process.  

The grammatical structure invests words with life, as it were. This 

mode of hypostasizing is revealed in the nouns and substantives im-

plying such notions as ‘in it’, ‘by it’ and ‘from it’. The last of the 

flexional forms, the vocative case, he pa�havi, "hey earth", effec-
tively illustrates this hypostasizing character of grammar. It is even 

capable of infusing life into the concept of ‘earth’ and arousing it 

with the words "hey earth".  

In an earlier sermon we had occasion to refer to a legend in which 

a tiger was reconstituted and resurrected out of its skeletal remains.7 

The structure of grammar seems to be capable of a similar feat. The 

Mūlapariyāyasutta gives us an illustration of this fact. 
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It is because of the obsessional character of this maññanā, or me-
thinking, that the Buddha has presented this Mūlapariyāyasutta to 
the world as the basic pattern or paradigm representing three types of 

world views, or the world views of three types of persons.  

This discourse deals with the untaught ordinary person, who is 

obsessed by this grammatical structure, the disciple in higher train-

ing, who is trying to free himself from its grip, and the emancipated 

one, completely free from it, at the same time giving their respective 

world views as well.  

The other day we enumerated the list of twenty-four concepts, 

presented in that discourse. Out of these concepts, we have to pay 

special attention to the fact that Nibbāna is counted as the last, since 
it happens to be the theme of all our sermons.  

Regarding this concept of Nibbāna too, the worldling is generally 
tempted to entertain some kind of maññanā, or me-thinking. Even 
some philosophers are prone to that habit. They indulge in some sort 

of prolific conceptualisation and me-thinking on the basis of such 

conventional usages as ‘in Nibbāna’, ‘from Nibbāna’, ‘on reaching 
Nibbāna’ and ‘my Nibbāna’. By hypostasizing Nibbāna they de-
velop a substance view, even of this concept, just as in the case of 

pa�havi, or earth. Let us now try to determine whether this is justifi-
able.  

The primary sense of the word Nibbāna is ‘extinction’, or ‘extin-
guishment’. We have already discussed this point with reference to 

such contexts as Aggivacchagottasutta.8  In that discourse the Bud-
dha explained the term Nibbāna to the wandering ascetic Vacchagot-
ta with the help of a simile of the extinction of a fire. Simply because 
a fire is said to go out, one should not try to trace it, wondering 

where it has gone. The term Nibbāna is essentially a verbal noun. We 
also came across the phrase nibbuto tveva sa�kha� gacchati, "it is 
reckoned as ‘extinguished’".9 

As we have already pointed out in a previous sermon, sa�khā, 
samaññā and paññatti, ‘reckoning’, ‘appellation’ and ‘designation’ 
are more or less synonymous .10 Sa�kha� gacchati only means 
"comes to be reckoned". Nibbāna is therefore some sort of reckon-
ing, an appellation or designation. The word Nibbāna, according to 
the Aggivacchagottasutta, is a designation or a concept.  
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But the commentator takes much pains to prove that the Nib-
bāna mentioned at the end of the list in the Mūlapariyāyasutta refers 
not to our orthodox Nibbāna, but to a concept of Nibbāna upheld by 
heretics.11 The commentator, it seems, is at pains to salvage our Nib-
bāna, but his attempt is at odds with the trend of this discourse, be-
cause the sekha, or the monk in higher training, has no need to train 
himself in refraining from delighting in any heretical Nibbāna. So 
here too, the reference is to our orthodox Nibbāna. 
Presumably the commentator could not understand why the ara-

hants do not delight in Nibbāna. For instance, in the section on the 
Tathāgata one reads: Nibbāna� nābhinandati. Ta� kissa hetu? 
Nandi dukkhassa mūlan’ti iti viditvā, bhavā jāti, bhūtassa jarāmara-
�a�. "He does not delight in Nibbāna. Why so? Because he knows 
that delighting is the root of suffering, and from becoming comes 

birth and to the one become there is decay-and-death." 

It seems, then, that the Tathāgata does not delight in Nibbāna, 
because delighting is the root of suffering. Now nandi is a form of 
grasping, upādāna, impelled by craving. It is sometimes expressly 
called an upādāna: Yā vedanāsu nandi tadupādāna�, "whatever de-
lighting there is in feeling, that is a grasping."12 Where there is de-

lighting, there is a grasping. Where there is grasping, there is bhava, 
becoming or existence. From becoming comes birth, and to the one 

who has thus come to be there is decay-and-death. 

It is true that we project the concept of Nibbāna as an objective to 
aim at in our training. But if we grasp it like the concept of earth and 

start indulging in me-thinkings or imaginings about it, we would 

never be able to realize it. Why? Because what we have here is an 

extraordinary path leading to an emancipation from all concepts, 
nissāya nissāya oghassa nitthara�ā, "crossing over the flood with 
relative dependence".13  

Whatever is necessary is made use of, but there is no grasping in 

terms of craving, conceits and views. That is why even with refer-

ence to the Tathāgata the phrase Nibbāna� nābhinandati, "he does 
not delight in Nibbāna", occurs in this discourse. 
One might ask: ‘What is wrong in delighting in Nibbāna?’ But 

then we might recall a pithy dialogue already quoted in an earlier ser-

mon.14 A deity comes and accosts the Buddha: "Do you rejoice, re-
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cluse?" And the Buddha responds: "On getting what, friend?" Then 

the deity asks: "Well then, recluse, do you grieve?" And the Buddha 

retorts: "On losing what, friend?" The deity now mildly remarks: "So 

then, recluse, you neither rejoice nor grieve!" And the Buddha con-

firms it with the assent: "That is so, friend."15 

This then is the attitude of the Buddha and the arahants to the 
concept of Nibbāna. There is nothing to delight in it, only equanim-
ity is there. 

Seen in this perspective, the word Nibbāna mentioned in the 
Mūlapariyāyasutta need not be taken as referring to a concept of 
Nibbāna current among heretics. The reference here is to our own 
orthodox Nibbāna concept. But the attitude towards it must surely be 
changed in the course of treading the path to it.  

If, on the contrary, one grasps it tenaciously and takes it to be 

substantial, presuming that the word is a full fledged noun, and goes 

on to argue it out on the basis of logic and proliferate on it conceptu-

ally, it will no longer be our Nibbāna. There one slips into wrong 
view. One would never be able to extricate oneself from wrong view 

that way. Here then is an issue of crucial importance. 

Many philosophers start their exposition with an implicit accep-

tance of conditionality. But when they come to the subject of Nib-
bāna, they have recourse to some kind of instrumentality. "On reach-
ing Nibbāna, lust and delight are abandoned."16 Commentators resort 
to such explanations under the influence of maññanā. They seem to 
imply that Nibbāna is instrumental in quenching the fires of defile-
ment. To say that the fires of defilements are quenched by Nibbāna, 
or on arriving at it, is to get involved in a circular argument. It is it-

self an outcome of papañca, or conceptual prolificity, and betrays an 
enslavement to the syntax.  

When one says ‘the river flows’, it does not mean that there is a 

river quite apart from the act of flowing. Likewise the idiom ‘it rains’ 

should not be taken to imply that there is something that rains. It is 

only a turn of speech, fulfilling a certain requirement of the gram-

matical structure.  

On an earlier occasion we happened to discuss some very impor-

tant aspects of the Po��hapādasutta.17 We saw how the Buddha pre-
sented a philosophy of language, which seems so extraordinary even 
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to modern thinkers. This Mūlapariyāyasutta also brings out a similar 
attitude to the linguistic medium.  

Such elements of a language as nouns and verbs reflect the 

worldling’s mode of thinking. As in the case of a child’s imagina-

tion, a noun appears as a must. So it has to rain for there to be rain. 

The implicit verbal sense becomes obscured, or else it is ignored. A 

periphrastic usage receives acceptance. So the rain rains, and the 

river flows. A natural phenomenon becomes mystified and hyposta-

sized.  

Anthropomorphism is a characteristic of the pre-historic man’s 

philosophy of life. Wherever there was an activity, he imagined some 

form of life. This animistic trend of thought is evident even in the 

relation between the noun and the verb. The noun has adjectives as 

attributes and the verb has adverbs to go with it. Particles fall in be-

tween, and there we have what is called grammar. If one imagines 

that the grammar of language must necessarily conform to the gram-

mar of nature, one falls into a grievous error.  

Now the commentators also seem to have fallen into such an error 

in their elaborate exegesis on Nibbāna, due to a lack of understand-
ing of this philosophy of language. That is why the Mūlapariyāyasut-
ta now finds itself relegated, though it is at the head of the suttas of 
the Majjhima Nikāya.  
It is in the nature of concepts that nouns are invested with a cer-

tain amount of permanence. Even a verbal noun, once it is formed, 

gets a degree of permanence more or less superimposed on it. When 

one says ‘the river flows’, one somehow tends to forget the flowing 

nature of the so-called river. This is the result of the perception of 

permanence.  

As a matter of fact, perception as such carries with it the notion of 

permanence, as we mentioned in an earlier sermon.18 To perceive is 

to grasp a sign. One can grasp a sign only where one imagines some 

degree of permanence.  

The purpose of perception is not only to recognize for oneself, but 

also to make it known to others. The Buddha has pointed out that 

there is a very close relationship between recognition and communi-

cation. This fact is expressly stated by the Buddha in the following 

quotation from the Sixes of the A�guttara Nikāya:  
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Vohāravepakka� aha�, bhikkhave, sañña� vadāmi. Yathā yathā 
na� sañjānāti, tathā tathā voharati, eva� saññī ahosin’ti. "Monks, I 
say that perception has linguistic usage as its result. In whatever way 

one perceives, so one speaks out about it, saying: ‘I was of such a 

perception’."19 

The word vepakka is a derivative from the word vipāka, which in 
the context of kamma, or ethically significant action, generally 
means the result of that action. In this context, however, its primary 

sense is evident, that is, as some sort of a ripening. In other words, 

what this quotation implies is that perception ripens or matures into 

verbal usage or convention.  

So here we see the connection between saññā, perception, and 
sa�khā, reckoning. This throws more light on our earlier explanation 
of the last line of a verse in the Kalahavivādasutta, namely saññāni-
dānā hi papañcasa�khā, "for reckonings born of prolificity have per-
ception as their source".20  

So now we are in a better position to appreciate the statement that 

linguistic usages, reckonings and designations are the outcome of 

perception. All this goes to show that an insight into the philosophy 

of language is essential for a proper understanding of this Dhamma. 
This is the moral behind the Mūlapariyāyasutta.  
Beings are usually dominated by these reckonings, appellations 

and designations, because the perception of permanence is inherent 

in them. It is extremely difficult for one to escape it. Once the set of 

such terms as milk, curd and butter comes into vogue, the relation 

between them becomes an insoluble problem even for the great phi-

losophers. 

Since we have been talking about the concept of Nibbāna so 
much, one might ask: ‘So then, Nibbāna is not an absolute, param-
attha?’ It is not a paramattha in the sense of an absolute. It is a pa-
ramattha only in the sense that it is the highest good, parama attha. 
This is the sense in which the word was used in the discourses,21 

though it has different connotations now. As exemplified by such 

quotations as āraddhaviriyo paramatthapattiyā,22 "with steadfast 
energy for the attainment of the highest good", the suttas speak of 
Nibbāna as the highest good to be attained.  
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In later Buddhist thought, however, the word paramattha came to 
acquire absolutist connotations, due to which some important dis-

courses of the Buddha on the question of worldly appellations, 

worldly expressions and worldly designations fell into disuse. This 

led to an attitude of dwelling in the scaffolding, improvised just for 

the purpose of constructing a building.  

As a postscript to our exposition of the Mūlapariyāyasutta we 
may add the following important note: This particular discourse is 

distinguished from all other discourses in respect of one significant 

feature. That is, the concluding statement to the effect that the monks 

who listened to the sermon were not pleased by it.  

Generally we find at the end of a discourse a more or less the-

matic sentence like attamanā te bhikkhū Bhagavato bhāsita� abhi-
nandu�, "those monks were pleased and they rejoiced in the words 
of the Exalted One".23 But in this sutta we find the peculiar ending 
ida� avoca Bhagavā, na te bhikkhū Bhagavato bhāsita� abhinan-
du�, "the Exalted One said this, but those monks did not rejoice in 
the words of the Exalted One".24 

Commentators seem to have interpreted this attitude as an index 

to the abstruseness of the discourse.25 This is probably why this dis-

course came to be neglected in the course of time. But on the basis of 

the exposition we have attempted, we might advance a different in-

terpretation of the attitude of those monks. The declaration that none 

of the concepts, including that of Nibbāna, should be egoistically 
imagined, could have caused displeasure in monks, then as now. So 

much, then, for the Mūlapariyāyasutta. 
The Buddha has pointed out that this maññanā, or egoistic imag-

ining, or me-thinking, is an extremely subtle bond of Māra. A dis-
course which highlights this fact comes in the Sa�yutta Nikāya un-
der the title Yavakalāpisutta.26 In this discourse the Buddha brings 
out this fact with the help of a parable. It concerns the battle between 

gods and demons, which is a theme that comes up quite often in the 

discourses.  

In a war between gods and demons, the gods are victorious and 

the demons are defeated. The gods bind Vepacitti, the king of the de-
mons, in a fivefold bondage, that is, hands and feet and neck, and 

bring him before Sakka, the king of the gods.  
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This bondage has a strange mechanism about it. When Vepacitti 
thinks ‘gods are righteous, demons are unrighteous, I will go to the 

deva world’, he immediately finds himself free from that bondage 
and capable of enjoying the heavenly pleasures of the five senses. 

But as soon as he slips into the thought ‘gods are unrighteous, de-

mons are righteous, I will go back to the asura world’, he finds him-
self divested of the heavenly pleasures and bound again by the five-

fold bonds. 

After introducing this parable, the Buddha comes out with a deep 

disquisition of Dhamma for which it serves as a simile. Eva� sukhu-
ma� kho, bhikkhave, Vepacittibandhana�. Tato sukhumatara� 
Mārabandhana�. Maññamāno kho, bhikkhave, baddho Mārassa, a-
maññamāno mutto pāpimato. Asmī’ti, bhikkhave, maññita� eta�, 
‘aya� aha� asmī’ti maññita� eta�, ‘bhavissan’ti maññita� eta�, 
‘na bhavissan’ti maññita� eta�, ‘rūpī bhavissan’ti maññita� eta�, 
‘arūpī bhavissan’ti maññita� eta�, ‘saññī bhavissan’ti maññita� 
eta�, ‘asaññī bhavissan‘ti maññita� eta�, ‘nevasaññīnāsaññī bha-
vissan’ti maññita� eta�. Maññita�, bhikkhave, rogo, maññita� 
ga�1o, maññita� salla�. Tasmātiha, bhikkhave, ‘amaññamānena 
cetasā viharissāmā’ti evañhi vo, bhikkhave, sikkhitabba�. 
"So subtle, monks, is the bondage of Vepacitti. But more subtle 

still is the bondage of Māra. Imagining, monks, one is bound by 
Māra, not imagining one is freed from the Evil One. ‘Am’, monks, is 
an imagining, ‘this am I’ is an imagining, ‘I shall be’ is an imagining, 

‘I shall not be’ is an imagining, ‘I shall be one with form’ is an imag-

ining, ‘I shall be formless’ is an imagining, ‘I shall be percipient’ is 

an imagining, ‘I shall be non-percipient’ is an imagining, ‘I shall be 

neither-percipient-nor-non-percipient’ is an imagining. Imagining, 

monks, is a disease, imagining is an abscess, imagining is a barb, 

therefore, monks, should you tell yourselves: ‘We shall dwell with a 

mind free from imaginings, thus should you train yourselves’." 

First of all, let us try to get at the meaning of this exhortation. The 

opening sentence is an allusion to the simile given above. It says that 

the bondage in which Vepacitti finds himself is of a subtle nature, 
that is to say, it is a bondage connected with his thoughts. Its very 

mechanism is dependent on his thoughts.  
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But then the Buddha declares that the bondage of Māra is even 
subtler. And what is this bondage of Māra? "Imagining, monks, one 
is bound by Māra, not imagining one is freed from that Evil One." 
Then comes a list of nine different ways of imaginings.  

In the same discourse the Buddha goes on to qualify each of these 

imaginings with four significant terms, namely iñjita�, agitation 
phandita�, palpitation, papañcita�, proliferation, and mānagata�, 
conceit. 

Iñjita� is an indication that these forms of imaginings are the 
outcome of craving, since ejā is a synonym for ta�hā, or craving.  

Phandita� is an allusion to the fickleness of the mind, as for in-
stance conveyed by the first line of a verse in the Dhammapada, 
phandana� capala� citta�, "the mind, palpitating and fickle".27 The 
fickle nature of the mind brings out those imaginings.  

They are also the products of proliferation, papañcita. We have 
already discussed the meaning of the term papañca.28 We happened 
to point out that it is a sort of straying away from the proper path.  

Mānagata� is suggestive of a measuring. Asmi, or ‘am’, is the 
most elementary standard of measurement. It is the peg from which 

all measurements take their direction. As we pointed out in an earlier 

sermon, the grammatical structure of language is based on this peg 

‘am’.29  

In connection with the three persons, first person, second person 

and third person, we happened to mention that as soon as one grants 

‘I am’, a ‘here’ is born. It is only after a ‘here’ is born, that a ‘there’ 

and a ‘yonder’ come to be. The first person gives rise to the second 

and the third person, to complete the basic framework for grammar. 

So asmi, or ‘am’, is itself a product of proliferation. In fact, the 
deviation from the proper path, implied by the proliferation in pa-
pañca, is a result of these multifarious imaginings.  
It is in the nature of these imaginings that as soon as an imagining 

or a me-thinking occurs, a thing is born as a matter of course. And 

with the birth of a thing as ‘something’, impermanence takes over. 

That is to say, it comes under the sway of impermanence. This is a 

very strange phenomenon. It is only after becoming a ‘something’ 

that it can become ‘another thing’. Aññathābhāva, or otherwiseness, 
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implies a change from one state to another. A change of state already 

presupposes some state or other, and that is what is called a ‘thing’. 

Now where does a ‘thing’ arise? It arises in the mind. As soon as 

something gets hold of the mind, that thing gets infected with the 

germ of impermanence.  

The modes of imagining listed above reveal a double bind. There 

is no freedom either way. Whether one imagines ‘I shall be with 

form’ or ‘I shall be formless’, one is in a dichotomy. It is the same 

with the two ways of imagining ‘I shall be percipient’, ‘I shall be 

non-percipient’.  

We had occasion to refer to this kind of dichotomy while explain-

ing the significance of quite a number of discourses. The root of all 

this duality is the thought ‘am’.  

The following two verses from the Dvayatānupassanāsutta throw 
light on some subtle aspects of maññanā, or imagining: 

Yena yena hi maññanti, 
tato ta� hoti aññathā, 
ta� hi tassa musā hoti, 
mosadhamma� hi ittara�. 

Amosadhamma� Nibbāna�, 
tad ariyā saccato vidū, 
te ve saccābhisamayā, 
nicchātā parinibbutā. 
"In whatever way they imagine, 

Thereby it turns otherwise, 

That itself is the falsity 

Of this puerile deceptive thing. 

Nibbāna is unfalsifying in its nature, 
That they understood as the truth, 

And indeed by the higher understanding of that truth 

They have become hungerless and fully appeased."30 

The first verse makes it clear that imagining is at the root of añña-
thābhāva, or otherwiseness, in so far as it creates a thing out of noth-
ing. As soon as a thing is conceived in the mind by imagining, the 

germ of otherwiseness or change enters into it at its very conception.  
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So a thing is born only to become another thing, due to the other-

wiseness in nature. To grasp a thing tenaciously is to exist with it, 

and birth, decay and death are the inexorable vicissitudes that go 

with it. 

The second verse says that Nibbāna is known as the truth, be-
cause it is of an unfalsifying nature. Those who have understood it 

are free from the hunger of craving. The word parinibbuta in this 
context does not mean that those who have realized the truth have 

passed away. It only conveys the idea of full appeasement or a 

quenching of that hunger.  

Why is Nibbāna regarded as unfalsifying? Because there is no 
‘thing’ in it. It is so long as there is a thing that all the distress and 

misery follow. Nibbāna is called animitta, or the signless, precisely 
because there is no-thing in it.  

Because it is signless, it is unestablished, appa�ihita. Only where 
there is an establishment can there be a dislodgement. Since it is not 

liable to dislodgement or disintegration, it is unshakeable. It is called 

akuppā cetovimutti, unshakeable deliverance of the mind,31  because 
of its unshaken and stable nature. Due to the absence of craving there 

is no directional apsiration, or pa�idhi.  
Similarly suññata, or voidness, is a term implying that there is no 

essence in Nibbāna in the substantial sense in which the worldlings 
use that term. As mentioned in the MahāSāropamasutta, deliverance 
itself is the essence.32 Apart from that, there is nothing essential or 

substantial in Nibbāna. In short, there is no thing to become other-
wise in Nibbāna. 
On an earlier occasion, too, we had to mention the fact that there 

is quite a lot of confusion in this concern.33 Sa�khata, the com-
pounded, is supposed to be a thing. And asa�khata, or the uncom-
pounded, is also a thing. The compounded is an impermanent thing, 

while the uncompounded is a permanent thing. The compounded is 

fraught with suffering, and the uncompounded is blissful. The com-

pounded is not self, but the uncompounded is ... At this point the line 

of argument breaks off. 

Some of those who attempt this kind of explanation find them-

selves in a quandary due to their lack of understanding of the issues 
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involved. The two verses quoted above are therefore highly signifi-

cant.  

Because of maññanā, worldlings tend to grasp, hold on and ad-
here to mind-objects. The Buddha has presented these concepts just 

for the purpose of crossing over the flood, desitā nissāya nissāya 
oghassa nitthara�ā, "the process of crossing over the flood with 
relative dependence has been preached". 34 All the dhammas that 
have been preached are for a practical purpose, based on an under-

standing of their relative value, and not for grasping tenaciously, as 

illustrated by such discourses like the Rathavinītasutta and the Ala-
gaddūpamasutta.35  
Let alone other concepts, not even Nibbāna as a concept is to be 

grasped. To grasp the concept of Nibbāna is to slip into an error. So 
from the couplet quoted above we clearly understand how subtle this 

maññanā is and why it is called an extremely subtle bondage of 
Māra.  
It might be recalled that while discussing the significance of the 

Brahmanimantanikasutta we mentioned that the non-manifestative 
consciousness described in that discourse does not partake of the 

earthiness of earth.36 That is to say, it is not under the sway of the 

earth quality of earth.  

In fact as many as thirteen out of the twenty-four concepts men-

tioned in the Mūlapariyāyasutta come up again in the Brahmani-
mantanikasutta. The implication therefore is that the non-manifesta-
tive consciousness is not subject to the influence of any of those con-

cepts. It does not take any of those concepts as substantial or essen-

tial, and that is why it is beyond their power.  

For the same reason it is called the non-manifestative conscious-

ness. Consciousness as a rule takes hold of some object or other. This 

consciousness, however, is called non-manifestative in the sense that 

it is devoid of the nature of grasping any such object. It finds no ob-

ject worthy of grasping.  

What we have discussed so far could perhaps be better appreci-

ated in the light of another important sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya, 
namely the Cū5ata�hāsa�khayasutta. A key to the moral behind this 
discourse is to be found in the following dictum occurring in it: sab-
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be dhammā nāla� abhinivesāya, "nothing is worth entering into dog-
matically".37 

The word abhinivesa, suggestive of dogmatic adherence, literally 
means "entering into". Now based on this idea we can bring in a rele-

vant metaphor.  

We happened to mention earlier that as far as concepts are con-

cerned, the arahants have no dogmatic adherence. Let us take, for in-
stance, the concept of ‘a house’. Arahants also enter a house, but 
they do not enter into the concept of ‘a house’. This statement might 

appear rather odd, but what we mean is that one can enter a house 

without entering into the concept of ‘a house’.  

Now leaving this as something of a riddle, let us try to analyse a 

certain fairy tale-like episode in the Cū5ata�hāsa�khayasutta, some-
what as an interlude.  

The main theme of the Cū5ata�hāsa�khayasutta is as follows: 
Once Sakka, the king of the gods, came to see the Buddha when he 
was staying at Pubbārāma and asked the question: ‘How does a 
monk attain deliverance by the complete destruction of craving?’ 

The quintessence of the Buddha’s brief reply to that question is the 

above mentioned dictum, sabbe dhammā nāla� abhinivesāya, 
"nothing is worth entering into dogmatically".  

Sakka rejoiced in this sermon approvingly and left. Venerable 
MahāMoggallāna, who was seated near the Buddha at that time, had 
the inquisitive thought: ‘Did Sakka rejoice in this sermon having un-
derstood it, or did he rejoice without understanding it?’ Being curi-

ous to find this out he vanished from Pubbārāma and appeared in the 
Tāvati�sa heaven as quickly as a strong man might stretch out his 
bent arm and bend back his outstretched arm.  

At that time Sakka was enjoying heavenly music. On seeing Ven-
erable MahāMoggallāna coming at a distance he stopped the music 
and welcomed the latter, saying: ‘Come good sir Moggallāna, wel-
come good sir Moggallāna! It is a long time, good sir Moggallāna, 
since you found an opportunity to come here.’  

He offered a high seat to Venerable MahāMoggallāna and took a 
low seat at one side. Then Venerable MahāMoggallāna asked Sakka 
what sort of a sermon the Buddha had preached to him on his recent 

visit, saying that he himself is curious on listening to it.  
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Sakka’s reply was: ‘Good sir Moggallāna, we are so busy, we 
have so much to do, not only with our own business, but also with 

the business of other gods of Tāvati�sa. So it is not easy for us to 
remember such Dhamma discussions.’ Then Sakka goes on to relate 
some other episode, which to him seems more important: ‘After win-

ning the war against the asuras, I had the Vejayanti palace built. 
Would you like to see it, good sir Moggallāna?’ 
Probably as a part of etiquette, binding on a visitor, Venerable 

MahāMoggallāna agreed and Sakka conducted him around the Ve-
jayanti palace in the company of his friend, king Vessava�a. It was a 
wonderful palace with hundreds of towers. Sakka’s maids, seeing 
Venerable MahāMoggallāna coming in the distance, were embar-
rassed out of modest respect and went into their rooms. Sakka was 
taking Venerable MahāMoggallāna around, saying: ‘See, good sir, 
how lovely this palace is.’  

Venerable MahāMoggallāna also courteously responded, saying 
that it is a fitting gift for his past merit. But then he thought of arous-

ing a sense of urgency in Sakka, seeing: how negligent he has be-
come now. And what did he do? He shook the Vejayanti palace with 
the point of his toe, using his supernormal power. 

Since Sakka had ‘entered into’ the Vejayanti palace with his crav-
ing, conceit and views, he also was thoroughly shaken, along with 

the palace. That is to say, a sense of urgency was aroused in him, so 

much so that he remembered the sermon the Buddha had preached to 

him.  

It was then that Venerable MahāMoggallāna asked Sakka point-
edly: ‘How did the Exalted One state to you in brief the deliverance 

through the destruction of craving?’ Sakka came out with the full ac-
count, creditably. 

So after all it seems that the Venerable MahāMoggallāna took all 
this trouble to drive home into Sakka the moral of the sermon sabbe 
dhammā nāla� abhinivesāya, "nothing is worth clinging onto". 
If one goes through this discourse ignoring the deeper aspects of 

it, it appears merely as a fairy tale. Even as those heavenly maidens 

entered their rooms, Sakka also had entered into this Vejayanti palace 
of his own creation, while showing his distinguished visitor around,  
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like a rich man these days after building his mansion. 

So from this we can see the nature of these worldly concepts. For 

instance, in the case of the concept of ‘a house’, entering the house 

physically does not necessarily mean that one is ‘in it’. Only if one 

has entered into the concept of a house is he ‘in it’. 

Let us take a simply analogy. Little children sometimes build a 

little hut, out of fun, with a few sticks and shady leaves. They might 

even invite their mother for the house-warming. When the mother 

creeps into the improvised hut, she does not seriously entertain the 

concept of ‘a house’ in it, as the children would do.  

It is the same in the case of Buddhas and arahants. To the Eman-
cipated Ones, who have fully understood and comprehended the true 

meaning of concepts like ‘house’, ‘mansion’ and ‘palace’, the sand-

castles of adults appear no better than the playthings of little chil-

dren. We have to grant it, therefore, that Tathāgatas, or Such-like 
Ones, cannot help making use of concepts in worldly usage.  

As a matter of fact, once a certain deity even raised the question 

whether the emancipated arahant monks, when they use such ex-
pressions as ‘I speak’ and ‘they speak to me’, do so out of conceit. 

The  Buddha’s  reply was:  
Yo hoti bhikkhu araha� katāvī, 
khī�āsavo antimadehadhārī, 
‘aha� vadāmī’ti pi so vadeyya, 
‘mama� vadantī‘ti pi so vadeyya 
loke samañña� kusalo viditvā, 
vohāramattena so vohareyyā. 
"That monk, who is an arahant, who has finished his task, 
Whose influxes are extinct and who bears his final body, 

Might still say ‘I speak’,  

He might also say ‘they speak to me’, 

Being skilful, knowing the world’s parlance, 

He uses such terms merely as a convention."38 

In the case of an arahant, who has accomplished his task and is  
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influx-free, a concept like ‘house’, ‘mansion’, or ‘palace’ has no in-

fluence by way of craving, conceit and views. He might say ‘I speak’ 

or ‘I preach’, he might even say ‘they speak to me’, but since he has 

understood the nature of worldly parlance, he uses such expressions 

as mere turns of speech. Therefore the Buddhas and arahants, though 
they may enter a house, do not entertain the concept of ‘a house’ in 

it. 

Some might think that in order to destroy the concept of ‘a 

house’, one has to break up the tiles and bricks into atoms. But that is 

not the way to deliverance. One has to understand according to the 

law of dependent arising that not only is a house dependent on tiles 

and bricks, but the tiles and bricks are themselves dependent on a 

house. Very often philosophers forget about the principle of relativity 

involved here. 

Tiles and bricks are dependent on a house. This is a point worth 

considering. One might think that a house is made up of tiles and 

bricks, but tiles and bricks themselves come to be because of a 

house. There is a mutual relationship between them.  

If one raises the question: ‘What is a tile?’, the answer will be: ‘It 

is an item used for building the roof of a house’. Likewise a brick is 

an item used in building a wall. This shows the relativity between a 

house and a tile as well as between a house and a brick. So there is 

no need to get down to an atomistic analysis like nuclear physicists. 

Wisdom is something that enables one to see this relativity penetra-

tively, then and there. 

Today we happened to discuss some deep sections of the Dham-
ma, particularly on the subject of maññanā. A reappraisal of some of 
the deep suttas preached by the Buddha, now relegated into the back-
ground as those dealing with conventional truth, will be greatly help-

ful in dispelling the obsessions created by maññanā. What the Mūla-
pariyāyasutta offers in this respect is of utmost importance.  
In fact, the Buddha never used a language totally different from 

the language of the worldlings. Now, for instance, chemists make use 

of a certain system of symbolic formulas in their laboratories, but 

back at home they revert to another set of symbols. However, both 

are symbols. There is no need to discriminate between them as 

higher or lower, so long as they serve the purpose at hand.  



Nibbàna Sermon 13 

 296

Therefore it is not proper to relegate some sermons as discursive 

or conventional in style. Always it is a case of using concepts in 

worldly parlance. In the laboratory one uses a particular set of sym-

bols, but on returning home he uses another. In the same way, it is 

not possible to earmark a particular bundle of concepts as absolute 

and unchangeable.  

As stated in the Po��hapādasutta, already discussed, all these con-
cepts are worldly appellations, worldly expressions, worldly usages, 

worldly designations, which the Tathāgata makes use of without te-
nacious grasping.39 However philosophical or technical the terminol-

ogy may be, the arahants make use of it without grasping it tena-
ciously.  

What is of importance is the function it fulfils. We should make 

use of the conceptual scaffolding only for the purpose of putting up 

the building. As the building comes up, the scaffolding has to leave. 

It has to be dismantled. If one simply clings onto the scaffolding, the 

building would never come up.  
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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

 
Eta� santa�, eta� pa�īta�, yadida� sabbasa�khārasamatho 

sabbūpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�.1  
"This is peaceful, this is excellent, namely the stilling of all prepa-

rations, the relinquishment of all assets, the destruction of craving, 

detachment, cessation, extinction." 

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks. This is the four-

teenth sermon in the series of sermons on Nibbāna.  
In our last sermon we gave a description of the forms of imagin-

ings or methinkings, which the Buddha had compared to an extreme-

ly subtle bondage of Māra. The Yavakalāpisutta of the Sa"āyatana-
sa�yutta in the Sa�yutta Nikāya has shown us that all kinds of 
thoughts concerning existence that stem from this subtle conceit 

‘am’, asmimāna, are mere imaginings or methinkings, and that they 
are called a bondage of Māra, because they have the power to keep 
beings shackled to existence.2  

We have seen how they follow a dichotomy, even like the di-

lemma posed by the fivefold bondage of Vepacitti, the king of de-
mons. Whether one thinks ‘I shall be’ or ‘I shall not be’, one is in 

bondage to Māra. Whether one thinks ‘I shall be percipient’ or ‘I 
shall be non-percipient’, or ‘I shall be neither-percipient-nor-non-

percipient’, one is still in bondage to Māra. 
There is a dichotomy involved here. The fact that these imagin-

ings, which follow a dichotomy, must be transcended completely, as 

well as the way to transcend them, has been preached by the Buddha 

to Venerable Pukkusāti in the Dhātuvibha�gasutta of the Majjhima 
Nikāya.  
There is a pithy passage, forming the grand finale of this dis-

course, in which the Buddha gives a resume. We propose to quote 

this passage at the very outset as it scintillates with a majestic fervour 

of the Dhamma. 
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Yattha��hita� maññussavā nappavattanti, maññussave kho pana 
nappavattamāne muni santo ti vuccatīti, iti kho pan’eta� vutta�. Kiñ 
c‘eta� pa�icca vutta�? 

Asmīti bhikkhu maññitam eta�, ayam aham asmīti maññitam 
eta�, bhavissan’ti maññitam eta�, na bhavissan’ti maññitam eta�, 
rūpī bhavissan’ti maññitam eta�, arūpī bhavissan’ti maññitam eta�, 
saññī bhavissan’ti maññitam eta�, asaññī bhavissan’ti maññitam 
eta�, nevasaññīnāsaññī bhavissan’ti maññitam eta�.  

Maññita�, bhikkhu, rogo, maññita� ga�/o, maññita� salla�. 
Sabbamaññitāna� tveva, bhikkhu, samatikkamā muni santo ti vuc-
cati. 

Muni kho pana, bhikkhu, santo na jāyati na jiyyati na miyyati na 
kuppati na piheti. Tam pi’ssa bhikkhu natthi yena jāyetha, ajāya-
māno ki� jiyyissati, ajiyyamāno ki� miyyissati, amiyyamāno ki� 
kuppissati, akuppamāno kissa pihessati? 

Yattha��hita� maññussavā nappavattanti, maññussave kho pana 
nappavattamāne muni santo ti vuccatīti, iti ya� ta� vutta�, idam 
eta� pa�icca vutta�. 3 
In the Dhātuvibha�gasutta we find the Buddha presenting some 

points as the theme and gradually developing it, analysing, clarify-

ing, and expatiating, as the discourse proceeds. The opening sentence 

in the above paragraph is a quotation of a part of that original state-

ment of the Buddha, which forms the theme. Here is the rendering: 

"‘Steadied whereon the tides of imaginings no longer occur in 

him, and when the tides of imaginings occur no more in him, he is 

called a sage stilled’, so it was said. And with reference to what was 

this said? 

‘Am’, monk, is something imagined; ‘I am this’ is something 

imagined; ‘I shall be’ is something imagined; ‘I shall not be’ is 

something imagined; ‘I shall be possessed of form’ is something 

imagined; ‘I shall be formless’ is something imagined; ‘I shall be 

percipient’ is something imagined; ‘I shall be non-percipient’ is 

something imagined; ‘I shall be neither-percipient-nor-non-percipi-

ent’ is something imagined. 

The imagined is a disease, the imagined is an abscess, the imag-

ined is a dart. It is with the surmounting of all what is imagined, 

monk, that a sage is called ‘stilled’. 



Nibbàna Sermon 14 

 303

The sage who is stilled is not born, nor does he age, nor does he 

die, nor is he shaken, and he has no longing. Even that is not in him 

whereby he might be born. Not being born, how shall he age? Not 

aging, how shall he die? Not dying, how shall he be shaken? Being 

unshaken, what shall he long for? 

So it was with reference to this, that it was said ‘steadied whereon 

the tides of imaginings no longer occur in him, and when the tides of 

imagining occur no more in him, he is called a sage stilled’." 

All this goes to show how relevant the question of imaginings is 

to the path leading to Nibbāna. This pithy passage, which brings the 
discourse to a climax, portrays how the sage is at peace when his 

mind is released by stemming the tides of imaginings. He attains re-

lease from birth, decay and death, here and now, because he has re-

alized the cessation of existence in this very world.  

It is in this light that we have to interpret the above statement 

"even that is not in him whereby he might be born". Dependent on 

existence is birth. Due to whatever postulate of existence one can 

speak of a ‘birth’, even that existence is not in him. Not being born, 

how can he age? How can he grow old or decay? This is because of 

the implicit interrelation between conditions.  

Here we can flash back to our analogy of a tree, mentioned ear-

lier.4 In order to explain the mutual interrelation between the con-

cepts of birth, decay and death, we brought up a simile, which how-

ever is not canonical. That is to say, supposing there is some kind of 

a tree, the buds, the leaves, the flowers, the fruits and the wood of 

which could be sold for making one’s livelihood.  

If five men trading in those items respectively are made to line up 

at some particular stage in the growth of this tree and asked whether 

the tree is too young or too old, the answers given might differ ac-

cording to the individual standpoint grasped in each case. 

It turns out to be a difference of viewpoint. For instance, the man 

who makes his living by selling the buds would reply that the tree is 

too old when the buds turn into leaves. Similarly, when it is the sea-

son for the leaves to fall and the flowers to bloom, one who trades in 

leaves might say that the tree is too old. And when flowers turn into 

fruits, the florist’s viewpoint would be similar. In this way one can 
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understand how this concept changes according to what one grasps - 

that there is an implicit relativity about it.  

Now, as for this sage, he has given up everything that he had 

grasped. Grasping has been given up completely. Imagining, too, has 

been abandoned. Hence, not being ‘born’, how shall he age? The 

sage has no postulate of existence. Since there is no existence, there 

is no ‘birth’. Because there is no birth, there is no decay.  

It is a well known fact that the term jarā implies both growth and 
decay. It is after setting a limit that we speak of a process of ‘decay’, 

after ‘growth’. This limit, however, varies according to our individ-

ual standpoint grasped - according to our point of view. That is what 

we have tried to illustrate by this analogy.  

Then we have the statement "not aging, how shall he die?" Since 

decay is an approach to death, where there is no decay, there is no 

death. The fact that there is no death we have already seen in our ex-

position of the significance of the verses quoted above from the 

Adhimutta Theragāthā.5 When the bandits got round to kill the Ven-
erable Adhimutta, he declared: 

Na me hoti ahosin’ti, 
bhavissan’ti na hoti me, 
sa�khārā vibhavissanti, 
tattha kā paridevanā?6 
"It does not occur to me ‘I was’, 

Nor does it occur to me ‘I shall be’, 

Mere preparations will get destroyed, 

What is there to lament?" 

This declaration exemplifies the above statement. When all grasp-

ings are given up, there is no ‘decay’ or ‘death’.  

Amiyyamāno ki� kuppissati, "not dying, how shall he be 
shaken?" The verb kuppati does not necessarily mean "getting an-
noyed". Here it means to be "shaken up" or "moved". When one 

holds on to a standpoint, one gets shaken up if someone else tries to 

dislodge him from that standpoint.  

 

 

 



Nibbàna Sermon 14 

 305

The deliverance in Nibbāna is called akuppā cetovimutti, the un-
shakeable deliverance of the mind.7 All other deliverances of the 

mind, known to the world, are shakeable, kuppa. They are unsteady. 
They shake before the pain of death. Only Nibbāna is called akuppā 
cetovimutti, the unshakeable deliverance of the mind.  
So this peaceful sage, the arahant, established in that concentra-

tion of the fruit of arahant-hood, arahatta phalasamādhi, which is 
known as the influx-free deliverance of the mind, anāsavā cetovimut-
ti, and is endowed with the wisdom proper to arahant-hood, paññā-
vimutti, "deliverance through wisdom", is unshaken before death. His 
mind remains unshaken. That is why the arahant Thera Venerable 
Adhimutta fearlessly made the above declaration to the bandits.  
Now as to the significance of the Buddha’s statement amiyya-

māno ki� kuppissati, akuppamāno kissa pihessati, "not dying, how 
shall he be shaken, and being unshaken, what shall he long for?" 

When there is no shock, no agitation or trembling, what does one 

long for? Pihā means longing, desiring for something or other. In 
this context it refers to that longing which arises at the moment of 

death in one who has not destroyed craving.  

It is as a consequence of that longing that he enters some form of 

existence, according to his kamma. That longing is not there in this 
sage, for the simple reason that he is unshaken before death. He has 

nothing to look forward to. No desires or longings. Akuppamāno kis-
sa pihessati, "being unshaken, what shall he long for?"  
It is obvious, therefore, that the concepts of birth, decay and death 

become meaningless to this sage. That is precisely why he is at 

peace, having transcended all imaginings.  

All this goes to show, that Nibbāna is a state beyond decay and 
death. We can clearly understand from this discourse why Nibbāna is 
known as a decayless, deathless state, realizable in this very world. 

That sage has conquered decay and death here and now, because he 

has realized the cessation of existence, here and now.  

This is something extremely wonderful about the arahant. He re-
alizes the cessation of existence in his attainment to the fruit of ara-
hant-hood. How does he come to realize the cessation of existence? 
Craving is extinct in him, hence there is no grasping. Where there is 

no grasping, there is no existence. Because there is no existence, 
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birth, decay and death, along with sorrow and lamentation, cease al-

together.  

From the foregoing we could well infer that all those concepts 

like birth, decay, death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair, 

come about as a result of a heap of pervert perceptions, pervert 

thoughts and pervert views, based on the conceit of an existence, the 

conceit ‘am’.  

These three kinds of perversions known as saññāvipallāsa, citta-
vipallāsa and di��hivipallāsa give rise to a mass of concepts of an 
imaginary nature.8 The entire mass of suffering, summed up by the 

terms birth, decay, death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and de-

spair, are basically of a mental origin.  

For an illustration of this fact, we can go back to our analogy of 

winding some strands into a rope, mentioned earlier.9 We pointed out 

that in the case of some strands that are being mistakenly wound in 

the same direction, it is the grasp in the middle that gives at least a 

semblance of a rope to it. So long as there is no such grasping, the 

strands do not become knotty or tense, as they go round and round. It 

is only when someone grasps it in the middle that the strands begin 

to get winded up, knotty and tense. What is called existence, or be-

coming, bhava, follows the same norm.  
True to the law of impermanence, everything in the world 

changes. But there is something innocent in this change. Imperma-

nence is innocuous in itself. We say it is innocuous because it means 

no harm to anyone. It is simply the nature of this world, the suchness, 

the norm. It can do us harm only when we grasp, just as in the case 

of that quasi rope.  

The tenseness between winding and unwinding, arising out of that 

grasp in the middle, is comparable to what is called bhavasa�khāra, 
"preparations for existence". Sa�khārā, or preparations, are said to be 
dependent on avijjā, or ignorance.  
Now we can form an idea of the relationship between these two 

even from this analogy of the rope. The grasp in the middle creates 

two ends, giving rise to a dilemma. In the case of existence, too, 

grasping leads to an antinomian conflict. To become a thing, is to 

disintegrate into another thing.  
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On a previous occasion we happened to discuss the significance 

of the term maññanā, me-thinking or imagining, with reference to 
the verse yena yena hi maññati, tato ta� hoti aññathā.10 Maññanā it-
self gives rise to a ‘thing’, which from its very inception goes on 

disintegrating into another thing.  

Just as much as grasping leads to the concept of two ends, to be-

come a thing is to start changing into another thing, that is, it comes 

under the sway of the law of impermanence. Illustrations of this 

norm are sometimes to be met with in the discourses, but their sig-

nificance is often ignored. 

The idea of the two ends and the middle sometimes finds expres-

sion in references to an ‘above’, ‘below’ and ‘across in the middle’, 

uddha�, adho, tiriya� majjjhe; or in the terms ‘before’, ‘behind’ and 
‘middle’, pure, pacchā, majjhe. Such references deal with some deep 
aspects of the Dhamma, relating to Nibbāna. 
As a good illustration, we may take up the following two verses 

from the Mettagūmā�avapucchā in the Pārāyanavagga of the Sutta 
Nipāta. 

Ya� kiñci sampajānāsi, 
uddha� adho tiriya� cāpi majjhe, 
etesu nandiñca nivesanañca 
panujja viññā�a� bhave na ti��he. 

Eva� vihārī sato appamatto, 
bhikkhu cara� hitvā mamāyitāni, 
jātijara� sokapariddavañca 
idh’eva vidvā pajaheyya dukkha�.11 
"Whatever you may know to be  

Above, below and across in the middle, 

Dispel the delight and the tendency to dwell in them, 

Then your consciousness will not remain in existence. 

A monk, endowed with understanding,  

Thus dwelling mindful and heedful, 

As he fares along giving up all possessions, 
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Would abandon even here and now 

Birth, decay, sorrow, lamentation and suffering." 

The word idh’eva occurring in the second verse is highly signifi-
cant, in that it means the abandonment of all those things here and 

now, not leaving it for an existence to come.  

In the MahāViyūhasutta of the Sutta Nipāta also a similar empha-
sis is laid on this idea of ‘here and now’. About the arahant it is said 
that he has no death or birth here and now - cutūpapāto idha yassa 
natthi, "to whom, even here, there is no death or birth".12 In this very 
world he has transcended them by making those two concepts mean-

ingless.  

The word nivesana�, occurring in the first verse, is also signifi-
cant. It means "dwelling". In consciousness there is a tendency to 

‘dwell in’. That is why in some contexts it is said that form is the 

abode or dwelling place of consciousness, rūpadhātu kho, gahapati, 
viññā�assa oko, "the form element, householder, is the abode of con-
sciousness".13 The terms oka, niketa and nivesana are synonymous, 
meaning "abode", "home", or "dwelling place". 

The nature of consciousness in general is to abide or dwell in. 

That non-manifestative consciousness, anidassana viññā�a, how-
ever, has got rid of the tendency to abide or dwell in.  

Now we can revert to the passage in the Dhatuvibha�gasutta, 
which speaks of an occurrence of tides of imaginings. The passage 

actually begins with the words yattha��hita� maññussavā nappavat-
tanti, "steadied whereon the tides of imaginings occur no more in 
him". The idea behind this occurrence of tides of imaginings is quite 

often represented by the concept of āsava, influx. Sensuality, kāma, 
existence, bhava, views, di��hi and ignorance, avijjā, are referred to 
as "influxes", āsavā, or "floods", oghā. These are the four kinds of 
samsāric habits that continuously flow into the minds of beings.  
The above mentioned sutta passage refers to a place steadied 

whereon the tides of imaginings do not occur or flow in, a place that 

is free from their ‘influence’. This is none other than Nibbāna, for 
which one of the epithets used is dīpa, or island.14  
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Since Nibbāna is called an island, some might take it literally to 
mean some sort of a place in this world. In fact, this is the general 

concept of Nibbāna some are prone to uphold in their interpretation 
of Nibbāna.  
But why it is called an island is clearly explained for us by a dis-

course in the Pārāyanavagga of the Sutta Nipāta, namely the Kappa-
mā�avapucchā. In this sutta, the Brahmin youth Kappa poses the fol-
lowing question to the Buddha: 

Majjhe sarasmi� ti��hata� 
oghe jāte mahabbhaye 
jarāmaccuparetāna� 
dīpa� pabrūhi, mārisa. 
Tvañca me dīpam akkhāhi 
yathayida� nāpara� siyā.15 
"To them that stand midstream, 

When the frightful floods flow forth,  

To them in decay and death forlorn, 

An island, sire, may you proclaim. 

An island which none else excels, 

Yea, such an isle, pray tell me sire." 

And this is the Buddha’s reply to it: 

Akiñcana� anādāna� 
eta� dīpa� anāpara� 
‘nibbānam’ iti na� brūmi 
jarāmaccuparikkhaya�.16 
"Owning naught, grasping naught, 

The isle is this, none else besides, 

Nibbāna - that is how I call that isle, 
Wherein Decay is decayed and Death is dead." 

The Buddha’s reply makes it clear that the term Nibbāna stands 
for the extinction of craving and grasping. The ideal of owning 

naught and grasping naught is itself Nibbāna, and nothing else. If the 
term had any other connotation, the Buddha would have mentioned it 

in this context.  
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It is indubitably clear, then, that the epithet dīpa�, or island, has 
to be understood in a deeper sense when it refers to Nibbāna. It is 
that owning nothing and grasping nothing, that puts an end to decay 

and death.  

Though we have yet to finish the discussion of the Dhatuvibha�-
gasutta, the stage is already set now to understand the significance of 
a certain brief discourse in the Udāna, which is very often quoted in 
discussions on Nibbāna. For facility of understanding, we shall take 
it up now, as it somehow fits into the context.  

Atthi, bhikkhave, ajāta� abhūta� akata� asa�khata�. No ce 
ta�, bhikkhave, abhavissa ajāta� abhūta� akata� asa�khata�, na-
yidha jātassa bhūtassa katassa sa�khatassa nissara�a� paññāyetha. 
Yasmā ca kho, bhikkhave, atthi ajāta� abhūta� akata� asa�khata�, 
tasmā jātassa bhūtassa katassa sa�khatassa nissara�a� paññāyati.17 
"Monks, there is a not-born, a not-become, a not-made, a not-

compounded. Monks, if that not-born, not-become, not-made, not-

compounded were not, there would be no stepping out here from 

what is born, become, made and compounded. But since, monks, 

there is a not-born, a not-become, a not-made, a not-compounded, 

therefore there is a stepping out from what is born, become, made 

and compounded." 

The terms ajāta�, not-born, abhūta�, not-become, akata�, not-
made, and asa�khata�, not-compounded, are all epithets for Nib-
bāna. The Buddha declares that if not for this not-born, not-become, 
not-made, not-compounded, there would be no possibility of step-

ping out or release here, that is, in this very world, from the born, the 

become, the made and the compounded.  

The second half of the passage rhetorically reiterates and empha-

sises the same fact. Now as to the significance of this profound dec-

laration of the Buddha, we may point out that the terms not-born, 

not-become, not-made, not-compounded, suggest the emancipation 

of the arahant’s mind from birth, becoming and preparations, sa�-
khārā. They refer to the cessation of birth, becoming and prepara-
tions realized by the arahant. So then the significance of these terms 
is purely psychological.  

But the commentator, the Venerable Dhammapāla, pays little at-
tention to the word idha, "here", in this passage, which needs to be 
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emphasized. The fact that there is a possibility here and now, of step-

ping out from the state of being born, become, made and compoun-

ded, surely deserves emphasis, since, until then, release from decay 

and death was thought to be possible only in another dimension of 

existence, that is, after death.  

The prospect of stepping out from decay and death here and now 

in this very world has to be asserted for its novelty, which is why the 

declaration opens with the word atthi, "there is". However, most of 
the scholars who tried to interpret this passage in their discussion on 

Nibbāna, instead of laying stress on the word idha, "here", empha-
size the opening word atthi, "there is", to prove that Nibbāna is some 
form of reality absolutely existing somewhere.  

As that passage from the Dhatuvibha�gasutta on maññanā, which 
we discussed, has shown us, the terms ajāta� abhūta� akata� and 
asa�khata� have to be understood in a deeper sense.  
Existence is a conceit deep rooted in the mind, which gives rise to 

a heap of pervert notions. Its cessation, therefore, has also to be ac-

complished in the mind and by the mind. This is the gist of the Bud-

dha’s exhortation.  

Let us now come back to the Dhatuvibha�gasutta to discuss an-
other facet of it. We started our discussion with the grand finale of 

that discourse, because of its relevance to the question of maññanā. 
However, as a matter of fact, this discourse preached by the Buddha 

to the Venerable Pukkusāti is an exposition of a systematic path of 
practice for the emancipation of the mind from imaginings or mañña-
nā.  
The discourse begins with the declaration chadhāturo aya�, bhik-

khu, puriso, "monk, man as such is a combination of six elements".18 
The worldling thinks that a being, satta (Sanskrit sattva), exists at a 
higher level of reality than inanimate objects.  

Now what did the Buddha do to explode this concept of a being in 

his discourse to Venerable Pukkusāti? He literally thrashed out that 
concept, by breaking up this ‘man’ into his basic elements and de-

fining him as a bundle of six elements, namely earth, water, fire, air, 

space and consciousness.  
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As the discourse proceeds, he explains in an extremely lucid 

manner how one can detach one’s mind from each of these elements. 

We happened to mention at the very outset that the depth of the 

Dhamma has to be seen through lucidity and not through compli-
cated over-drawings. In fact, this discourse exhibits such lucidity.  

The meditation subject of elements, which grew in complexity at 

the hands of later Buddhist philosophers, who took to atomistic 

analysis of a speculative sort, is presented here in this Dhatuvibha�-
gasutta with a refreshing clarity and lucidity. Here it is explained in 
such a way that one can directly experience it.  

For instance in describing the earth element, the Buddha gives as 

examples of the internal earth element such parts of the body as head 

hairs, body hairs, nails and teeth. Because the external earth element 

hardly needs illustration, nothing in particular has been mentioned as 

to that aspect. Anyone can easily understand what is meant by it. 

There is no attempt at atomistic analysis.  

However, the Buddha draws special attention to a certain first 

principle of great significance. Yā c’eva kho pana ajjhattikā pa�havī-
dhātu, yā ca bāhirā pa�havīdhātu, pa�havīdhātur ev’esā. Ta� n’eta� 
mama, n’eso ham asmi, na me so attā ti evam eta� yathābhūta� 
sammappaññāya da��habba�. Evam eta� yathābhūta� sammappañ-
ñāya disvā pa�havīdhātuyā nibbindati, pa�havīdhātuyā citta� virāje-
ti.19 
"That which is the internal earth element, and that which is the 

external earth element, they are both just the earth element itself. 

And that should be seen as it is with right wisdom, thus: ‘this is not 

mine’, ‘I am not this’, ‘this is not my self’. Having seen thus with 

right wisdom as it is, he becomes dejected with the earth element, he 

detaches his mind from the earth element." 

It is this first principle that is truly important and not any kind of 

atomic theory. This resolution of the internal/external conflict has in 

it the secret of stopping the sa�sāric vortex of reiterated becoming, 
sa�sārava��a. It is due to the very discrimination between an ‘inter-
nal’ and an ‘external’ that this sa�sāric vortex is kept going. 
Now in the case of a vortex, what is found inside and outside is 

simply water. But all the same there is such a vehement speed and 

activity and a volley of changes going on there. So it is the case with 
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this ‘man’. What is found in his body is the earth element. What is to 

be found outside is also the earth element. And yet, the ordinary per-

son sees quite a wide disparity between the two. Why is that? That is 

because of the illusory nature of consciousness.  

We have devoted a number of sermons to explain the relationship 

between consciousness and name-and-form. We happened to speak 

of name-and-form as a reflection or a self-image.20 Even as one who 

comes before a mirror, on seeing his reflection on it, would say: ‘this 

is mine’, ‘this am I’, ‘this is my self’, the worldling is in the habit of 

entertaining cravings, conceits and views. 

In fact the purpose of cravings, conceits and views is to reinforce 

the distinction between an internal and an external. Already when 

one says ‘this is mine’, one discriminates between the ‘this’ and ‘I’, 

taking them to be separate realities. ‘This am I’ and ‘this is my self’ 

betray the same tacit assumption.  

Just as by looking at a mirror one may like or dislike the image 

appearing on it, these three points of view give rise to various pervert 

notions. All this because of the perpetuation of the distinction be-

tween an internal and an external, which is the situation with the or-

dinary worldling.  

Since cravings, conceits and views thus reinforce the dichotomy 

between an internal and an external, the Buddha has upheld this prin-

ciple underlying the meditation on the four elements, to resolve this 

conflict.  

The fact that with the resolution of this conflict between the inter-

nal and the external concerning the four elements the mind becomes 

emancipated is put across to us in the following verse in the Tālapu�a 
Theragāthā. 

Kadā nu ka��he ca ti�e latā ca 
khandhe ime ‘ha� amite ca dhamme 
ajjhattikān’ eva ca bāhirāni ca  
sama� tuleyya�, tad ida� kadā me?21 
This verse gives expression to Venerable Tālapu�a Thera’s aspi-

ration to become an arahant. It says: 
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"When shall I weigh as equal all these  

Limitless things both internal and external,  

Twigs, grass, creepers and these aggregates,  

O! when shall that be for me?" 

It is at the stage of arahant-hood that the internal and the external 
appear alike. That is precisely why the Venerable Adhimutta Thera, 
whom we quoted earlier, uttered the lines: 

Ti�aka��hasama� loka�, 
yadā paññāya passati.22 
"When one sees through wisdom, 

The world to be comparable to grass and twigs." 

The comparison is between the internal world of the five aggre-

gates, or this conscious body, and the inanimate objects outside.  

Just as in the case of the four elements earth, water, fire and air, 

the Buddha pointed out a way of liberating one’s mind from the 

space element with the help of similar illustrations. In explaining the 

space element, too, he gave easily intelligible examples.  

The internal space element is explained in terms of some aper-

tures in the body that are well known, namely those in the ears, nose 

and the mouth.23 Apart from such instances, he did not speak of any 

microscopic space element, as in scientific explanations, probably 

because it is irrelevant. Such an analysis is irrelevant for this kind of 

reflection.  

Here we have to bear in mind the fact that perception as such is a 

mirage.24 However far one may go on analysing, form and space are 

relative to each other like a picture and its background. A picture is 

viewed against its background, which is relative to it. So also are 

these two concepts of form and space. Consciousness provides the 

framework for the entire picture.  

By way of clarification we may allude to the pre-Buddhistic at-

tempts of Yogins to solve this problem, solely through the method of 

serenity, samatha, ignoring the method of insight, vipassanā. The 
procedure they followed was somewhat on these lines:  

They would first of all surmount the concept of form or matter 

through the first four mental absorptions, or jhānas. Then as they in-
clined towards the formless, what confronted them first was space. A 

very appropriate illustration in this context would be the method of 
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removing the sign of the kasi�a and attending to the space left by 
that removal as ‘infinite’ or ‘boundless’, in order to arouse the base 

of infinity of space.25  

This mode of contemplation of space betrays the fact that space is 

also something made up, or prepared, sa�khata. Whatever is pre-
pared, sa�khata, is thought out and mind made, abhisa�khata� abhi-
sañcetayita�.  
The Buddha proclaimed that there is only one asa�khata, unpre-

pared, that is Nibbāna.26 But later philosophers confounded the issue 
by taking space also to be asa�khata.27 They seem to have ignored its 
relation to the mind in regarding causes and conditions as purely ex-

ternal things.  

Here we see the relativity between form and space. Like the pic-

ture and its background, form and space stand relative to each other. 

All this is presented to us by attention, manasikārasambhavā sabbe 
dhammā, 28 "all things originate from attention".  
Some of the later speculations about the nature of the space ele-

ment are not in consonance with the basic principles outlined in the 

Dhamma. Such confusion arose probably due to a lack of under-
standing of the term asa�khata.  
Now if we are to say something more about this particular dis-

course, what remains after detaching one’s mind from these five 

elements, namely earth, water, fire, air and space, is a consciousness 

that is extremely pure.  

The basic function of consciousness is discrimination. It distin-

guishes between the bitter and the sweet, for instance, to say: ‘this is 

bitter’, ‘this is sweet’. Or else it distinguishes between the pleasant, 

the unpleasant and the neutral with regard to feelings: ‘this is pleas-

ant’, ‘this is unpleasant’, ‘this is neither-unpleasant-nor-pleasant’. 

Now that the five elements earth, water, fire, air and space, which 

create discrete objects as the outward manifestations of conscious-

ness, have been totally removed, the residual function of conscious-

ness amounts to a discrimination between the three grades of feel-

ings.  

The sage who has arrived at this stage of progress on the path to 

Nibbāna takes the next step by observing these three kinds of feel-
ings, pleasant, unpleasant and neither-unpleasant-nor-pleasant, as 
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they arise and cease dependent on specific contacts, thereby gradu-

ally bringing the mind to equanimity.  

He brings his mind to a stage of radiant equanimity. But even this 

equanimity he does not grasp by way of me-thinking or imagining. 

The phrase used in this connection is visa�yutto na� vedeti, "being 
detached he experiences it".29 There is a detachment, an aloofness, 

even in going through those sensations. This is clearly expressed in 

that context.  

For instance, in the case of a pleasant feeling, it is said: aniccā ti 
pajānāti, anajjhositā ti pajānāti, anabhinanditā ti pajānāti, "he un-
derstands it to be impermanent, he understands it to be uninvolved, 

he understands it to be unrejoiced". With the understanding of im-

permanence, conceit goes down. The non-involvement does away 

with the views. The absence of rejoicing suggests the extinction of 

craving.  

So the attainment of arahant-hood is in effect the cessation of that 
consciousness itself. That consciousness is divested of its most pri-

mary function of discriminating between the three grades of feeling, 

pleasant, unpleasant and neither-unpleasant-nor-pleasant.  

The term visa�yutto connotes disjunction, suggestive of dispas-
sion and detachment. In this way, the Dhatuvibha�gasutta clearly 
brings out the relevance of the question of maññanā to the path 
leading to Nibbāna.  
In some contexts, this practice of desisting from me-thinking or 

imagining is called atammayatā, non-identification. This is the term 
used by the Buddha throughout the Sappurisasutta of the Majjhima 
Nikāya. For instance we read there:  

Sappuriso ca kho, bhikkhave, iti pa�isañcikkhati: nevasaññānā-
saññāyatanasamāpattiyā pi kho atammayatā vuttā Bhagavatā. Yena 
yena hi maññanti, tato ta� hoti aññathā ti.30 "The good man reflects 
thus: the principle of non-identification has been recommended by 

the Buddha even with regard to the attainment of the sphere of 

neither-perception-nor-non-perception thus: in whatever way they 

imagine about it, thereby it turns otherwise." 

The ‘good man’ referred to here is the noble disciple on the su-

pramundane path.  
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This term tammaya needs to be clarified in order to understand 
the significance of this statement. It is derived from tad maya, liter-
ally "made of that" or "of that stuff". It is on a par with such terms as 

sova��amaya, golden, and rajatamaya, silvery. 
When one has cravings, conceits and views about something, he 

practically becomes one with it due to that very grasping. In other 

words, he identifies himself with it. That is why the person who has 

imaginings about the sphere of neither-perception-nor-non-percep-

tion, which he has attained, thinks ‘I am one who has attained the 

sphere of neither-perception-nor-non-perception’.  

He thereby has conceit, which is a defilement in itself. As a result, 

when he loses his mastery of that attainment, he becomes discon-

certed. It is for that reason that the Buddha had enjoined that one 

should cultivate the attitude of atammayatā, or non-identification, 
even with regard to the attainment of the sphere of neither-percep-

tion-nor-non-perception.  

The arahant is called atammayo in the sense that he does not 
identify himself with anything. An arahant cannot be identified with 
what he appears to possess. This is well expressed by the following 

verse in the Devadūtavagga of the A�guttara Nikāya.  
Pasayha Māra� abhibhuyya antaka� 
yo ca phusī jātikkhaya� padhānavā 
sa tādiso lokavidū sumedho 
sabbesu dhammesu atammayo muni.31 
"That ardent sage who has touched the extinction of birth, 

Having overpowered Māra and conquered the Ender,  
That Such-like one, the wise sage, the knower of the world,  

Is aloof in regard to all phenomena." 

The idea of this aloofness can be presented in another way, that is 

as detachment from the seen, the heard, the sensed and the cognized, 

di��ha, suta, muta, viññāta. One of the most important suttas that 
merits discussion in this respect is the Bāhiyasutta in the Bodhivagga 
of the Udāna. It is generally acclaimed as an extremely profound 
discourse. 

The ascetic Bāhiya Dārucīriya came all the way from far off Sup-
pāraka to see the Buddha. When he reached Jetavana monastery at 
Sāvatthi, he heard that the Buddha had just left on his alms-round. 
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Due to his extreme eagerness, he ran behind the Buddha and, on 

meeting him, fell prostrate before him and begged: "May the Exalted 

One preach to me the Dhamma." 
The Buddha, however, seemed not so responsive, when he re-

marked: "Now it is untimely, Bāhiya, we are on our alms-round." 
Some might be puzzled by this attitude of the Buddha. But most 

probably it is one of those skilful means of the Buddha, suggestive of 

his great compassion and wisdom. It served to tone down the over-

enthusiastic haste of Bāhiya and to arouse a reverential respect for 
the Dhamma in him. 

Bāhiya repeated his request for the second time, adding: "I do not 
know whether there will be a danger to the Exalted One’s life or to 

my own life." For the second time the Buddha refused.  

It was when Bāhiya made his request for the third time that the 
Buddha acceded to it by giving a terse discourse, sa�khitta Dhamma-
desanā, of extraordinary depth. The exhortation, brief and deep as it 
is, was quite apt, since Bāhiya Dārucīriya belonged to that rare cate-
gory of persons with quick understanding, khippābhiññā.32  

Tasmātiha te, Bāhiya, eva� sikkhitabba�: di��he di��hamatta� 
bhavissati, sute sutamatta� bhavissati, mute mutamatta� bhavissati, 
viññāte viññātamatta� bhavissati. Eva� hi te, Bāhiya,, sikkhitab-
ba�.  

Yato kho te, Bāhiya, di��he di��hamatta� bhavissati, sute sutamat-
ta� bhavissati, mute mutamatta� bhavissati, viññāte viññātamatta� 
bhavissati, tato tva� Bāhiya na tena. Yato tva� Bāhiya na tena, tato 
tva� Bāhiya na tattha. Yato tva� Bāhiya na tattha, tato tva� Bāhiya 
nev’idha na hura� na ubhayamantarena. Es’ev’anto dukkhassa.33 
No sooner had the Buddha finished his exhortation, the ascetic 

Bāhiya attained arahant-hood then and there. Let us now try to un-
ravel the meaning of this abstruse discourse.  

The discourse starts off abruptly, as if it had been wrested from 

the Buddha by Bāhiya’s repeated requests. Tasmātiha, Bāhiya, eva� 
sikkhitabba�, "well then, Bāhiya, you had better train yourself thus". 
And what is that training? 

"In the seen there will be just the seen, in the heard there will be 

just the heard, in the sensed there will be just the sensed, in the cog-
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nized there will be just the cognized. Thus, Bāhiya, should you train 
yourself." 

It is as if the Buddha had addressed the ascetic Bāhiya in the ter-
minology of the Ariyans and established him on the path to Nibbāna. 
Here the term muta, or "sensed", stands for whatever is experienced 
through the tongue, the nose, and the body.  

The basic principle in this training seems to be the discipline to 

stop short at bare awareness, di��he di��hamatta�, sute sutamatta�, 
etc. The latter half of the discourse seems to indicate what happens 

when one goes through that training. The entire discourse is a pres-

entation of the triple training of morality, concentration and wisdom 

in a nutshell.  

"And when to you, Bāhiya, there will be in the seen just the seen, 
in the heard just the heard, in the sensed just the sensed, in the cog-

nized just the cognized, then, Bāhiya, you are not by it. And when 
you are not by it, you are not in it. And when, Bāhiya, you are not in 
it, then, Bāhiya, you are neither here, nor there, nor in between. This 
itself is the end of suffering."  

As a literal translation this appears cryptic enough to demand an 

explanation. Let us first of all give a few clues to unravel the puzzle. 

The terms "by it", tena, and "in it", tattha, are rather elliptical. 
Though unexpressed, they seem to imply the relevance of maññanā 
to the whole problem. As we happened to mention earlier, 

imaginings or methinkings by way of craving, conceit and views, 

lead to an identification, for which the term used is tammayatā. Such 
an identification makes one unsteady, for when the thing identified 

with is shaken, one also gets shaken up.  

This kind of imagining ‘in terms of’ is indicated by the elliptical 

tena, for we get a clear proof of it in the following two lines from the 
Jarāsutta in the A��hakavagga of the Sutta Nipāta. 

Dhono na hi tena maññati 
yad ida� di��hasuta� mutesu vā.34 
Dhona is a term for the arahant as one who has "shaken off" all 

defilements. So these lines could be rendered as follows: 

"The arahant, the one who has shaken off, 
Does not imagine ‘in terms of’ 

Whatever is seen, heard and sensed." 
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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

 
Eta� santa�, eta� pa�īta�, yadida� sabbasa�khārasamatho 

sabbūpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�.1  
"This is peaceful, this is excellent, namely the stilling of all prepa-

rations, the relinquishment of all assets, the destruction of craving, 

detachment, cessation, extinction." 

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks. This is the fifteenth 

sermon in the series of sermons on Nibbāna.  
Towards the end of our last sermon we happened to quote a brief 

exhortation on Dhamma from the Udāna, which enabled the ascetic 
Bāhiya Dārucīriya to liberate his mind from imaginings and attain 
the state of non-identification, atammayatā, or arahant-hood. In or-
der to attempt an exposition of that exhortation of the Buddha, which 

was pithy enough to bring about instantaneous arahant-hood, let us 
refresh our memory of that brief discourse to Bāhiya.  

Tasmātiha te, Bāhiya, eva� sikkhitabba�: di��he di��hamatta� 
bhavissati, sute sutamatta� bhavissati, mute mutamatta� bhavissati, 
viññāte viññātamatta� bhavissati. Eva� hi te, Bāhiya, sikkhitabba�. 

Yato kho te, Bāhiya, di��he di��hamatta� bhavissati, sute sutamat-
ta� bhavissati, mute mutamatta� bhavissati, viññāte viññātamatta� 
bhavissati, tato tva� Bāhiya na tena. Yato tva� Bāhiya na tena, tato 
tva� Bāhiya na tattha. Yato tva� Bāhiya na tattha, tato tva� Bāhiya 
nev’idha na hura� na ubhayamantarena. Es’ev’anto dukkhassa.2 
"Well, then, Bāhiya, you had better train yourself thus: In the seen 

there will be just the seen, in the heard there will be just the heard, in 

the sensed there will be just the sensed, in the cognized there will be 

just the cognized. Thus, Bāhiya, should you train yourself. 
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And when to you, Bāhiya, there will be in the seen just the seen, 
in the heard just the heard, in the sensed just the sensed, in the cog-

nized just the cognized, then, Bāhiya, you will not be by it. And 
when, Bāhiya, you are not by it, then, Bāhiya, you are not in it. And 
when, Bāhiya, you are not in it, then, Bāhiya, you are neither here 
nor there nor in between. This, itself, is the end of suffering." 

As a clue to an exegesis of this discourse, we made an attempt, 

the other day, to unravel the meaning of the two puzzling terms in 

the text, namely, na tena and na tattha. These two terms are appar-
ently unrelated to the context. To get at their significance, we 

brought up a quotation of two lines from the Jarāsutta of the A��ha-
kavagga of the Sutta Nipāta.  

Dhono na hi tena maññati 
yadida� di��hasuta� mutesu vā.3 
Dhona is a term for the arahant in the sense that he has "shaken 

off" the dust of defilements. So then, these two lines imply that the 

arahant does not imagine thereby, namely yadida�, in terms of 
whatever is seen, heard or sensed. These two lines are, as it were, a 

random exegesis of our riddle terms in the Bāhiyasutta.  
The first line itself gives the clue to the rather elliptical term na 

tena, which carries no verb with it. Our quotation makes it clear that 
the implication is maññanā, or imagining. Dhono na hi tena maññati, 
the arahant does not imagine ‘by it’ or ‘thereby’. 
Although the Bāhiyasutta makes no mention of the word mañña-

nā, this particular expression seems to suggest that what is implied 
here is a form of imagining. By way of further proof we may allude 

to another quotation, which we had to bring up several times: Yena 
yena hi maññanti, tato ta� hoti aññathā. 4 "In whatever terms they 
imagine it, thereby it turns otherwise". We came across another ex-

pression, which has a similar connotation: tena ca mā maññi, "do not 
be vain thereby".5 

The first thing we can infer, therefore, from the above quoted two 

lines of the verse, is that what is to be understood by the elliptical ex-

pression na tena in the Bāhiyasutta is the idea of imagining, or in 
short, na tena maññati, "does not imagine thereby". 
Secondly, as to what precisely is implied by the word tena, or "by 

it", can also be easily inferred from those two lines. In fact, the sec-
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ond line beginning with the word yadida�, which means "namely" 
or "that is", looks like a commentary on the first line itself. The 

dhono, or the arahant, does not imagine ‘thereby’, namely by what-
ever is seen, heard and sensed.  

The verse in question mentions only the three terms di��ha, suta 
and muta, whereas the Bāhiyasutta has as its framework the four 
terms di��ha, suta, muta and viññata. Since what precedes the term 
na tena in the Bāhiyasutta is the fourfold premise beginning with di�-
�he di��hamatta� bhavissati, "when to you, Bāhiya, there will be in 
the seen just the seen", it stands to reason that what the Buddha 

meant by the term na tena is the attitude of not thinking ‘in terms of’ 
whatever is seen, heard, sensed or cognized. That is to say, not imag-

ining ‘thereby’.  

This same attitude of not imagining ‘thereby’ is what is upheld in 

the Mūlapariyāyasutta, which we discussed at length on a previous 
occasion.6 There we explained the word maññanā, "me-thinking", 
"imagining", taking as a paradigm the first term pa�havi, occurring in 
the list of twenty-four terms given there. Among the twenty-four 

terms, we find mentioned the four relevant to our present problem, 

namely di��ha, suta, muta and viññāta.7 
We are now used to the general schema of the Mūlapariyāyasutta, 

concerning the attitude of the three categories of persons mentioned 

there. Let us, for instance, take up what is said in that context with 

regard to the sekha, or the monk in higher training.  
Pa�havi� pa�havito abhiññāya pa�havi� mā maññi, pa�haviyā mā 

maññi, pa�havito mā maññi, pa�havi� me ti mā maññi, pa�havi� mā 
abhinandi. 
This is how the attitude of the sekha is described with regard to 

pa�havi, or earth. Suppose we substitute di��ha, or the seen, in place 
of pa�havi. This is what we should get:  

Di��ha� di��hato abhiññāya di��ha� mā maññi, di��hasmi� mā 
maññi, di��hato mā maññi, di��ha� me ti mā maññi, di��ha� mā abhi-
nandi. 
What the sekha has before him is a step of training, and this is 

how he has to train in respect of the four things, the seen, the heard, 

the sensed and the cognized. He should not imagine in terms of them. 
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For instance, he understands through higher knowledge, and not 

through the ordinary perception of the worldling, the seen as ‘seen’. 

Having thus understood it, he has to train in not imagining the seen 

as a thing, by objectifying it. Di��ha� mā maññi, let him not imagine 
a ‘seen’. Also, let him not imagine ‘in the seen’, or ‘from the seen’. 

We have already pointed out the relationship between these imagin-

ings and the grammatical structure.8  

This objectification of the seen gives rise to acquisitive tenden-

cies, to imagine the seen as ‘mine’. Di��ha� me ti mā maññi, let him 
not imagine ‘I have seen’ or ‘I have a seen’.  

This acquisition has something congratulatory about it. It leads to 

some sort of joy, so the monk in higher training has to combat that 

too. Di��ha� mā abhinandi, let him not delight in the seen. 
It seems, then, that the Buddha has addressed the ascetic Bāhiya 

Dārucīriya in the language of the ariyans, for the very first instruc-
tion given to him was "in the seen there will be just the seen". So 

highly developed in wisdom and quick witted was Bāhiya9 that the 
Buddha promptly asked him to stop short at the seen, by understand-

ing that in the seen there is just the seen.  

Not to have imaginings or me-thinkings about the seen is there-

fore the way to stop short at just the seen. If one does not stop short 

at just the seen, but goes on imagining in terms of ‘in the seen’, 

‘from the seen’, etc., as already stated, one will end up with an iden-

tification, or tammayatā.  
In our last sermon we brought up the term tammayatā. When one 

starts imagining in such terms about something, one tends to become 

one with it, tammayo, even as things made out of gold and silver are 
called golden, suva��amaya, and silvery, rajatamaya. It is as if one 
who grasps a gem becomes its owner and if anything happens to the 

gem he is affected by it. To possess a gem is to be possessed by it.  

When one gets attached and becomes involved and entangled in 

the seen through craving, conceit and views, by imagining egoisti-

cally, the result is identification, tammayatā, literally "of-that-ness".  
In this present context, however, the Buddha puts Bāhiya Dārucī-

riya on the path to non-identification, or atammayatā. That is to say, 
he advises Bāhiya not to indulge in such imaginings. That attitude 
leads to non-identification and detachment. When one has no attach-
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ments, involvements and entanglements regarding the seen, one does 

not have the notion of being in the seen.  

Once we spoke about a children’s hut into which the mother was 

invited.10 When she crept into that plaything of a hut, she did not se-

riously entertain the thought of being ‘in’ it. Similarly if one does not 

indulge in imaginings, one has no notion of being ‘in’ the seen.  

This, then, is the significance of the words na tattha, "not in it". 
Yato tva� Bāhiya na tena, tato tva� Bāhiya na tattha. "When, Bāhi-
ya, you are not by it, then, Bāhiya, you are not in it." That is to say, 
when for instance Bāhiya does not imagine ‘by the seen’, he is not 
‘in the seen’. Likewise, he is not in the heard, sensed or cognized. 

From this we can deduce the meaning of what follows.  
Yato tva� Bāhiya na tattha, tato tva� Bāhiya nev’idha na hura� 

na ubhayamantarena. At whatever moment you neither imagine ‘by 
the seen‘ nor entertain the notion of being ‘in the seen‘, which is tan-

tamount to projecting an ‘I’ into the seen, then you are neither here 

nor there nor in between. 

In a number of earlier sermons we have sufficiently explained the 

significance of the two ends and the middle as well as the above, the 

below and the across in the middle. What do they signify?  

As we happened to point out on an earlier occasion, it is by driv-

ing the peg of the conceit ‘am’ that a world is measured out, con-

strued or postulated.11 We also pointed out that the grammatical 

structure springs up along with it. That is to say, together with the 

notion ‘am’ there arises a ‘here’. ’Here’ am I, he is ‘there’ and you 

are ‘yon’ or in front of me. This is the basic ground plan for the 

grammatical structure, known to grammar as the first person, the 

second person and the third person. 

A world comes to be measured out and a grammatical structure 

springs up. This, in fact, is the origin of proliferation, or papañca. So 
it is the freedom from that proliferation that is meant by the expres-

sion nev’idha na hura� na ubhayamantarena, "neither here nor there 
nor between the two". The notion of one’s being in the world, or the 

bifurcation as ‘I’ and ‘the world’, is no longer there. Es’ev’anto duk-
khassa, this, then, is the end of suffering, Nibbāna. 
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The fundamental first principles underlying this short exhortation 

of the Buddha could thus be inferred to some extent. We could per-

haps elicit something more regarding the significance of the four key 

terms in question.  

In the section of the fours in the A�guttara Nikāya we come 
across four modes of noble usages, cattāro ariya vohārā,12 namely: 
1. di��he di��havāditā 
2. sute sutavāditā 
3. mute mutavāditā 
4. viññāte viññātavāditā. 
These four are  

1. asserting the fact of having seen in regard to the seen,  

2. asserting the fact of having heard in regard to the heard, 

3. asserting the fact of having sensed in regard to the sensed, 

4. asserting the fact of having cognized in regard to the cog-  

    nized. 

Generally speaking, these four noble usages stand for the princi-

ple of truthfulness. In some discourses, as well as in the Vinayapi-
�aka, these terms are used in that sense. They are the criteria of the 
veracity of a statement in general, not so much in a deep sense.  

However, there are different levels of truth. In fact, truthfulness is 

a question of giving evidence that runs parallel with one’s level of 

experience. At higher levels of experience or realization, the evi-

dence one gives also changes accordingly.  

The episode of Venerable MahāTissa Thera is a case in view.13 
When he met a certain woman on his way, who displayed her teeth in 

a wily giggle, he simply grasped the sign of her teeth. He did not to-

tally refrain from grasping a sign, but took it as an illustration of his 

meditation subject. Later, when that woman’s husband, searching for 

her, came up to him and asked whether he had seen a woman, he re-

plied that all he saw was a skeleton. Now that is a certain level of ex-

perience.  

Similarly the concept of truthfulness is something that changes 

with levels of experience. There are various degrees of truth, based  



Nibbàna Sermon 15 

 329

on realization. The highest among them is called paramasacca.14 As 
to what that is, the Dhātuvibha�gasutta itself provides the answer in 
the following statement of the Buddha. 

Etañhi, bhikkhu, parama� ariyasacca� yadida� amosadham-
ma� Nibbāna�.15 "Monk, this is the highest noble truth, namely Nib-
bāna, that is of a non-falsifying nature." All other truths are falsified 
when the corresponding level of experience is transcended. But Nib-
bāna is the highest truth, since it can never be falsified by anything 
beyond it.  

The fact that it is possible to give evidence by this highest level of 

experience comes to light in the Chabbisodhanasutta of the Majjhi-
ma Nikāya. In this discourse we find the Buddha instructing the 
monks as to how they should interrogate a fellow monk who claims 

to have attained arahant-hood. The interrogation has to follow cer-
tain criteria, one of which concerns the four standpoints di��ha, suta, 
muta and viññāta, the seen, the heard, the sensed and the cognized.  
What sort of answer a monk who rightly claims to arahant-hood 

would give is also stated there by the Buddha. It runs as follows: Di�-
�he kho aha�, āvuso, anupāyo anapāyo anissito appa�ibaddho vippa-
mutto visa�yutto vimariyādikatena cetasā viharāmi.16  
Here, then, is the highest mode of giving evidence in the court of 

Reality as an arahant. "Friends, with regard to the seen, I dwell unat-
tracted, unrepelled, independent, uninvolved, released, unshackled, 

with a mind free from barriers." 

He is unattracted, anupāyo, by lust and unrepelled, anapāyo, by 
hate. He is not dependent, anissito, on cravings, conceits and views. 
He is not involved, appa�ibaddho, with desires and attachments and 
is released, vippamutto, from defilements. He is no longer shackled, 
visa�yutto, by fetters and his mind is free from barriers. 
What these barriers are, we can easily infer. They are the bifurca-

tions such as the internal and the external, ajjhatta bahiddhā, which 
are so basic to what is called existence, bhava. Where there are barri-
ers, there are also attachments, aversions and conflicts. Where there 

is a fence, there is defence and offence.  

So the arahant dwells with a mind unpartitioned and barrierless, 
vimariyādikatena cetasā. To be able to make such a statement is the 
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highest standard of giving evidence in regard to the four noble us-

ages.  

It is also noteworthy that in the Bāhiyasutta the Buddha has pre-
sented the triple training of higher morality, higher concentration and 

higher wisdom, adhisīla, adhicitta and adhipaññā, through these four 
noble usages. The commentary, too, accepts this fact.17 But this is a 

point that might need clarification. How are we to distinguish be-

tween morality, concentration and wisdom in this brief exhortation? 

Now how does the exhortation begin? It opens with the words 

tasmātiha te, Bāhiya, eva� sikkhitabba�, "well then, Bāhiya, you 
should train yourself thus." This is an indication that the Buddha in-

troduced him to a course of training, and this is the preliminary train-

ing:  
Di��he di��hamatta� bhavissati, sute sutamatta� bhavissati, mute 

mutamatta� bhavissati, viññāte viññātamatta� bhavissati. "In the 
seen there will be just the seen, in the heard there will be just the 

heard, in the sensed there will be just the sensed, in the cognized 

there will be just the cognized." 

What is hinted at by this initial instruction is the training in higher 

morality, adhisīlasikkhā. The most important aspect of this training 
is the morality of sense-restraint, indriya sa�vara sīla. The first prin-
ciples of sense-restraint are already implicit in this brief instruction.  

If one stops short at just the seen in regard to the seen, one does 

not grasp a sign in it, or dwell on its details. There is no sorting out 

as ‘this is good’, ‘this is bad’. That itself conduces to sense-restraint. 

So we may conclude that the relevance of this brief instruction to the 

morality of sense-restraint is in its enjoining the abstention from 

grasping a sign or dwelling on the details. That is what pertains to the 

training in higher morality, adhisīlasikkha.  
Let us see how it also serves the purpose of training in higher 

concentration. To stop at just the seen in the seen is to refrain from 

discursive thought, which is the way to abandon mental hindrances. 

It is discursive thought that brings hindrances in its train. So here we 

have what is relevant to the training in higher concentration as well.  

Then what about higher wisdom, adhipaññā? Something more 
specific has to be said in this concern. What precisely is to be under-
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stood by higher wisdom in this context? It is actually the freedom 

from imaginings, maññanā, and proliferation, papañca.  
If one stops short at just the seen in the seen, such ramifications 

as mentioned in discourses like the Mūlapariyāyasutta do not come 
in at all. The tendency to objectify the seen and to proliferate it as ‘in 

it’, ‘from it’ and ‘it is mine’ receives no sanction. This course of 

training is helpful for the emancipation of the mind from imaginings 

and proliferations.  

The Buddha has compared the six sense-bases, that is eye, ear, 

nose, tongue, body and mind, to a deserted village.18 Suñña� ida� 
attena vā attaniyena vā. "This is void of a self or anything belonging 
to a self." All these sense-bases are devoid of a self or anything be-

longing to a self. Therefore they are comparable to a deserted village, 

a village from which all inhabitants have fled.  

The dictum ‘in the seen there will be just the seen’ is an advice 

conducive to the attitude of regarding the six sense-bases as a de-

serted village. This is what pertains to higher wisdom in the Bud-

dha’s exhortation.  

Papañca, or prolific conceptualisation, is a process of transaction 
with whatever is seen, heard, sensed, etc. So here there is no process 

of such transaction. Also, when one trains oneself according to the 

instruction "in the seen there will be just the seen, in the heard there 

will be just the heard, in the sensed there will be just the sensed, in 

the cognized there will be just the cognized", that identification im-

plied by the term tammayatā will no longer be there.  
Egotism, the conceit ‘am’ and all what prompts conceptual prolif-

eration will come to an end. This kind of training uproots the peg of 

the conceit ‘am’, thereby bringing about the cessation of prolific con-

ceptualisation, the cessation of becoming and the cessation of suffer-

ing. 

We can therefore conclude that the entire triple training is en-

shrined in this exhortation. What happens as a result of this training 

is indicated by the riddle like terms na tena, na tattha, nev’idha na 
hura� na ubhayamantarena.  
When the wisdom of the ascetic Bāhiya Dārucīriya had suffi-

ciently matured by following the triple course of training, the Bud-

dha gave the hint necessary for realization of that cessation of be-
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coming, which is Nibbāna, in the following words: "Then, Bāhiya, 
you will not be by it. And when, Bāhiya, you are not by it, then, 
Bāhiya, you are not in it. And when, Bāhiya, you are not in it, then, 
Bāhiya, you are neither here nor there nor in between. This, itself, is 
the end of suffering." 

This sermon, therefore, is one that succinctly presents the quintes-

sence of the Saddhamma. It is said that the mind of the ascetic Bāhi-
ya Dārucīriya was released from all influxes immediately on hearing 
this exhortation.  

Now let us come back to the sequence of events in the story as 

mentioned in the Udāna. It was after the Buddha had already set out 
on his alms round that this sermon was almost wrenched from him 

with much insistence. When it had proved its worth, the Buddha 

continued with his alms round. Just then a cow with a young calf 

gored the arahant Bāhiya Dārucīriya to death.  
While returning from his alms round with a group of monks, the 

Buddha saw the corpse of the arahant Bāhiya. He asked those monks 
to take the dead body on a bed and cremate it. He even told them to 

build a cairn enshrining his relics, saying: "Monks, a co-celibate of 

yours has passed away." 

Those monks, having carried out the instructions, came back and 

reported to the Buddha. Then they raised the question: "Where has 

he gone after death, what is his after death state?" The Buddha re-

plied: "Monks, Bāhiya Dārucīriya was wise, he lived up to the norm 
of the Dhamma, he did not harass me with questions on Dhamma. 
Monks, Bāhiya Dārucīriya has attained Parinibbāna." 
In conclusion, the Buddha uttered the following verse of uplift: 
Yattha āpo ca pa�havī, 
tejo vāyo na gādhati, 
na tattha sukkā jotanti, 
ādicco nappakāsati, 
na tattha candimā bhāti, 
tamo tattha na vijjati. 
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Yadā ca attanāvedi, 
muni monena brāhma�o, 
atha rūpā arūpā ca, 
sukhadukkhā pamuccati.19 
On the face of it, the verse seems to imply something like this: 

"Where water, earth, fire and air 

Do not find a footing, 

There the stars do not shine, 

And the sun spreads not its lustre, 

The moon does not appear resplendent there, 

And no darkness is to be found there. 

When the sage, the brahmin with wisdom, 

Understands by himself, 

Then is he freed from form and formless, 

And from pleasure and pain as well." 

The commentary to the Udāna, Paramatthadīpanī, gives a 
strange interpretation to this verse. It interprets the verse as a descrip-

tion of the destination of the arahant Bāhiya Dārucīriya after he at-
tained Parinibbāna, the place he went to.20 Even the term Nibbāna-
gati is used in that connection, the ‘place’ one goes to in attaining 
Parinibbāna. That place, according to the commentary, is not easily 
understood by worldlings. Its characteristics are said to be the fol-

lowing:  

The four elements, earth, water, fire and air, are not there. No sun, 

or moon, or stars are there. The reason why the four elements are ne-

gated is supposed to be the fact that there is nothing that is com-

pounded in the uncompounded Nibbāna element, into which the ara-
hant passes away.  
Since no sun, or moon, or stars are there in that mysterious place, 

one might wonder why there is no darkness either. The commentator 

tries to forestall the objection by stating that it is precisely because 

one might think that there should be darkness when those luminaries 

are not there, that the Buddha emphatically negates it. So the com-

mentarial interpretation apparently leads us to the conclusion that  
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there is no darkness in the Nibbāna element, even though no sun or 
moon or stars are there.  

The line of interpretation we have followed throughout this series 

of sermons allows us to depart from this commentarial trend. That 

place where earth, water, fire and air do not find a footing is not 

where the arahant Bāhiya Dārucīriya had ‘gone’ when he passed 
away. The commentator seems to have construed this verse as a reply 

the Buddha gave to the question raised by those monks. Their ques-

tion was: "Where has he gone after death, what is his after death 

state?" They were curious about his borne.  

But when we carefully examine the context, it becomes clear that 

they raised that question because they did not know that the corpse 

they cremated was that of an arahant. Had they known it, they would 
not have even asked that question. That is precisely the reason for the 

Buddha’s declaration that Bāhiya attained Parinibbāna, a fact he had 
not disclosed before. He added that Bāhiya followed the path of 
Dhamma without harassing him with questions and attained Parinib-
bāna.  
Now that is the answer proper. To reveal the fact that Bāhiya at-

tained Parinibbāna is to answer the question put by those inquisitive 
monks. Obviously they knew enough of the Dhamma to understand 
then, that their question about the borne and destiny of Venerable 

Bāhiya was totally irrelevant.  
So then the verse uttered by the Buddha in conclusion was some-

thing extra. It was only a joyous utterance, a verse of uplift, coming 

as a grand finale to the whole episode.  

Such verses of uplift are often to be met with in the Udāna. As we 
already mentioned, the verses in the Udāna have to be interpreted 
very carefully, because they go far beyond the implications of the 

story concerned.21 They invite us to take a plunge into the ocean of 

Dhamma. Just one verse is enough. The text is small but deep. The 
verse in question is such a spontaneous utterance of joy. It is not the 

answer to the question ‘where did he go?’  

Well, in that case, what are we to understand by the word yattha, 
"where"? We have already given a clue to it in our seventh sermon 

with reference to that non-manifestative consciousness, anidassana  
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viññā�a. What the Buddha describes in this verse, is not the place 
where the Venerable arahant Bāhiya went after his demise, but the 
non-manifestative consciousness he had realized here and now, in his 

concentration of the fruit of arahant-hood, or arahattaphalasamādhi.  
Let us hark back to the four lines quoted in the Keva44hasutta.  
Viññā�a� anidassana�, 
ananta� sabbato pabha�, 
ettha āpo ca pa�havī, 
tejo vāyo na gādhati.22 
"Consciousness which is non-manifestative, 

Endless, lustrous on all sides, 

It is here that water, earth, 

Fire and air no footing find." 

The first two lines of the verse in the Bāhiyasutta, beginning with 
the correlative yattha, "where", find an answer in the last two lines 
quoted above from the Keva44hasutta. What is referred to as "it is 
here", is obviously the non-manifestative consciousness mentioned 

in the first two lines. That problematic place indicated by the word 

yattha, "where", in the Bāhiyasutta, is none other than this non-mani-
festative consciousness.  

We had occasion to explain at length in what sense earth, water, 

fire and air find no footing in that consciousness. The ghostly ele-

ments do not haunt that consciousness. That much is clear. But how 

are we to understand the enigmatic reference to the sun, the moon 

and the stars? It is said that the stars do not shine in that non-mani-

festative consciousness, the sun does not spread its lustre and the 

moon does not appear resplendent in it, nor is there any darkness. 

How are we to construe all this? 

Briefly stated, the Buddha’s declaration amounts to the revelation 

that the sun, the moon and the stars fade away before the superior ra-

diance of the non-manifestative consciousness, which is infinite and 

lustrous on all sides.  

How a lesser radiance fades away before a superior one, we have 

already explained with reference to the cinema in a number of earlier 

sermons.23 To sum up, the attention of the audience in a cinema is di-

rected to the narrow beam of light falling on the screen. The audi-

ence, or the spectators, are seeing the scenes making up the film 
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show with the help of that beam of light and the thick darkness 

around.  

This second factor is also very important. Scenes appear not sim-

ply because of the beam of light. The thickness of the darkness 

around is also instrumental in it. This fact is revealed when the cin-

ema hall is fully lit up. If the cinema hall is suddenly illuminated, 

either by the opening of doors and windows or by some electrical 

device, the scenes falling on the screen fade away as if they were 

erased. The beam of light, which was earlier there, becomes dim be-

fore the superior light. The lesser lustre is superseded by a greater 

lustre.  

We might sometimes be found fault with for harping on this cin-

ema simile, on the ground that it impinges on the precept concerning 

abstinence from enjoying dramatic performances, song and music. 

But let us consider whether this cinema is something confined to a 

cinema hall.  

In the open air theatre of the world before us, a similar phenome-

non of supersedence is occurring. In the twilight glow of the evening 

the twinkling stars enable us to faintly figure out the objects around 

us, despite the growing darkness. Then the moon comes up. Now 

what happens to the twinkling little stars? They fade away, their lus-

tre being superseded by that of the moon.  

Then we begin to enjoy the charming scenes before us in the se-

rene moonlit night. The night passes off. The day light gleam of the 

sun comes up. What happens then? The soft radiance of the moon 

wanes before the majestic lustre of the sun. The moon gets super-

seded and fades away. Full of confidence we are now watching the 

multitude of technicoloured scenes in this massive theatre of the 

world. In broad daylight, when sunshine is there, we have no doubt 

about our vision of objects around us.  

But now let us suppose that the extraneous defilements in the 

mind of a noble disciple, treading the noble eightfold path, get dis-

pelled, allowing its intrinsic lustre of wisdom to shine forth. What 

happens then? The stars, the moon and the sun get superseded by that 

light of wisdom. Even the forms that one had seen by twilight, 

moonlight and sunlight fade away and pale into insignificance. The 

umbra of form and the penumbra of the formless get fully erased. 
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In the previous sermon we happened to mention that form and 

space are related to each other, like the picture and its background. 

Now all this is happening in the firmament, which forms the back-

ground. We could enjoy the scenes of the world cinema, because of 

that darkness. The twilight, the moonlight and the sunlight are but 

various levels of that darkness.  

The worldling thinks that one who has eyes must surely see if 

there is sunshine. He cannot think of anything beyond it. But the 

Buddha has declared that there is something more radiant than the 

radiance of the sun. Natthi paññāsamā ābhā, "there is no radiance 
comparable to wisdom".24  

Let us hark back to a declaration by the Buddha we had already 

quoted in a previous sermon. Catasso imā, bhikkhave, pabhā. 
Katamā catasso? Candappabhā, sūriyappabhā, aggippabhā, pañ-
ñappabhā, imā kho, bhikkhave, catasso pabhā. Etadagga�, bhikkha-
ve, imāsa� catunna� pabhāna�, yad ida� paññappabhā.25 "Monks, 
there are these four lustres. What four? The lustre of the moon, the 

lustre of the sun, the lustre of fire, the lustre of wisdom. These, 

monks, are the four lustres. This, monks, is the highest among these 

four lustres, namely the lustre of wisdom." 

So, then, we can now understand why the form and the formless 

fade away. This wisdom has a penetrative quality, for which reason it 

is called nibbedhikā paññā.26 When one sees forms, one sees them 
together with their shadows. The fact that one sees shadows there, is 

itself proof that darkness has not been fully dispelled. If light comes 

from all directions, there is no shadow at all. If that light is of a pene-

trative nature, not even form will be manifest there.  

Now it is mainly due to what is called ‘form’ and ‘formless’, 

rūpa/arūpa, that the worldling experiences pleasure and pain in a 
world that distinguishes between a ‘pleasure’ and a ‘pain’.  

Though we have departed from the commentarial path of exege-

sis, we are now in a position to interpret the cryptic verse in the 

Bāhiyasutta perhaps more meaningfully. Let us now recall the verse 
in question. 

Yattha āpo ca pa�havī, 
tejo vāyo na gādhati, 
na tattha sukkā jotanti, 
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ādicco nappakāsati, 
na tattha candimā bhāti, 
tamo tattha na vijjati. 

Yadā ca attanāvedi, 
muni monena brāhma�o, 
atha rūpā arūpā ca, 
sukhadukkhā pamuccati.27 
The verse can be fully explained along the lines of interpretation 

we have adopted. By way of further proof of the inadequacy of the 

commentarial explanation of the references to the sun, the moon and 

the stars in this verse, we may draw attention to the following points.  

According to the commentary the verse is supposed to express 

that there are no sun, moon or stars in that mysterious place called 

anupādisesa Nibbānadhātu, which is incomprehensible to world-
lings. We may, however, point out that the verbs used in the verse in 

this connection do not convey the sense that the sun, the moon and 

the stars are simply non existent there. They have something more to 

say. 

For instance, with regard to the stars it is said that there the stars 

do not shine, na tattha sukkā jotanti. If in truth and fact stars are not 
there, some other verb like na dissanti, "are not seen", or na vijjanti, 
"do not exist", could have been used.  

With reference to the sun and the moon, also, similar verbs could 

have been employed. But what we actually find here, are verbs ex-

pressive of spreading light, shining, or appearing beautiful: Na tattha 
sukkā jotanti, "there the stars do not shine"; ādicco nappakāsati, "the 
sun spreads not its lustre"; na tattha candimā bhāti, "the moon does 
not appear resplendent there".  

These are not mere prosaic statements. The verse in question is a 

joyous utterance, Udānagāthā, of extraordinary depth. There is noth-
ing recondite about it.  

In our earlier assessment of the commentarial interpretation we 

happened to lay special stress on the words ‘even though’. We are 

now going to explain the significance of that emphasis. For the com-

mentary, the line tamo tattha na vijjati, "no darkness is to be found 
there", is a big riddle. The sun, the moon and the stars are not there. 



Nibbàna Sermon 15 

 339

Even though they are not there, presumably, no darkness is to be 

found there.  

However, when we consider the law of superseding, we have al-

ready mentioned, we are compelled to give a totally different inter-

pretation. The sun, the moon and the stars are not manifest, precisely 

because of the light of that non-manifestative consciousness. As it is 

lustrous on all sides, sabbato pabha, there is no darkness there and 
luminaries like the stars, the sun and the moon do not shine there.  

This verse of uplift thus reveals a wealth of information relevant 

to our topic. Not only the exhortation to Bāhiya, but this verse also 
throws a flood of light on the subject of Nibbāna.  
That extraordinary place, which the commentary often identifies 

with the term anupādisesa Nibbānadhātu, is this mind of ours. It is in 
order to indicate the luminosity of this mind that the Buddha used 

those peculiar expressions in this verse of uplift.  

What actually happens in the attainment to the fruit of arahant-
hood? The worldling discerns the world around him with the help of 

six narrow beams of light, namely the six sense-bases. When the su-

perior lustre of wisdom arises, those six sense-bases go down. This 

cessation of the six sense-bases could also be referred to as the ces-

sation of name-and-form, nāmarūpanirodha, or the cessation of con-
sciousness, viññā�anirodha.  
The cessation of the six sense-bases does not mean that one does 

not see anything. What one sees then is voidness. It is an in-‘sight’. 

He gives expression to it with the words suñño loko, "void is the 
world". What it means is that all the sense-objects, which the world-

ling grasps as real and truly existing, get penetrated through with 

wisdom and become non-manifest.  

If we are to add something more to this interpretation of the Bāhi-
yasutta by way of review, we may say that this discourse illustrates 
the six qualities of the Dhamma, namely svākkhāto, well proclaimed, 
sandi��hiko, visible here and now, akāliko, timeless, ehipassiko, in-
viting to come and see, opanayiko, leading onward and paccatta� 
veditabbo viññūhi, to be realized by the wise each one by himself. 
These six qualities are wonderfully exemplified by this discourse.  
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In a previous sermon we had occasion to bring up a simile of a 

dewdrop, dazzling in the morning sunshine.28 The task of seeing the 

spectrum of rainbow colours through a tiny dewdrop hanging from a 

creeper or a leaf is one that calls for a high degree of mindfulness. 

Simply by standing or sitting with one’s face towards the rising sun, 

one will not be able to catch a glimpse of the brilliant spectrum of 

rainbow colours through the dewdrop. It requires a particular view-

point. Only when one focuses on that viewpoint, can one see it.  

So it is with the spectrum of the six qualities of the Dhamma. 
Here, too, the correct viewpoint is a must, and that is right view. Re-

flection on the meaning of deep discourses helps one to straighten up 

right view.  

Where right view is lacking, morality inclines towards dogmatic 

attachment to rituals, sīlabbataparāmāsa. Concentration turns out to 
be wrong concentration, micchā samādhi.  
Like the one who sits facing the sun, one might be looking in the 

direction of the Dhamma, but right view is not something one inher-
its by merely going to refuge to the Buddha. It has to be developed 

with effort and proper attention. View is something that has to be 

straightened up. For di��hujukamma, the act of straightening up one’s 
view is reckoned as one of the ten skilful deeds, kusalakamma.  
So however long one may sit with folded legs, gazing at the Bud-

dha sun, one might not be able to see the six rainbow colours of the 

Dhamma. One may be short of just one-hundredth of an inch as the 
proper adjustment for right view. Yet it is a must. Once that adjust-

ment is made, one immediately, then and there, tavad’eva, catches a 
glimpse of the spectrum of the Dhamma that the Buddha has pro-
claimed.  

We have stressed the importance of right view in particular, be-

cause many are grappling with a self created problem, concerning the 

proper alignment between the triple training and the right view of the 

noble eightfold path.  

Now as to the triple training, morality, concentration and wisdom, 

we find wisdom mentioned last. It seems, then, that we have to per-

fect morality first, then develop concentration, and only lastly wis-

dom. One need not think of wisdom before that. But when we come 

to the noble eightfold path, we find a different order of values. Here 
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right view takes precedence. As a matter of fact, in the Mahācattā-
rīsakasutta of the Majjhima Nikāya we find the Buddha repeatedly 
declaring emphatically tatra, bhikkhave, sammā di��hi pubba�gamā, 
"monks, therein right view takes precedence".29 Even in a context 

where the subject is morality, we find a similar statement. So how 

are we to resolve this issue? 

In the noble eightfold path, pride of place is given to right view, 

which is representative of the wisdom group. As the well-known 

definition goes, right view and right thoughts belong to the wisdom 

group; right speech, right action and right livelihood come under the 

morality group; and right effort, right mindfulness and right concen-

tration belong to the concentration group.  

So in this way, in the noble eightfold path, wisdom comes first, 

then morality and lastly concentration. But in the context of these 

three groups, firstly comes morality, secondly concentration and 

lastly wisdom, Here, too, the answer given by the arahant-nun Ven-
erable Dhammadinnā to the lay disciple Visākha comes to our aid.  
The lay disciple Visākha poses the following question to Vener-

able Dhammadinnā: Ariyena nu kho ayye a��ha�gikena maggena 
tayo khandhā sa�gahitā, udāhu tīhi khandhehi ariyo a��ha�giko mag-
go sa�gahito? "Good lady, are the three groups morality, concentra-
tion and wisdom, included by the noble eightfold path, or is the noble 

eightfold path included by the three groups?"30  

Even at that time there may have been some who raised such 

questions. That is probably the reason for such a query. Then the 

arahant-nun Dhammadinnā answers: Na kho āvuso Visākha ariyena 
a��ha�gikena maggena tayo khandhā sa�gahitā, tīhi ca kho āvuso Vi-
sākha khandhehi ariyo a��ha�giko maggo sa�gahito. "Friend Visā-
kha, it is not that the threefold training is included by the noble eight-
fold path, but the noble eightfold path is included by the threefold 

training." 

Since this appears to be something of a tangle, let us try to illus-

trate the position with some other kind of tangle. Suppose someone is 

trying to climb up a long rope, made up of three strands. As he 

climbs up, his fingertips might come now in contact with the first 

strand, now with the second and now with the third. He is not wor-

ried about the order of the three strands, so long as they are well knit. 
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One can safely climb up, holding onto the three strands, only when 

they are firmly wound up into a sturdy rope.  

All these questions seem to have arisen due to an attitude of tak-

ing too seriously the numerical order of things. To the noble disciple 

climbing up the rope of the noble eightfold path, there need not be 

any confusion between the numerical order of the triple training and 

that of the noble eightfold path. But if someone taking the cue from 

the order of the triple training neglects right view or ignores its prime 

import, he might end up confused.  

All in all, we are now in a position to correctly assess the deep 

significance of the Bāhiyasutta. Here we have the quintessence of the 
entire Saddhamma. We are not confronted with heaps of perceptual 
data, which we are told today are essential requisites for admission 

into the ‘city’ of Nibbāna.  
For the ordinary worldling, amassing a particular set of percepts 

or concepts seems a qualification for entering Nibbāna. But what we 
have here, is a way of liberating the mind even from latencies to per-

cepts, cf. saññā nānusenti, Madhupi�4ikasutta, "perceptions do not 
lie latent.31 There is no heaping up anew.  

What are called "extraneous taints", āgantukā upakkilesā,32 are 
not confined to the well known defilements in the world. They in-

clude all the rust and dust we have been collecting throughout this 

long sa�sāra, with the help of the influxes, āsavā. They include 
even the heap of percepts which the world calls ‘knowledge’. Even 

numerals are part of it.  

The Buddha has briefly expressed here the mode of practice for 

disabusing the mind from all such taints. Therefore there is no reason 

for underestimating the value of this discourse, by calling it vohāra 
desanā, conventional teaching. This discourse in the Udāna is one 
that is truly ‘up’-lifting.  

It indeed deserves a paean of joy.  
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