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I. HH the Dalai Lama on the Pāli canon1 

More than two thousand five hundred years have passed since our kind teacher, Buddha 
Śākyamuni, taught in India. He offered advice to all who wished to heed it, inviting them to 
listen, reflect, and critically examine what he had to say. He addressed different individuals 
and groups of people over a period of more than forty years.  

After the Buddha’s passing, a record of what he said was maintained as an oral tradition. 
Those who heard the teachings would periodically meet with others for communal 
recitations of what they had heard and memorized. In due course, these recitations from 
memory were written down, laying the basis for all subsequent Buddhist literature. The Pāli 
Canon is one of the earliest of these written records and the only complete early version 
that has survived intact. Within the Pāli Canon, the texts known as the Nikāyas have the 
special value of being a single cohesive collection of the Buddha’s teachings in his own 
words. […]  

The teachings from the Nikāyas collected here provide fascinating insights into how the 
Buddha’s teachings were studied, preserved, and understood in the early days of 
Buddhism’s development. Modern readers will find them especially valuable for 
reinvigorating and clarifying their understanding of many fundamental Buddhist doctrines. 
Clearly the Buddha’s essential message of compassion, ethical responsibility, mental 
tranquillity, and discernment is as relevant today as it was more than twenty-five hundred 
years ago.  

Although Buddhism spread and took root in many parts of Asia, evolving into diverse 
traditions according to the place and occasion, distance and differences of language limited 
exchange between Buddhists in the past. One of the results of modern improvements in 
transport and communication that I most appreciate is the vastly expanded opportunities 
those interested in Buddhism now have to acquaint themselves with the full range of 
Buddhist teaching and practice. What I find especially encouraging about this book is that it 
shows so clearly how much fundamentally all schools of Buddhism have in common.  

 
1 From Bodhi, Bhikkhu. In the Buddha's Words: An Anthology of Discourses from the Pali Canon. 
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II. Cosmology 

Aggaññasutta (DN 27)2 

1. Purification in the Four Castes 

[…] There comes a time when, Vāseṭṭha, after a very long period has passed, this cosmos 
contracts. As the cosmos contracts, sentient beings are mostly headed for the realm of 
streaming radiance. There they are mind-made, feeding on rapture, self-luminous, moving 
through the sky, steadily glorious, and they remain like that for a very long time. 

There comes a time when, after a very long period has passed, this cosmos expands. As the 
cosmos expands, sentient beings mostly pass away from that host of radiant deities and 
come back to this realm. Here they are mind-made, feeding on rapture, self-luminous, 
moving through the sky, steadily glorious, and they remain like that for a very long time. 

2. Solid Nectar Appears 

But the single mass of water at that time was utterly dark. The moon and sun were not 
found, nor were stars and constellations, day and night, months and fortnights, years and 
seasons, or male and female. Beings were simply known as ‘beings’. After a very long period 
had passed, solid nectar curdled in the water. It appeared just like the curd on top of hot 
milk-rice as it cools. It was beautiful, fragrant, and delicious, like ghee or butter. And it was 
as sweet as pure manuka honey. Now, one of those beings was reckless. Thinking, ‘Oh my, 
what might this be?’ they tasted the solid nectar with their finger. They enjoyed it, and 
craving was born in them. And other beings, following that being’s example, tasted solid 
nectar with their fingers. They too enjoyed it, and craving was born in them. 

3. The Moon and Sun Appear 

Then those beings started to eat the solid nectar, breaking it into lumps. But when they did 
this their luminosity vanished. And with the vanishing of their luminosity the moon and sun 
appeared, stars and constellations appeared, days and nights were distinguished, and so 
were months and fortnights, and years and seasons. To this extent the world had evolved 
once more. 

Then those beings eating the solid nectar, with that as their food and nourishment, 
remained for a very long time. But so long as they ate that solid nectar, their bodies became 
more solid and they diverged in appearance; some beautiful, some ugly. And the beautiful 
beings looked down on the ugly ones: ‘We’re more beautiful, they’re the ugly ones!’ And 
the vanity of the beautiful ones made the solid nectar vanish. They gathered together and 
bemoaned, ‘Oh, what a taste! Oh, what a taste!’ And even today when people get 
something tasty they say: ‘Oh, what a taste! Oh, what a taste!’ They’re just remembering an 
ancient primordial saying, but they don’t understand what it means. 

 
2 What Came First. https://suttacentral.net/dn27/en/sujato  

https://suttacentral.net/dn27/en/sujato
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4. Ground-Sprouts 

When the solid nectar had vanished, ground-sprouts appeared to those beings. They 
appeared just like mushrooms. They were beautiful, fragrant, and delicious, like ghee or 
butter. And they were as sweet as pure manuka honey. 

Then those beings started to eat the ground-sprouts. With that as their food and 
nourishment, they remained for a very long time. But so long as they ate those ground-
sprouts, their bodies became more solid and they diverged in appearance; some beautiful, 
some ugly. And the beautiful beings looked down on the ugly ones: ‘We’re more beautiful, 
they’re the ugly ones!’ And the vanity of the beautiful ones made the ground-sprouts 
vanish. 

5. Bursting Pods 

When the ground-sprouts had vanished, bursting pods appeared, like the fruit of the kadam 
tree. They were beautiful, fragrant, and delicious, like ghee or butter. And they were as 
sweet as pure manuka honey. 

Then those beings started to eat the bursting pods. With that as their food and 
nourishment, they remained for a very long time. But so long as they ate those bursting 
pods, their bodies became more solid and they diverged in appearance; some beautiful, 
some ugly. And the beautiful beings looked down on the ugly ones: ‘We’re more beautiful, 
they’re the ugly ones!’ And the vanity of the beautiful ones made the bursting pods vanish.  

They gathered together and bemoaned, ‘Oh, what we’ve lost! Oh, what we’ve lost—those 
bursting pods!’ And even today when people experience suffering they say: ‘Oh, what we’ve 
lost! Oh, what we’ve lost!’ They’re just remembering an ancient primordial saying, but they 
don’t understand what it means. 

6. Ripe Untilled Rice 

When the bursting pods had vanished, ripe untilled rice appeared to those beings. It had no 
powder or husk, pure and fragrant, with only the rice-grain. What they took for supper in 
the evening, by the morning had grown back and ripened. And what they took for breakfast 
in the morning had grown back and ripened by the evening, so the cutting didn’t show. Then 
those beings eating the ripe untilled rice, with that as their food and nourishment, remained 
for a very long time. 

7. Gender Appears 

But so long as they ate that ripe untilled rice, their bodies became more solid and they 
diverged in appearance. And female characteristics appeared on women, while male 
characteristics appeared on men. Women spent too much time gazing at men, and men at 
women. They became lustful, and their bodies burned with fever. Due to this fever they had 
sex with each other. 
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Those who saw them having sex pelted them with dirt, ashes, or cow-dung, saying, ‘Get lost, 
filth! Get lost, filth! How on earth can one being do that to another?’ And even today people 
in some countries, when a bride is carried off, pelt her with dirt, ashes, or cow-dung. They’re 
just remembering an ancient primordial saying, but they don’t understand what it means. 

8. Sexual Intercourse 

What was reckoned as immoral at that time, these days is reckoned as moral. The beings 
who had sex together weren’t allowed to enter a village or town for one or two months. 
Ever since they excessively threw themselves into immorality, they started to make 
buildings to hide their immoral deeds. Then one of those beings of idle disposition thought, 
‘Hey now, why should I be bothered to gather rice in the evening for supper, and in the 
morning for breakfast? Why don’t I gather rice for supper and breakfast all at once?’ 

So that’s what he did. Then one of the other beings approached that being and said, ‘Come, 
good being, we shall go to gather rice.’ ‘There’s no need, good being! I gathered rice for 
supper and breakfast all at once.’ So that being, following their example, gathered rice for 
two days all at once, thinking: ‘This seems fine.’ 

Then one of the other beings approached that being and said, ‘Come, good being, we shall 
go to gather rice.’ ‘There’s no need, good being! I gathered rice for two days all at once.’ So 
that being, following their example, gathered rice for four days all at once, thinking: ‘This 
seems fine.’ 

Then one of the other beings approached that being and said, ‘Come, good being, we shall 
go to gather rice.’ ‘There’s no need, good being! I gathered rice for four days all at once.’ So 
that being, following their example, gathered rice for eight days all at once, thinking: ‘This 
seems fine.’ 

But when they started to store up rice to eat, the rice grains became wrapped in powder 
and husk, it didn’t grow back after reaping, the cutting showed, and the rice stood in 
clumps. 

9. Dividing the Fields 

Then those beings gathered together and bemoaned, ‘Oh, how wicked things have 
appeared among beings! For we used to be mind-made, feeding on rapture, self-luminous, 
moving through the sky, steadily glorious, and we remained like that for a very long time. 
After a very long period had passed, solid nectar curdled in the water. But due to bad, 
unskillful things among us, the savory nectar vanished, the ground-sprouts vanished, the 
bursting pods vanished, and now the rice grains have become wrapped in powder and husk, 
it doesn’t grow back after reaping, the cutting shows, and the rice stands in clumps. We’d 
better divide up the rice and set boundaries.’ So that’s what they did. 

Now, one of those beings was reckless. While guarding their own share they took another’s 
share without it being given, and ate it. 
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They grabbed the one who had done this and said, ‘You have done a bad thing, good being, 
in that while guarding your own share you took another’s share without it being given, and 
ate it. Do not do such a thing again.’ 

‘Yes, sirs,’ replied that being. But for a second time, and a third time they did the same 
thing, and were told not to continue. And then they struck that being, some with fists, 
others with stones, and still others with rods. From that day on stealing was found, and 
blaming and lying and the taking up of rods. 

10. The Elected King 

Then those beings gathered together and bemoaned, ‘Oh, how wicked things have 
appeared among beings, in that stealing is found, and blaming and lying and the taking up of 
rods! Why don’t we elect one being who would rightly accuse those who deserve it, blame 
those who deserve it, and expel those who deserve it? We shall pay them with a share of 
rice.’ 

Then those beings approached the being among them who was most attractive, good-
looking, lovely, and illustrious, and said, ‘Come, good being, rightly accuse those who 
deserve it, blame those who deserve it, and banish those who deserve it. We shall pay you 
with a share of rice.’ ‘Yes, sirs,’ replied that being. They acted accordingly, and were paid 
with a share of rice. 

‘Elected by the people’, Vāseṭṭha, is the meaning of ‘elected one’, the first term to be 
specifically invented for them. 

‘Lord of the fields’ is the meaning of ‘aristocrat’, the second term to be specifically invented. 

‘They please others with principle’ is the meaning of ‘king’, the third term to be specifically 
invented. 

And that, Vāseṭṭha, is how the ancient primordial terms for the circle of aristocrats were 
created; for those very beings, not others; for those like them, not unlike; legitimately, not 
illegitimately. For principle, Vāseṭṭha, is the first thing for people in both this life and the 
next. 

11. The Circle of Brahmins 

Then some of those same beings thought, ‘Oh, how wicked things have appeared among 
beings, in that stealing is found, and blaming and lying and the taking up of rods and 
banishment! Why don’t we set aside bad, unskillful things?’ So that’s what they did. 

‘They set aside bad, unskillful things’ is the meaning of ‘brahmin’, the first term to be 
specifically invented for them. 

They built leaf huts in a wilderness region where they meditated pure and bright, without 
lighting cooking fires or digging the soil. They came down in the morning for breakfast and 
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in the evening for supper to the village, town, or royal capital seeking a meal. When they 
had obtained food they continued to meditate in the leaf huts. 

When people noticed this they said, ‘These beings build leaf huts in a wilderness region 
where they meditate pure and bright, without lighting cooking fires or digging the soil. They 
come down in the morning for breakfast and in the evening for supper to the village, town, 
or royal capital seeking a meal. When they have obtained food they continue to meditate in 
the leaf huts.’ 

‘They meditate’ is the meaning of ‘meditator’, the second term to be specifically invented 
for them. 

But some of those beings were unable to keep up with their meditation in the leaf huts in 
the wilderness. They came down to the neighborhood of a village or town where they dwelt 
compiling texts. 

When people noticed this they said, ‘These beings were unable to keep up with their 
meditation in the leaf huts in the wilderness. They came down to the neighborhood of a 
village or town where they dwelt compiling texts. Now they don’t meditate.’ 

‘Now they don’t meditate’ is the meaning of ‘reciter’, the third term to be specifically 
invented for them. What was reckoned as lesser at that time, these days is reckoned as 
primary. 

And that, Vāseṭṭha, is how the ancient primordial terms for the circle of brahmins were 
created; for those very beings, not others; for those like them, not unlike; legitimately, not 
illegitimately. For principle, Vāseṭṭha, is the first thing for people in both this life and the 
next. 

12. The Circle of Merchants 

Some of those same beings, taking up an active sex life, applied themselves to various jobs. 

‘Having taken up an active sex life, they apply themselves to various jobs’ is the meaning of 
‘merchant’, the term specifically invented for them. 

And that, Vāseṭṭha, is how the ancient primordial term for the circle of merchants was 
created; for those very beings, not others; for those like them, not unlike; legitimately, not 
illegitimately. For principle, Vāseṭṭha, is the first thing for people in both this life and the 
next. 

13. The Circle of Workers 

The remaining beings lived by hunting and menial tasks. 

‘They live by hunting and menial tasks’ is the meaning of ‘worker’, the term specifically 
invented for them. 
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And that, Vāseṭṭha, is how the ancient primordial term for the circle of workers was created; 
for those very beings, not others; for those like them, not unlike; legitimately, not 
illegitimately. For principle, Vāseṭṭha, is the first thing for people in both this life and the 
next. 

There came a time when an aristocrat, brahmin, merchant, or worker, deprecating their 
own vocation, went forth from the lay life to homelessness, thinking, ‘I will be an ascetic.’ 

And that, Vāseṭṭha, is how these four circles were created; for those very beings, not others; 
for those like them, not unlike; legitimately, not illegitimately. For principle, Vāseṭṭha, is the 
first thing for people in both this life and the next. 

14. On Bad Conduct 

An aristocrat, brahmin, merchant, worker, or ascetic may do bad things by way of body, 
speech, and mind. They have wrong view, and they act out of that wrong view. And because 
of that, when their body breaks up, after death, they’re reborn in a place of loss, a bad 
place, the underworld, hell. 

An aristocrat, brahmin, merchant, worker, or ascetic may do good things by way of body, 
speech, and mind. They have right view, and they act out of that right view. And because of 
that, when their body breaks up, after death, they’re reborn in a good place, a heavenly 
realm. 

15. The Qualities That Lead to Awakening 

An aristocrat, brahmin, merchant, worker, or ascetic who is restrained in body, speech, and 
mind, and develops the seven qualities that lead to awakening, becomes extinguished in this 
very life. 

Any mendicant from these four castes who is perfected—with defilements ended, who has 
completed the spiritual journey, done what had to be done, laid down the burden, achieved 
their own true goal, utterly ended the fetters of rebirth, and is rightly freed through 
enlightenment—is said to be the foremost by virtue of principle, not without principle. For 
principle, Vāseṭṭha, is the first thing for people in both this life and the next. 
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III. The Philosophical World of the Buddha 

Three types of knowledge 

Saṅgāravasutta (MN 100)3 

I say there is a diversity among those who claim to have mastered the fundamentals of the 
spiritual life having attained perfection and consummation of insight in the present life. 
There are some ascetics and brahmins who are oral transmitters. Through oral transmission 
they claim to have mastered the fundamentals of the spiritual life. For example, the 
brahmins who are proficient in the three Vedas. There are some ascetics and brahmins who 
solely by mere faith claim to have mastered the fundamentals of the spiritual life. For 
example, those who rely on logic and inquiry. There are some ascetics and brahmins who, 
having directly known for themselves the principle regarding teachings not learned before 
from another, claim to have mastered the fundamentals of the spiritual life. I am one of 
those.  

The Vedas and Upanishads 

Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam (Bhāgavata Purāṇa)4 

Since the fore-offerings are without preliminary formulae,  
therefore creatures are born here without teeth. 
And since the fore-offerings have ghee for their offering material, a boy’s seed is not 
productive but is like water since ghee is like water.5 

Aitareya Āraṇyaka6 

He who knows this gets offspring and cattle.7 

Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad8 

He who knows that air is the totality of all individuals conquers repeated death.9  

 
3 With Saṅgārava, https://suttacentral.net/mn100/en/sujato  
4 11.4.1.12–15 
5 The form of these arguments from analogy would be as follows:  
A has the characteristic p  
A is like B 
Therefore, B has the characteristic p. 
6 1.2.4.10, 11 
7 “In the Āraṇyakas knowledge comes to be greatly valued; where the knowledge of the symbolism of the 
ritual was what really mattered, the performance of the ritual itself may be dispensed with. The knowledge is 
not prized for its own sake but is invariably considered to be a means to an end. The usual formula would be 
that knowledge of X gives Y, where X may stand for some item of empirical or metaphysical knowledge and Y 
for anything from material gain to spiritual reward.” From Jayatilleke, K N. Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge  
8 3.3.2. 
9 “In the Upaniṣads there is a continuation of the theme that knowledge gives some kind of reward. He who 
knows (veda, Bṛh. 1.3.7.), for instance, the superiority of the breathing principle (prāṇa-) over the sensory and 

https://suttacentral.net/mn100/en/sujato
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Nasadiya: The Creation Hymn of Rig Veda10 

Whence this creation has arisen 
- perhaps it formed itself, or perhaps it did not -  
the One who looks down on it,  
in the highest heaven, only He knows  
or perhaps even He does not know. 

Chāndogya Upaniṣad11 (sayings attributed to Prajāpati12) 

‘Some say that . . . from non-Being Being was produced. But, verily, my dear, whence could 
this be? . . . how could Being be produced from Non-Being’? 
 
‘[The physical personality] perishes in the wake of the perishing of this body’ [, so it cannot 
be the soul (ātman) which has the characteristics, inter alia13, of being free from death, free 
from sorrow and having real thoughts].  
 
‘[The dream-self] comes to experience as it were what is unpleasant, he even weeps as it 
were’ [, so it cannot be the ātman…] 
 
‘The body is mortal but is the support of the immortal bodiless ātman’. [Since the air, 
lightening and thunder, etc.,] ‘reach the highest light and appear each with its own form’ [, 
the ātman too, similarly,] ‘rises up from this body and reaches the highest light and appears 
in its own form’ 

Cūḷasaccakasutta (MN 35)14 

“Aggivessana15, are you not saying this: ‘Form is my self, feeling is my self, perception is my 
self, choices are my self, consciousness is my self’?” 

[…] 

“What do you think, Aggivessana? When you say, ‘Form is my self,’ do you have power over 
that form to say: ‘May my form be like this! May it not be like that’?” 

“No, Master Gotama.” 

 
motor organs becomes his true self and the enemy who hates him is crushed (loc. cit.). There is, however, no 
explanation as to why this knowledge should give this specified result. One of the rewards is immortality.” 
From Jayatilleke, K N. Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge. 
10 Translation by Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty. From the Book "The Rig Veda - Anthology". 
https://www.boloji.com/articles/1504/nasadiya  
11 Section 8.7–12 of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, from Jayatilleke, K N. Early Buddhist Theory of Knowledge 
12 Prajapati (lit. 'lord of creation and protector') is a Vedic deity of Hinduism. In later literature, Prajapati is 
identified with the creator god Brahma, but the term occasionally also connotes other different gods. 
13 ‘amongst others’ 
14 The Shorter Discourse With Saccaka. https://suttacentral.net/mn35/en/sujato  
15 The (clan?) name that the Buddha uses for Saccaka Niganthāputta, a disciple of Mahāvīra the Jain teacher, 
known to his contemporaries as Nigantha Nātaputta 

https://www.boloji.com/articles/1504/nasadiya
https://suttacentral.net/mn35/en/sujato
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“Think about it, Aggivessana! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. What do you think, Aggivessana? When you say, 
‘Feeling is my self,’ do you have power over that feeling to say: ‘May my feeling be like this! 
May it not be like that’?” 

“No, Master Gotama.” 

“Think about it, Aggivessana! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. What do you think, Aggivessana? When you say, 
‘Perception is my self,’ do you have power over that perception to say: ‘May my perception 
be like this! May it not be like that’?” 

“No, Master Gotama.” 

“Think about it, Aggivessana! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. What do you think, Aggivessana? When you say, 
‘Choices are my self,’ do you have power over those choices to say: ‘May my choices be like 
this! May they not be like that’?” 

“No, Master Gotama.” 

“Think about it, Aggivessana! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. What do you think, Aggivessana? When you say, 
‘Consciousness is my self,’ do you have power over that consciousness to say: ‘May my 
consciousness be like this! May it not be like that’?” 

“No, Master Gotama.” 

“Think about it, Aggivessana! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. What do you think, Aggivessana? Is form permanent or 
impermanent?”  

“Impermanent.” 

“But if it’s impermanent, is it suffering or happiness?” 

“Suffering.” 

“But if it’s impermanent, suffering, and liable to fall apart, is it fit to be regarded thus: ‘This 
is mine, I am this, this is my self’?” 

“No, Master Gotama.” 

“What do you think, Aggivessana? Is feeling … perception … choices … consciousness 
permanent or impermanent?” 

“Impermanent.”  

“But if it’s impermanent, is it suffering or happiness?” 
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“Suffering.” 

“But if it’s im permanent, suffering, and liable to fall apart, is it fit to be regarded thus: ‘This 
is mine, I am this, this is my self’?” 

“No, Master Gotama.” 

 

Sāmaññaphalasutta (DN 2)16 

[T]he king bowed to the Buddha, raised his joined palms toward the Saṅgha, and sat down 
to one side. He said to the Buddha, “Sir, I’d like to ask you about a certain point, if you’d 
take the time to answer.” 

“Ask what you wish, great king.” […] 

Sir, can you point out a fruit of the ascetic life that’s likewise apparent in the present life?” 

“Great king, do you recall having asked this question of other ascetics and brahmins?” 

“I do, sir.” 

“If you wouldn’t mind, great king, tell me how they answered.” 

“It’s no trouble when someone such as the Blessed One is sitting here.” 

“Well, speak then, great king.” 

 
16 The Fruits of the Ascetic Life, https://suttacentral.net/dn2/en/sujato  

https://suttacentral.net/dn2/en/sujato
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The Doctrine of Pūraṇa Kassapa17 

“One time, sir, I approached Pūraṇa Kassapa and exchanged greetings with him. When the 
greetings and polite conversation were over, I sat down to one side, and asked him the 
same question. 

He said to me: ‘Great king, the one who acts does nothing wrong when they punish, 
mutilate, torture, aggrieve, oppress, intimidate, or when they encourage others to do the 
same. They do nothing wrong when they kill, steal, break into houses, plunder wealth, steal 
from isolated buildings, commit highway robbery, commit adultery, and lie. If you were to 
reduce all the living creatures of this earth to one heap and mass of flesh with a razor-edged 
chakram, no evil comes of that, and no outcome of evil. If you were to go along the south 
bank of the Ganges killing, mutilating, and torturing, and encouraging others to do the 
same, no evil comes of that, and no outcome of evil. If you were to go along the north bank 
of the Ganges giving and sacrificing and encouraging others to do the same, no merit comes 
of that, and no outcome of merit. In giving, self-control, restraint, and truthfulness there is 
no merit or outcome of merit.’ 

And so, when I asked Pūraṇa Kassapa about the fruits of the ascetic life apparent in the 
present life, he answered with the doctrine of inaction. It was like someone who, when 
asked about a mango, answered with a breadfruit, or when asked about a breadfruit, 
answered with a mango. I thought: ‘How could one such as I presume to rebuke an ascetic 
or brahmin living in my realm?’ So I neither approved nor dismissed that statement of 
Pūraṇa Kassapa. I was displeased, but did not express my displeasure. Neither accepting 
what he said nor contradicting it, I got up from my seat and left. 

The Doctrine of Makkhali Gosāla18 

One time, sir, I approached Makkhali Gosāla and exchanged greetings with him. When the 
greetings and polite conversation were over, I sat down to one side, and asked him the 
same question. 

He said: ‘Great king, there is no cause or condition for the corruption of sentient beings. 
Sentient beings are corrupted without cause or condition. There’s no cause or condition for 
the purification of sentient beings. Sentient beings are purified without cause or condition. 
One does not act of one’s own volition, one does not act of another’s volition, one does not 

 
17 Purana Kassapa (Sanskrit: Pūrṇa Kāśyapa; Pali: Pūraṇa Kassapa) was an Indian ascetic teacher who lived 
around the 6th century BCE, contemporaneous with Mahavira and the Buddha.  Purana taught a theory of 
"non-action" (Pāli, Skt.: akiriyāvāda) whereby the body acts independent of the soul, merit or demerit. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Purana_Kassapa  
18 Makkhali Gosala (Pāli; Sanskrit: Maskarin Gośāla; Jain Prakrit sources: Gosala Mankhaliputta) or 
Manthaliputra Goshalak was an ascetic teacher of ancient India. He was a contemporary of Siddhartha 
Gautama, and Mahavira. The name 'Gosala' literally means 'cow shed', and both the Bhagavati Sutra and 
Buddhaghosa claim that Gosala was so named because he was born in a cow shed, his parents being unable to 
find more suitable lodgings in the village of Saravana. The philosopher's true name seems to have been 
Maskarin, the Jaina Prakrit form of which is Mankhali and the Pāli form Makkhali. "Maskarin" is explained by 
Pāninī (VI.i.154) as "one who carries a bamboo staff" (maskara), which indicates according to Patañjali that his 
school taught "Don't perform actions, don't perform actions, quietism (alone) is desirable to you". The 
Maskarins were thus fatalists or determinists. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Makkhali_Gosala  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Purana_Kassapa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Makkhali_Gosala
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act from a person’s volition. There is no power, no energy, no human strength or vigor. All 
sentient beings, all living creatures, all beings, all souls lack control, power, and energy. 
Molded by destiny, circumstance, and nature, they experience pleasure and pain in the six 
classes of rebirth. There are 1.4 million main wombs, and 6,000, and 600. There are 500 
deeds, and five, and three. There are deeds and half-deeds. There are 62 paths, 62 sub-
eons, six classes of rebirth, and eight stages in a person’s life. There are 4,900 Ājīvaka 
ascetics, 4,900 wanderers, and 4,900 naked ascetics. There are 2,000 faculties, 3,000 hells, 
and 36 realms of dust. There are seven percipient embryos, seven non-percipient embryos, 
and seven embryos without attachments. There are seven gods, seven humans, and seven 
goblins. There are seven lakes, seven winds, 700 winds, seven cliffs, and 700 cliffs. There are 
seven dreams and 700 dreams. There are 8.4 million great eons through which the foolish 
and the astute transmigrate before making an end of suffering. And here there is no such 
thing as this: “By this precept or observance or mortification or spiritual life I shall force 
unripened deeds to bear their fruit, or eliminate old deeds by experiencing their results little 
by little,” for that cannot be. Pleasure and pain are allotted. Transmigration lasts only for a 
limited period, so there’s no increase or decrease, no getting better or worse. It’s like how, 
when you toss a ball of string, it rolls away unraveling. In the same way, after transmigrating 
the foolish and the astute will make an end of suffering.’ 

And so, when I asked Makkhali Gosāla about the fruits of the ascetic life apparent in the 
present life, he answered with the doctrine of purification through transmigration. It was 
like someone who, when asked about a mango, answered with a breadfruit, or when asked 
about a breadfruit, answered with a mango. I thought: ‘How could one such as I presume to 
rebuke an ascetic or brahmin living in my realm?’ So I neither approved nor dismissed that 
statement of Makkhali Gosāla. I was displeased, but did not express my displeasure. Neither 
accepting what he said nor contradicting it, I got up from my seat and left. 

The Doctrine of Ajita Kesakambala19 

One time, sir, I approached Ajita Kesakambala and exchanged greetings with him. When the 
greetings and polite conversation were over, I sat down to one side, and asked him the 
same question. 

He said: ‘Great king, there is no meaning in giving, sacrifice, or offerings. There’s no fruit or 
result of good and bad deeds. There’s no afterlife. There’s no obligation to mother and 
father. No beings are reborn spontaneously. And there’s no ascetic or brahmin who is well 
attained and practiced, and who describes the afterlife after realizing it with their own 
insight. This person is made up of the four primary elements. When they die, the earth in 
their body merges and coalesces with the main mass of earth. The water in their body 
merges and coalesces with the main mass of water. The fire in their body merges and 

 
19 Ajita Kesakambali was an ancient Indian philosopher in the 6th century BC. He is considered to be the first 
known proponent of Indian materialism, and forerunner to the Charvaka school. He was probably a 
contemporary of the Buddha and Mahavira. Nothing survives of Ajita's teachings in script, except some 
scattered references made by his opponents for the sake of refutation. According to a Buddhist texts Ajita 
wore a blanket of human hair (Kesakambali in Sanskrit means "with the hair blanket"), "which is described as 
being the most miserable garment. It was cold in cold weather, and hot in the hot, foul smelling and uncouth". 
Ajita means "unconquered", which implies that he was very argumentative. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajita_Kesakambali  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajita_Kesakambali
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coalesces with the main mass of fire. The air in their body merges and coalesces with the 
main mass of air. The faculties are transferred to space. Four men with a bier carry away the 
corpse. Their footprints show the way to the cemetery. The bones become bleached. 
Offerings dedicated to the gods end in ashes. Giving is a doctrine of morons. When anyone 
affirms a positive teaching it’s just hollow, false nonsense. Both the foolish and the astute 
are annihilated and destroyed when their body breaks up, and don’t exist after death.’ 

And so, when I asked Ajita Kesakambala about the fruits of the ascetic life apparent in the 
present life, he answered with the doctrine of annihilationism. It was like someone who, 
when asked about a mango, answered with a breadfruit, or when asked about a breadfruit, 
answered with a mango. I thought: ‘How could one such as I presume to rebuke an ascetic 
or brahmin living in my realm?’ So I neither approved nor dismissed that statement of Ajita 
Kesakambala. I was displeased, but did not express my displeasure. Neither accepting what 
he said nor contradicting it, I got up from my seat and left. 

The Doctrine of Pakudha Kaccāyana20 

One time, sir, I approached Pakudha Kaccāyana and exchanged greetings with him. When 
the greetings and polite conversation were over, I sat down to one side, and asked him the 
same question. 

He said: ‘Great king, these seven substances are not made, not derived, not created, 
without a creator, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing firm like a pillar. They don’t 
move or deteriorate or obstruct each other. They’re unable to cause pleasure, pain, or 
neutral feeling to each other. What seven? The substances of earth, water, fire, air; 
pleasure, pain, and the soul is the seventh. These seven substances are not made, not 
derived, not created, without a creator, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing firm 
like a pillar. They don’t move or deteriorate or obstruct each other. They’re unable to cause 
pleasure, pain, or neutral feeling to each other. And here there is no-one who kills or who 
makes others kill; no-one who learns or who educates others; no-one who understands or 
who helps others understand. If you chop off someone’s head with a sharp sword, you don’t 
take anyone’s life. The sword simply passes through the gap between the seven substances.’ 

And so, when I asked Pakudha Kaccāyana about the fruits of the ascetic life apparent in the 
present life, he answered with something else entirely. It was like someone who, when 
asked about a mango, answered with a breadfruit, or when asked about a breadfruit, 
answered with a mango. I thought: ‘How could one such as I presume to rebuke an ascetic 
or brahmin living in my realm?’ So I neither approved nor dismissed that statement of 
Pakudha Kaccāyana. I was displeased, but did not express my displeasure. Neither accepting 
what he said nor contradicting it, I got up from my seat and left. 

 
20 Pakudha Kaccāyana was an Indian teacher and philosopher who lived around the 6th century BCE, 
contemporaneous with Mahavira and the Buddha. He is credited as the founder of the Atomism philosophy, 
which believed that everything is made of seven eternal elements – earth, water, fire, air, happiness, pain and 
soul. Pakudha further asserted that these elements do not interact with one another. According to the Pali 
Canon, Kacayana was his family name and he is said to have belonged to a Brahmin caste. He was sometimes 
called Pakkudha Katiyana, or Kadhudha Katiyana. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakudha_Kaccayana  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakudha_Kaccayana
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The Doctrine of Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta21 

One time, sir, I approached Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta and exchanged greetings with him. When 
the greetings and polite conversation were over, I sat down to one side, and asked him the 
same question. 

He said: ‘Great king, consider a Jain ascetic who is restrained in the fourfold restraint. And 
how is a Jain ascetic restrained in the fourfold restraint? It’s when a Jain ascetic is 
obstructed by all water, devoted to all water, shaking off all water, pervaded by all water. 
That’s how a Jain ascetic is restrained in the fourfold restraint. When a Jain ascetic is 
restrained in the fourfold restraint, they’re called a knotless one who is self-realized, self-
controlled, and steadfast.’ 

And so, when I asked Nigaṇṭha Nāṭaputta about the fruits of the ascetic life apparent in the 
present life, he answered with the fourfold restraint. It was like someone who, when asked 
about a mango, answered with a breadfruit, or when asked about a breadfruit, answered 
with a mango. I thought: ‘How could one such as I presume to rebuke an ascetic or brahmin 
living in my realm?’ So I neither approved nor dismissed that statement of Nigaṇṭha 
Nāṭaputta. I was displeased, but did not express my displeasure. Neither accepting what he 
said nor contradicting it, I got up from my seat and left. 

The Doctrine of Sañjaya Belaṭṭhiputta22 

One time, sir, I approached Sañjaya Belaṭṭhiputta and exchanged greetings with him. When 
the greetings and polite conversation were over, I sat down to one side, and asked him the 
same question. 

He said: ‘Suppose you were to ask me whether there is another world. If I believed there 
was, I would say so. But I don’t say it’s like this. I don’t say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s 
otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I don’t deny it’s not so. Suppose you were to ask me 
whether there is no other world … whether there both is and is not another world … 
whether there neither is nor is not another world … whether there are beings who are 
reborn spontaneously … whether there are no beings who are reborn spontaneously … 

 
21 Mahavira, also known as Vardhamana, was the 24th Tirthankara of Jainism. He abandoned all worldly 
possessions at the age of about 30 and left home in pursuit of spiritual awakening, becoming an ascetic. After 
practicing for over 12 years he said to have attained Kevala Gyan (omniscience). Mahavira taught that 
observance of the vows of ahimsa (non-violence), satya (truth), asteya (non-stealing), brahmacharya (chastity), 
and aparigraha (non-attachment) are necessary for spiritual liberation. He taught the principles of 
Anekantavada (many-sided reality;  that the ultimate truth and reality is complex and has multiple aspects. 
Anekantavada has also been interpreted to mean non-absolutism, "intellectual Ahimsa"): syadvada (theory of 
conditioned predication; "conditional yes or conditional approval" of any proposition) and nayavada (theory of 
standpoints or viewpoints; does not deny the attributes, qualities, modes and other aspects; but qualifies 
them to be from a particular perspective). https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahavira  
22 Sāriputta and his companion Moggallāna had previously been students of Sañjaya Belatthaputta. Sañjaya 
Belatthiputta (Pali: Sañjaya Belaṭṭhiputta; Sanskrit: Sañjaya Vairatiputra; literally, "Sañjaya of the Belattha 
clan"), was an Indian ascetic teacher who lived around the 7th-6th century BCE in the region of Magadha. He 
was a proponent of the sceptical ajñana school of thought. His thought may be typified as "a kind of dialectical 
existentialism" in juxtaposition to the popular materialist views of the day (for instance, typified by the ascetic 
teacher Ajita Kesakambalī.) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanjaya_Belatthiputta  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahavira
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanjaya_Belatthiputta
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whether there both are and are not beings who are reborn spontaneously … whether there 
neither are nor are not beings who are reborn spontaneously … whether there is fruit and 
result of good and bad deeds … whether there is no fruit and result of good and bad deeds 
… whether there both is and is not fruit and result of good and bad deeds … whether there 
neither is nor is not fruit and result of good and bad deeds … whether a Realized One exists 
after death … whether a Realized One doesn’t exist after death … whether a Realized One 
both exists and doesn’t exist after death … whether a Realized One neither exists nor 
doesn’t exist after death. If I believed there was, I would say so. But I don’t say it’s like this. I 
don’t say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I don’t deny it’s 
not so.’ 

And so, when I asked Sañjaya Belaṭṭhiputta about the fruits of the ascetic life apparent in 
the present life, he answered with evasiveness. It was like someone who, when asked about 
a mango, answered with a breadfruit, or when asked about a breadfruit, answered with a 
mango. I thought: ‘This is the most foolish and stupid of all these ascetics and brahmins! 
How on earth can he answer with evasiveness when asked about the fruits of the ascetic life 
apparent in the present life?’ I thought: ‘How could one such as I presume to rebuke an 
ascetic or brahmin living in my realm?’ So I neither approved nor dismissed that statement 
of Sañjaya Belaṭṭhiputta. I was displeased, but did not express my displeasure. Neither 
accepting what he said nor contradicting it, I got up from my seat and left. 

Sandakasutta (MN 76)23 

Master Ānanda, what are the four ways that negate the spiritual life, and the four kinds of 
unreliable spiritual life?” 

“Sandaka, take a certain teacher who has this doctrine and view: ‘There’s no meaning in 
giving, sacrifice, or offerings. There’s no fruit or result of good and bad deeds. There’s no 
afterlife. There’s no obligation to mother and father. No beings are reborn spontaneously. 
And there’s no ascetic or brahmin who is well attained and practiced, and who describes the 
afterlife after realizing it with their own insight. This person is made up of the four primary 
elements. When they die, the earth in their body merges and coalesces with the main mass 
of earth. The water in their body merges and coalesces with the main mass of water. The 
fire in their body merges and coalesces with the main mass of fire. The air in their body 
merges and coalesces with the main mass of air. The faculties are transferred to space. Four 
men with a bier carry away the corpse. Their footprints show the way to the cemetery. The 
bones become bleached. Offerings dedicated to the gods end in ashes. Giving is a doctrine 
for morons. When anyone affirms a positive teaching it’s just hollow, false nonsense. Both 
the foolish and the astute are annihilated and destroyed when their body breaks up, and 
they don’t exist after death.’ 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher has such a doctrine and 
view. If what that teacher says is true, both I who have not accomplished this and one who 
has accomplished it have attained exactly the same level. Yet I’m not one who says that 
both of us are annihilated and destroyed when our body breaks up, and we don’t exist after 
death. But it’s superfluous for this teacher to go naked, shaven, persisting in squatting, 

 
23 With Sandaka. https://suttacentral.net/mn76/en/sujato  

https://suttacentral.net/mn76/en/sujato
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tearing out their hair and beard. For I’m living at home with my children, using sandalwood 
imported from Kāsi, wearing garlands, perfumes, and makeup, and accepting gold and 
money. Yet I’ll have exactly the same destiny in the next life as this teacher. What do I know 
or see that I should lead the spiritual life under this teacher? This negates the spiritual life.’ 
Realizing this, they leave disappointed. 

This is the first way that negates the spiritual life. 

Furthermore, take a certain teacher who has this doctrine and view: ‘Nothing bad is done by 
the doer when they punish, mutilate, torture, aggrieve, oppress, intimidate, or when they 
encourage others to do the same. Nothing bad is done when they kill, steal, break into 
houses, plunder wealth, steal from isolated buildings, commit highway robbery, commit 
adultery, and lie. If you were to reduce all the living creatures of this earth to one heap and 
mass of flesh with a razor-edged chakram, no evil comes of that, and no outcome of evil. If 
you were to go along the south bank of the Ganges killing, mutilating, and torturing, and 
encouraging others to do the same, no evil comes of that, and no outcome of evil. If you 
were to go along the north bank of the Ganges giving and sacrificing and encouraging others 
to do the same, no merit comes of that, and no outcome of merit. In giving, self-control, 
restraint, and truthfulness there is no merit or outcome of merit.’ 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher has such a doctrine and 
view. If what that teacher says is true, both I who have not accomplished this and one who 
has accomplished it have attained exactly the same level. Yet I’m not one who says that 
when both of us act, nothing wrong is done. But it’s superfluous for this teacher to go 
naked, shaven, persisting in squatting, tearing out their hair and beard. For I’m living at 
home with my children, using sandalwood imported from Kāsi, wearing garlands, perfumes, 
and makeup, and accepting gold and money. Yet I’ll have exactly the same destiny in the 
next life as this teacher. What do I know or see that I should lead the spiritual life under this 
teacher? This negates the spiritual life.’ Realizing this, they leave disappointed. 

This is the second way that negates the spiritual life. 

Furthermore, take a certain teacher who has this doctrine and view: ‘There is no cause or 
condition for the corruption of sentient beings. Sentient beings are corrupted without cause 
or reason. There’s no cause or condition for the purification of sentient beings. Sentient 
beings are purified without cause or reason. There is no power, no energy, no human 
strength or vigor. All sentient beings, all living creatures, all beings, all souls lack control, 
power, and energy. Molded by destiny, circumstance, and nature, they experience pleasure 
and pain in the six classes of rebirth.’ 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher has such a doctrine and 
view. If what that teacher says is true, both I who have not accomplished this and one who 
has accomplished it have attained exactly the same level. Yet I’m not one who says that 
both of us are purified without cause or reason. But it’s superfluous for this teacher to go 
naked, shaven, persisting in squatting, tearing out their hair and beard. For I’m living at 
home with my children, using sandalwood imported from Kāsi, wearing garlands, perfumes, 
and makeup, and accepting gold and money. Yet I’ll have exactly the same destiny in the 
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next life as this teacher. What do I know or see that I should lead the spiritual life under this 
teacher? This negates the spiritual life.’ Realizing this, they leave disappointed. 

This is the third way that negates the spiritual life. 

Furthermore, take a certain teacher who has this doctrine and view: ‘There are these seven 
substances that are not made, not derived, not created, without a creator, barren, steady as 
a mountain peak, standing firm like a pillar. They don’t move or deteriorate or obstruct each 
other. They’re unable to cause pleasure, pain, or neutral feeling to each other. What seven? 
The substances of earth, water, fire, air; pleasure, pain, and the soul is the seventh. These 
seven substances are not made, not derived, not created, without a creator, barren, steady 
as a mountain peak, standing firm like a pillar. They don’t move or deteriorate or obstruct 
each other. They’re unable to cause pleasure, pain, or neutral feeling to each other. And 
here there is no-one who kills or who makes others kill; no-one who learns or who educates 
others; no-one who understands or who helps others understand. If you chop off someone’s 
head with a sharp sword, you don’t take anyone’s life. The sword simply passes through the 
gap between the seven substances. There are 1.4 million main wombs, and 6,000, and 600. 
There are 500 deeds, and five, and three. There are deeds and half-deeds. There are 62 
paths, 62 sub-eons, six classes of rebirth, and eight stages in a person’s life. There are 4,900 
Ājīvaka ascetics, 4,900 wanderers, and 4,900 naked ascetics. There are 2,000 faculties, 3,000 
hells, and 36 realms of dust. There are seven percipient embryos, seven non-percipient 
embryos, and seven embryos without attachments. There are seven gods, seven humans, 
and seven goblins. There are seven lakes, seven winds, seven cliffs, and 700 cliffs. There are 
seven dreams and 700 dreams. There are 8.4 million great eons through which the foolish 
and the astute transmigrate before making an end of suffering. And here there is no such 
thing as this: “By this precept or observance or mortification or spiritual life I shall force 
unripened deeds to bear their fruit, or eliminate old deeds by experiencing their results little 
by little”—for that cannot be. Pleasure and pain are allotted. Transmigration lasts only for a 
limited period, so there’s no increase or decrease, no getting better or worse. It’s like how, 
when you toss a ball of string, it rolls away unraveling. In the same way, after transmigrating 
the foolish and the astute will make an end of suffering.’ 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher has such a doctrine and 
view. If what that teacher says is true, both I who have not accomplished this and one who 
has accomplished it have attained exactly the same level. Yet I’m not one who says that 
after transmigrating both of us will make an end of suffering. But it’s superfluous for this 
teacher to go naked, shaven, persisting in squatting, tearing out their hair and beard. For I’m 
living at home with my children, using sandalwood imported from Kāsi, wearing garlands, 
perfumes, and makeup, and accepting gold and money. Yet I’ll have exactly the same 
destiny in the next life as this teacher. What do I know or see that I should lead the spiritual 
life under this teacher? This negates the spiritual life.’ Realizing this, they leave 
disappointed. 

This is the fourth way that negates the spiritual life. 

These are the four ways that negate the spiritual life that have been explained by the 
Blessed One, who knows and sees, the perfected one, the fully awakened Buddha. A 
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sensible person would, to the best of their ability, not practice such spiritual paths, and if 
they did practice them, they wouldn’t succeed in the procedure of the skillful teaching.” 

“It’s incredible, Master Ānanda, it’s amazing, how these four ways that negate the spiritual 
life have been explained by the Buddha. But Master Ānanda, what are the four kinds of 
unreliable spiritual life?” 

“Sandaka, take a certain teacher who claims to be all-knowing and all-seeing, to know and 
see everything without exception, thus: ‘Knowledge and vision are constantly and 
continually present to me, while walking, standing, sleeping, and waking.’ He enters an 
empty house; he gets no alms-food; a dog bites him; he encounters a wild elephant, a wild 
horse, and a wild cow; he asks the name and clan of a woman or man; he asks the name and 
path to a village or town. When asked, ‘Why is this?’ he answers: ‘I had to enter an empty 
house, that’s why I entered it. I had to get no alms-food, that’s why I got none. I had to get 
bitten by a dog, that’s why I was bitten. I had to encounter a wild elephant, a wild horse, 
and a wild cow, that’s why I encountered them. I had to ask the name and clan of a woman 
or man, that’s why I asked. I had to ask the name and path to a village or town, that’s why I 
asked.’ 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher makes such a claim, but 
he answers in such a way. This spiritual life is unreliable.’ Realizing this, they leave 
disappointed. 

This is the first kind of unreliable spiritual life. 

Furthermore, take another teacher who is an oral transmitter, who takes oral transmission 
to be the truth. He teaches by oral transmission, by the lineage of testament, by canonical 
authority. But when a teacher takes oral transmission to be the truth, some of that is well 
learned, some poorly learned, some true, and some otherwise. 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher takes oral transmission to 
be the truth. He teaches by oral transmission, by the lineage of testament, by canonical 
authority. But when a teacher takes oral transmission to be the truth, some of that is well 
learned, some poorly learned, some true, and some otherwise. This spiritual life is 
unreliable.’ Realizing this, they leave disappointed. 

This is the second kind of unreliable spiritual life. 

Furthermore, take another teacher who relies on logic and inquiry. He teaches what he has 
worked out by logic, following a line of inquiry, expressing his own perspective. But when a 
teacher relies on logic and inquiry, some of that is well reasoned, some poorly reasoned, 
some true, and some otherwise. 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher relies on logic and inquiry. 
He teaches what he has worked out by logic, following a line of inquiry, expressing his own 
perspective. But when a teacher relies on logic and inquiry, some of that is well reasoned, 
some poorly reasoned, some true, and some otherwise. This spiritual life is unreliable.’ 
Realizing this, they leave disappointed. 
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This is the third kind of unreliable spiritual life. 

Furthermore, take another teacher who is dull and stupid. Because of that, whenever he’s 
asked a question, he resorts to evasiveness and equivocation: ‘I don’t say it’s like this. I don’t 
say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I don’t deny it’s not so.’ 

A sensible person reflects on this matter in this way: ‘This teacher is dull and stupid. Because 
of that, whenever he’s asked a question, he resorts to evasiveness and equivocation: “I 
don’t say it’s like this. I don’t say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s otherwise. I don’t say it’s not 
so. And I don’t deny it’s not so.” This spiritual life is unreliable.’ Realizing this, they leave 
disappointed. 

This is the fourth kind of unreliable spiritual life. 

These are the four kinds of unreliable spiritual life that have been explained by the Blessed 
One, who knows and sees, the perfected one, the fully awakened Buddha. A sensible person 
would, to the best of their ability, not practice such spiritual paths, and if they did practice 
them, they wouldn’t complete the procedure of the skillful teaching.” 

Upālisutta (MN 56)24 

“Dīgha Tapassī said to Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta25, “Sir, I don’t believe it’s a good idea for the 
householder Upāli to rebut the ascetic Gotama’s doctrine. For the ascetic Gotama is a 
magician. He knows a conversion magic, and uses it to convert the disciples of those who 
follow other paths.” 

“It is impossible, Tapassī, it cannot happen that Upāli could become Gotama’s disciple. But it 
is possible that Gotama could become Upāli’s disciple. Go, householder, refute the ascetic 
Gotama’s doctrine on this point. For either I should do so, or Dīgha Tapassī, or you.” 

For a second time … and a third time, Dīgha Tapassī said to Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta, “Sir, I don’t 
believe it’s a good idea for the householder Upāli to rebut the ascetic Gotama’s doctrine. 
For the ascetic Gotama is a magician. He knows a conversion magic, and uses it to convert 
the disciples of those who follow other paths.” 

“It is impossible, Tapassī, it cannot happen that Upāli could become Gotama’s disciple. But it 
is possible that Gotama could become Upāli’s disciple. Go, householder, refute the ascetic 
Gotama’s doctrine on this point. For either I should do so, or Dīgha Tapassī, or you.” 

“Yes, sir,” replied the householder Upāli to Nigaṇṭha Nāṭaputta. He got up from his seat, 
bowed, and respectfully circled him, keeping him on his right. Then he went to the Buddha, 
bowed, sat down to one side, and said to him, “Sir, did the Jain ascetic Dīgha Tapassī come 
here?” 

“He did, householder.” 

 
24 With Upāli. https://suttacentral.net/mn56/en/sujato  
25 Mahāvīra, the teacher of the Jains 

https://suttacentral.net/mn56/en/sujato
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“But did you have some discussion with him?” 

“I did.” 

“And what kind of discussion did you have with him?” 

Then the Buddha informed Upāli of all they had discussed. 

When he said this, the householder Upāli said to him, “Good, sir, well done by Tapassī! The 
honorable Tapassī has answered the ascetic Gotama like an educated disciple who rightly 
understands their teacher’s instructions. For how impressive is the measly mental rod when 
compared with the substantial physical rod? Rather, the physical rod is the most 
blameworthy for performing bad deeds, not so much the verbal rod or the mental rod.” 

“Householder, so long as you debate on the basis of truth, we can have some discussion 
about this.” 

“I will debate on the basis of truth, sir. Let us have some discussion about this.” 

“What do you think, householder? Take a Jain ascetic who is sick, suffering, gravely ill. They 
reject cold water and use only hot water. Not getting cold water, they might die. Now, 
where does Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta say they would be reborn?” 

“Sir, there are gods called ‘mind-bound’. They would be reborn there. Why is that? Because 
they died with mental attachment.” 

“Think about it, householder! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. But you said that you would debate on the basis of 
truth.” 

“Even though the Buddha says this, still the physical rod is the most blameworthy for 
performing bad deeds, not so much the verbal rod or the mental rod.” 

“What do you think, householder? Take a Jain ascetic who is restrained in the fourfold 
restraint: obstructed by all water, devoted to all water, shaking off all water, pervaded by all 
water. When going out and coming back they accidentally injure many little creatures. Now, 
what result does Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta say they would incur?” 

“Sir, Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta says that unintentional acts are not very blameworthy.” 

“But if they are intentional?” 

“Then they are very blameworthy.” 

“But where does Nigaṇṭha Nātaputta say that intention is classified?” 

“In the mental rod, sir.” 
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“Think about it, householder! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. But you said that you would debate on the basis of 
truth.” 

“Even though the Buddha says this, still the physical rod is the most blameworthy for 
performing bad deeds, not so much the verbal rod or the mental rod.” 

“What do you think, householder? Is this Nāḷandā successful and prosperous and full of 
people?” 

“Indeed it is, sir.” 

“What do you think, householder? Suppose a man were to come along with a drawn sword 
and say: ‘In one moment I will reduce all the living creatures within the bounds of Nāḷandā 
to one heap and mass of flesh!’ What do you think, householder? Could he do that?” 

“Sir, even ten, twenty, thirty, forty, or fifty men couldn’t do that. How impressive is one 
measly man?” 

“What do you think, householder? Suppose an ascetic or brahmin with psychic power, who 
has achieved mastery of the mind, were to come along and say: ‘I will reduce Nāḷandā to 
ashes with a single malevolent act of will!’ What do you think, householder? Could he do 
that?” 

“Sir, an ascetic or brahmin with psychic power, who has achieved mastery of the mind, 
could reduce ten, twenty, thirty, forty, or fifty Nāḷandās to ashes with a single malevolent 
act of will. How impressive is one measly Nāḷandā?” 

“Think about it, householder! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. But you said that you would debate on the basis of 
truth.” 

“Even though the Buddha says this, still the physical rod is the most blameworthy for 
performing bad deeds, not so much the verbal rod or the mental rod.” 

“What do you think, householder? Have you heard how the wildernesses of Daṇḍaka, 
Kāliṅga, Mejjha, and Mātaṅga came to be that way?” 

“I have, sir.” 

“What have you heard?” 

“I heard that it was because of a malevolent act of will by hermits that the wildernesses of 
Daṇḍaka, Kāliṅga, Mejjha, and Mātaṅga came to be that way.” 

“Think about it, householder! You should think before answering. What you said before and 
what you said after don’t match up. But you said that you would debate on the basis of 
truth.” 
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“Sir, I was already delighted and satisfied by the Buddha’s very first simile. Nevertheless, I 
wanted to hear the Buddha’s various solutions to the problem, so I thought I’d oppose you 
in this way. 

Excellent, sir! Excellent! As if he were righting the overturned, or revealing the hidden, or 
pointing out the path to the lost, or lighting a lamp in the dark so people with good eyes can 
see what’s there, the Buddha has made the teaching clear in many ways. I go for refuge to 
the Buddha, to the teaching, and to the mendicant Saṅgha. From this day forth, may the 
Buddha remember me as a lay follower who has gone for refuge for life.” 

“Householder, you should act after careful consideration. It’s good for well-known people 
such as yourself to act after careful consideration.” 

“Now I’m even more delighted and satisfied with the Buddha, since he tells me to act after 
careful consideration. For if the followers of other paths were to gain me as a disciple, 
they’d carry a banner all over Nāḷandā, saying: ‘The householder Upāli has become our 
disciple!’ And yet the Buddha says: ‘Householder, you should act after careful consideration. 
It’s good for well-known people such as yourself to act after careful consideration.’ 

For a second time, I go for refuge to the Buddha, to the teaching, and to the mendicant 
Saṅgha. From this day forth, may the Buddha remember me as a lay follower who has gone 
for refuge for life.” 

“For a long time now, householder, your family has been a well-spring of support for the 
Jain ascetics. You should consider giving to them when they come.” 

“Now I’m even more delighted and satisfied with the Buddha, since he tells me to consider 
giving to the Jain ascetics when they come. I have heard, sir, that the ascetic Gotama says 
this: ‘Gifts should only be given to me, not to others. Gifts should only be given to my 
disciples, not to the disciples of others. Only what is given to me is very fruitful, not what is 
given to others. Only what is given to my disciples is very fruitful, not what is given to the 
disciples of others.’ Yet the Buddha encourages me to give to the Jain ascetics. Well, sir, 
we’ll know the proper time for that. 

For a third time, I go for refuge to the Buddha, to the teaching, and to the mendicant 
Saṅgha. From this day forth, may the Buddha remember me as a lay follower who has gone 
for refuge for life.” 

Then the Buddha taught the householder Upāli step by step, with a talk on giving, ethical 
conduct, and heaven. He explained the drawbacks of sensual pleasures, so sordid and 
corrupt, and the benefit of renunciation. And when he knew that Upāli’s mind was ready, 
pliable, rid of hindrances, joyful, and confident he explained the special teaching of the 
Buddhas: suffering, its origin, its cessation, and the path. Just as a clean cloth rid of stains 
would properly absorb dye, in that very seat the stainless, immaculate vision of the 
Dhamma arose in Upāli: “Everything that has a beginning has an end.” Then Upāli saw, 
attained, understood, and fathomed the Dhamma. He went beyond doubt, got rid of 
indecision, and became self-assured and independent of others regarding the Teacher’s 
instructions. 
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He said to the Buddha, “Well, now, sir, I must go. I have many duties, and much to do.” 

“Please, householder, go at your convenience.” 

And then the householder Upāli approved and agreed with what the Buddha said. He got up 
from his seat, bowed, and respectfully circled the Buddha, keeping him on his right. Then he 
went back to his own home, where he addressed the gatekeeper, “My good gatekeeper, 
from this day forth close the gate to Jain monks and nuns, and open it for the Buddha’s 
monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen. If any Jain ascetics come, say this to them: ‘Wait, sir, 
do not enter. From now on the householder Upāli has become a disciple of the ascetic 
Gotama. His gate is closed to Jain monks and nuns, and opened for the Buddha’s monks, 
nuns, laymen, and laywomen. If you require alms-food, wait here, they will bring it to you.’” 

Brahmajālasutta (DN 1)26 

3.1. Theories About the Past 

There are other principles—deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful, sublime, 
beyond the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the astute—which the Realized One 
makes known after realizing them with his own insight. Those who genuinely praise the 
Realized One would rightly speak of these things. And what are these principles? 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who theorize about the past, and assert various 
hypotheses concerning the past on eighteen grounds. And what are the eighteen grounds 
on which they rely? 

3.1.1. Eternalism 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who are eternalists, who assert that the self and the 
cosmos are eternal on four grounds. And what are the four grounds on which they rely? 

It’s when some ascetic or brahmin—by dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent 
effort, and right focus—experiences an immersion of the heart of such a kind that they 
recollect their many kinds of past lives. That is: one, two, three, four, five, ten, twenty, 
thirty, forty, fifty, a hundred, a thousand, a hundred thousand rebirths. They remember: 
‘There, I was named this, my clan was that, I looked like this, and that was my food. This was 
how I felt pleasure and pain, and that was how my life ended. When I passed away from 
that place I was reborn somewhere else. There, too, I was named this, my clan was that, I 
looked like this, and that was my food. This was how I felt pleasure and pain, and that was 
how my life ended. When I passed away from that place I was reborn here.’ And so they 
recollect their many kinds of past lives, with features and details. 

They say: ‘The self and the cosmos are eternal, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing 
firm like a pillar. They remain the same for all eternity, while these sentient beings wander 
and transmigrate and pass away and rearise. Why is that? Because by dint of keen, resolute, 
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committed, and diligent effort, and right focus I experience an immersion of the heart of 
such a kind that I recollect my many kinds of past lives, with features and details. 

Because of this I know: 

“The self and the cosmos are eternal, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing firm like 
a pillar. They remain the same for all eternity, while these sentient beings wander and 
transmigrate and pass away and rearise.’ This is the first ground on which some ascetics and 
brahmins rely to assert that the self and the cosmos are eternal. 

And what is the second ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin—by 
dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus—experiences an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that they recollect their many kinds of past lives. That 
is: one eon of the cosmos contracting and expanding; two, three, four, five, or ten eons of 
the cosmos contracting and expanding. They remember: ‘There, I was named this, my clan 
was that, I looked like this, and that was my food. This was how I felt pleasure and pain, and 
that was how my life ended. When I passed away from that place I was reborn somewhere 
else. There, too, I was named this, my clan was that, I looked like this, and that was my food. 
This was how I felt pleasure and pain, and that was how my life ended. When I passed away 
from that place I was reborn here.’ And so they recollect their many kinds of past lives, with 
features and details. 

They say: ‘The self and the cosmos are eternal, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing 
firm like a pillar. They remain the same for all eternity, while these sentient beings wander 
and transmigrate and pass away and rearise. Why is that? Because by dint of keen, resolute, 
committed, and diligent effort, and right focus I experience an immersion of the heart of 
such a kind that I recollect my many kinds of past lives, with features and details. 

Because of this I know: 

“The self and the cosmos are eternal, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing firm like 
a pillar. They remain the same for all eternity, while these sentient beings wander and 
transmigrate and pass away and rearise.”’ This is the second ground on which some ascetics 
and brahmins rely to assert that the self and the cosmos are eternal. 

And what is the third ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin—by 
dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus—experiences an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that they recollect their many kinds of past lives. That 
is: ten eons of the cosmos contracting and expanding; twenty, thirty, or forty eons of the 
cosmos contracting and expanding. They remember: ‘There, I was named this, my clan was 
that, I looked like this, and that was my food. This was how I felt pleasure and pain, and that 
was how my life ended. When I passed away from that place I was reborn somewhere else. 
There, too, I was named this, my clan was that, I looked like this, and that was my food. This 
was how I felt pleasure and pain, and that was how my life ended. When I passed away from 
that place I was reborn here.’ And so they recollect their many kinds of past lives, with 
features and details. 

They say: ‘The self and the cosmos are eternal, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing 
firm like a pillar. They remain the same for all eternity, while these sentient beings wander 
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and transmigrate and pass away and rearise. Why is that? Because by dint of keen, resolute, 
committed, and diligent effort, and right focus I experience an immersion of the heart of 
such a kind that I recollect my many kinds of past lives, with features and details. 

Because of this I know: 

“The self and the cosmos are eternal, barren, steady as a mountain peak, standing firm like 
a pillar. They remain the same for all eternity, while these sentient beings wander and 
transmigrate and pass away and rearise.”’ This is the third ground on which some ascetics 
and brahmins rely to assert that the self and the cosmos are eternal. 

And what is the fourth ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin relies 
on logic and inquiry. They speak of what they have worked out by logic, following a line of 
inquiry, expressing their own perspective: ‘The self and the cosmos are eternal, barren, 
steady as a mountain peak, standing firm like a pillar. They remain the same for all eternity, 
while these sentient beings wander and transmigrate and pass away and rearise.’ This is the 
fourth ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely to assert that the self and the 
cosmos are eternal. 

These are the four grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert that the self and 
the cosmos are eternal. Any ascetics and brahmins who assert that the self and the cosmos 
are eternal do so on one or other of these four grounds. Outside of this there is none. 

The Realized One understands this: ‘If you hold on to and attach to these grounds for views 
it leads to such and such a destiny in the next life.’ He understands this, and what goes 
beyond this. Yet since he does not misapprehend that understanding, he has realized 
extinguishment within himself. Having truly understood the origin, ending, gratification, 
drawback, and escape from feelings, the Realized One is freed through not grasping. 

These are the principles—deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful, sublime, beyond 
the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the astute—which the Realized One makes 
known after realizing them with his own insight. And those who genuinely praise the 
Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.1.2. Partial Eternalism 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who are partial eternalists, who assert that the self 
and the cosmos are partially eternal and partially not eternal on four grounds. And what are 
the four grounds on which they rely? 

There comes a time when, after a very long period has passed, this cosmos contracts. As the 
cosmos contracts, sentient beings are mostly headed for the realm of streaming radiance. 
There they are mind-made, feeding on rapture, self-luminous, moving through the sky, 
steadily glorious, and they remain like that for a very long time. 

There comes a time when, after a very long period has passed, this cosmos expands. As it 
expands an empty mansion of Brahmā appears. Then a certain sentient being—due to the 
running out of their life-span or merit—passes away from that host of radiant deities and is 
reborn in that empty mansion of Brahmā. There they are mind-made, feeding on rapture, 
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self-luminous, moving through the sky, steadily glorious, and they remain like that for a very 
long time. 

But after staying there all alone for a long time, they become dissatisfied and anxious: ‘Oh, if 
only another being would come to this state of existence.’ Then other sentient beings—due 
to the running out of their life-span or merit—pass away from that host of radiant deities 
and are reborn in that empty mansion of Brahmā in company with that being. There they 
too are mind-made, feeding on rapture, self-luminous, moving through the sky, steadily 
glorious, and they remain like that for a very long time. 

Now, the being who was reborn there first thinks: ‘I am Brahmā, the Great Brahmā, the 
Undefeated, the Champion, the Universal Seer, the Wielder of Power, the Lord God, the 
Maker, the Author, the First, the Begetter, the Controller, the Father of those who have 
been born and those yet to be born. These beings were created by me! Why is that? 
Because first I thought: 

“Oh, if only another being would come to this state of existence.” Such was my heart’s wish, 
and then these creatures came to this state of existence.’ 

And the beings who were reborn there later also think: ‘This must be Brahmā, the Great 
Brahmā, the Undefeated, the Champion, the Universal Seer, the Wielder of Power, the Lord 
God, the Maker, the Author, the First, the Begetter, the Controller, the Father of those who 
have been born and those yet to be born. And we have been created by him. Why is that? 
Because we see that he was reborn here first, and we arrived later.’ 

And the being who was reborn first is more long-lived, beautiful, and illustrious than those 
who arrived later. 

It’s possible that one of those beings passes away from that host and is reborn in this state 
of existence. Having done so, they go forth from the lay life to homelessness. By dint of 
keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus, they experience an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that they recollect that past life, but no further. 

They say: ‘He who is Brahmā—the Great Brahmā, the Undefeated, the Champion, the 
Universal Seer, the Wielder of Power, the Lord God, the Maker, the Author, the First, the 
Begetter, the Controller, the Father of those who have been born and those yet to be 
born—is permanent, everlasting, eternal, imperishable, remaining the same for all eternity. 
We who were created by that Brahmā are impermanent, not lasting, short-lived, perishable, 
and have come to this state of existence. This is the first ground on which some ascetics and 
brahmins rely to assert that the self and the cosmos are partially eternal. 

And what is the second ground on which they rely? There are gods named ‘depraved by 
play.’ They spend too much time laughing, playing, and making merry. And in doing so, they 
lose their mindfulness, and they pass away from that host of gods. 

It’s possible that one of those beings passes away from that host and is reborn in this state 
of existence. Having done so, they go forth from the lay life to homelessness. By dint of 
keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus, they experience an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that they recollect that past life, but no further. 



 31 

They say: ‘The gods not depraved by play don’t spend too much time laughing, playing, and 
making merry. So they don’t lose their mindfulness, and don’t pass away from that host of 
gods. They are permanent, everlasting, eternal, imperishable, remaining the same for all 
eternity. But we who were depraved by play spent too much time laughing, playing, and 
making merry. In doing so, we lost our mindfulness, and passed away from that host of 
gods. We are impermanent, not lasting, short-lived, perishable, and have come to this state 
of existence.’ This is the second ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely to assert 
that the self and the cosmos are partially eternal. 

And what is the third ground on which they rely? There are gods named ‘malevolent’. They 
spend too much time gazing at each other, so they grow angry with each other, and their 
bodies and minds get tired. They pass away from that host of gods. 

It’s possible that one of those beings passes away from that host and is reborn in this state 
of existence. Having done so, they go forth from the lay life to homelessness. By dint of 
keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus, they experience an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that they recollect that past life, but no further. 

They say: ‘The gods who are not malevolent don’t spend too much time gazing at each 
other, so they don’t grow angry with each other, their bodies and minds don’t get tired, and 
they don’t pass away from that host of gods. They are permanent, everlasting, eternal, 
imperishable, remaining the same for all eternity. But we who were malevolent spent too 
much time gazing at each other, we grew angry with each other, our bodies and minds got 
tired, and we passed away from that host of gods. We are impermanent, not lasting, short-
lived, perishable, and have come to this state of existence.’ This is the third ground on which 
some ascetics and brahmins rely to assert that the self and the cosmos are partially eternal. 

And what is the fourth ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin relies 
on logic and inquiry. They speak of what they have worked out by logic, following a line of 
inquiry, expressing their own perspective: ‘That which is called “the eye” or “the ear” or 
“the nose” or “the tongue” or “the body”: that self is impermanent, not lasting, transient, 
perishable. That which is called “mind” or “sentience” or “consciousness”: that self is 
permanent, everlasting, eternal, imperishable, remaining the same for all eternity.’ This is 
the fourth ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely to assert that the self and the 
cosmos are partially eternal. 

These are the four grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert that the self and 
the cosmos are partially eternal and partially not eternal. Any ascetics and brahmins who 
assert that the self and the cosmos are partially eternal and partially not eternal do so on 
one or other of these four grounds. Outside of this there is none. 

The Realized One understands this: ‘If you hold on to and attach to these grounds for views 
it leads to such and such a destiny in the next life.’ He understands this, and what goes 
beyond this. Yet since he does not misapprehend that understanding, he has realized 
extinguishment within himself. Having truly understood the origin, ending, gratification, 
drawback, and escape from feelings, the Realized One is freed through not grasping. 
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These are the principles—deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful, sublime, beyond 
the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the astute—which the Realized One makes 
known after realizing them with his own insight. And those who genuinely praise the 
Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.1.3. The Cosmos is Finite or Infinite 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who theorize about size, and assert that the cosmos 
is finite or infinite on four grounds. And what are the four grounds on which they rely? 

It’s when some ascetic or brahmin—by dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent 
effort, and right focus—experiences an immersion of the heart of such a kind that they 
meditate perceiving the cosmos as finite. 

They say: ‘The cosmos is finite and bounded. Why is that? Because by dint of keen, resolute, 
committed, and diligent effort, and right focus I experience an immersion of the heart of 
such a kind that I meditate perceiving the cosmos as finite. Because of this I know: 

“The cosmos is finite and bounded.”’ This is the first ground on which some ascetics and 
brahmins rely to assert that the cosmos is finite or infinite. 

And what is the second ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin—by 
dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus—experiences an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that they meditate perceiving the cosmos as infinite. 

They say: ‘The cosmos is infinite and unbounded. The ascetics and brahmins who say that 
the cosmos is finite are wrong. The cosmos is infinite and unbounded. Why is that? Because 
by dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus I experience an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that I meditate perceiving the cosmos as infinite. 
Because of this I know: 

“The cosmos is infinite and unbounded.”’ This is the second ground on which some ascetics 
and brahmins rely to assert that the cosmos is finite or infinite. 

And what is the third ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin—by 
dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus—experiences an 
immersion of the heart of such a kind that they meditate perceiving the cosmos as finite 
vertically but infinite horizontally. 

They say: ‘The cosmos is both finite and infinite. The ascetics and brahmins who say that the 
cosmos is finite are wrong, and so are those who say that the cosmos is infinite. The cosmos 
is both finite and infinite. Why is that? Because by dint of keen, resolute, committed, and 
diligent effort, and right focus I experience an immersion of the heart of such a kind that I 
meditate perceiving the cosmos as finite vertically but infinite horizontally. Because of this I 
know: 

“The cosmos is both finite and infinite.”’ This is the third ground on which some ascetics and 
brahmins rely to assert that the cosmos is finite or infinite. 
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And what is the fourth ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin relies 
on logic and inquiry. They speak of what they have worked out by logic, following a line of 
inquiry, expressing their own perspective: ‘The cosmos is neither finite nor infinite. The 
ascetics and brahmins who say that the cosmos is finite are wrong, as are those who say 
that the cosmos is infinite, and also those who say that the cosmos is both finite and 
infinite. The cosmos is neither finite nor infinite.’ This is the fourth ground on which some 
ascetics and brahmins rely to assert that the cosmos is finite or infinite. 

These are the four grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert that the cosmos is 
finite or infinite. Any ascetics and brahmins who assert that the cosmos is finite or infinite 
do so on one or other of these four grounds. Outside of this there is none. 

The Realized One understands this: ‘If you hold on to and attach to these grounds for views 
it leads to such and such a destiny in the next life.’ He understands this, and what goes 
beyond this. Yet since he does not misapprehend that understanding, he has realized 
extinguishment within himself. Having truly understood the origin, ending, gratification, 
drawback, and escape from feelings, the Realized One is freed through not grasping. 

These are the principles—deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful, sublime, beyond 
the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the astute—which the Realized One makes 
known after realizing them with his own insight. And those who genuinely praise the 
Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.1.4. Equivocators 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who are equivocators. Whenever they’re asked a 
question, they resort to evasiveness and equivocation on four grounds. And what are the 
four grounds on which they rely? 

It’s when some ascetic or brahmin doesn’t truly understand what is skillful and what is 
unskillful. They think: ‘I don’t truly understand what is skillful and what is unskillful. If I were 
to declare that something was skillful or unskillful I might be wrong. That would be stressful 
for me, and that stress would be an obstacle.’ So from fear and disgust with false speech 
they avoid stating whether something is skillful or unskillful. Whenever they’re asked a 
question, they resort to evasiveness and equivocation: ‘I don’t say it’s like this. I don’t say 
it’s like that. I don’t say it’s otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I don’t deny it’s not so.’ 
This is the first ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely when resorting to 
evasiveness and equivocation. 

And what is the second ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin 
doesn’t truly understand what is skillful and what is unskillful. They think: ‘I don’t truly 
understand what is skillful and what is unskillful. If I were to declare that something was 
skillful or unskillful I might feel desire or greed or hate or repulsion. That would be grasping 
on my part. That would be stressful for me, and that stress would be an obstacle.’ So from 
fear and disgust with grasping they avoid stating whether something is skillful or unskillful. 
Whenever they’re asked a question, they resort to evasiveness and equivocation: ‘I don’t 
say it’s like this. I don’t say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I 
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don’t deny it’s not so.’ This is the second ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely 
when resorting to evasiveness and equivocation. 

And what is the third ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin doesn’t 
truly understand what is skillful and what is unskillful. They think: ‘I don’t truly understand 
what is skillful and what is unskillful. Suppose I were to declare that something was skillful 
or unskillful. There are clever ascetics and brahmins who are subtle, accomplished in the 
doctrines of others, hair-splitters. You’d think they live to demolish convictions with their 
intellect. They might pursue, press, and grill me about that. I’d be stumped by such a grilling. 
That would be stressful for me, and that stress would be an obstacle.’ So from fear and 
disgust with examination they avoid stating whether something is skillful or unskillful. 
Whenever they’re asked a question, they resort to evasiveness and equivocation: ‘I don’t 
say it’s like this. I don’t say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I 
don’t deny it’s not so.’ This is the third ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely 
when resorting to evasiveness and equivocation. 

And what is the fourth ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin is dull 
and stupid. Because of that, whenever they’re asked a question, they resort to evasiveness 
and equivocation: ‘Suppose you were to ask me whether there is another world. If I believed 
there was, I would say so. But I don’t say it’s like this. I don’t say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s 
otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I don’t deny it’s not so. Suppose you were to ask me 
whether there is no other world … whether there both is and is not another world … 
whether there neither is nor is not another world … whether there are beings who are 
reborn spontaneously … whether there are not beings who are reborn spontaneously … 
whether there both are and are not beings who are reborn spontaneously … whether there 
neither are nor are not beings who are reborn spontaneously … whether there is fruit and 
result of good and bad deeds … whether there is not fruit and result of good and bad deeds 
… whether there both is and is not fruit and result of good and bad deeds … whether there 
neither is nor is not fruit and result of good and bad deeds … whether a Realized One exists 
after death … whether a Realized One doesn’t exist after death … whether a Realized One 
both exists and doesn’t exist after death … whether a Realized One neither exists nor 
doesn’t exist after death. If I believed there was, I would say so. But I don’t say it’s like this. I 
don’t say it’s like that. I don’t say it’s otherwise. I don’t say it’s not so. And I don’t deny it’s 
not so.’ This is the fourth ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely when resorting 
to evasiveness and equivocation. 

These are the four grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins who are equivocators 
resort to evasiveness and equivocation whenever they’re asked a question. Any ascetics and 
brahmins who resort to equivocation do so on one or other of these four grounds. Outside 
of this there is none. The Realized One understands this … And those who genuinely praise 
the Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.1.5. Doctrines of Origination by Chance 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who theorize about chance. They assert that the self 
and the cosmos arose by chance on two grounds. And what are the two grounds on which 
they rely? 
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There are gods named ‘non-percipient beings’. When perception arises they pass away from 
that host of gods. It’s possible that one of those beings passes away from that host and is 
reborn in this state of existence. Having done so, they go forth from the lay life to 
homelessness. By dint of keen, resolute, committed, and diligent effort, and right focus, 
they experience an immersion of the heart of such a kind that they recollect the arising of 
perception, but no further. They say: ‘The self and the cosmos arose by chance. Why is that? 
Because formerly I didn’t exist. Now, having not been, I’ve sprung into existence.’ This is the 
first ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely to assert that the self and the cosmos 
arose by chance. 

And what is the second ground on which they rely? It’s when some ascetic or brahmin relies 
on logic and inquiry. They speak of what they have worked out by logic, following a line of 
inquiry, expressing their own perspective: ‘The self and the cosmos arose by chance.’ This is 
the second ground on which some ascetics and brahmins rely to assert that the self and the 
cosmos arose by chance. 

These are the two grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins who theorize about 
chance assert that the self and the cosmos arose by chance. Any ascetics and brahmins who 
theorize about chance do so on one or other of these two grounds. Outside of this there is 
none. The Realized One understands this … And those who genuinely praise the Realized 
One would rightly speak of these things. 

These are the eighteen grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins who theorize about 
the past assert various hypotheses concerning the past. Any ascetics and brahmins who 
theorize about the past do so on one or other of these eighteen grounds. Outside of this 
there is none. 

The Realized One understands this: ‘If you hold on to and attach to these grounds for views 
it leads to such and such a destiny in the next life.’ He understands this, and what goes 
beyond this. Yet since he does not misapprehend that understanding, he has realized 
extinguishment within himself. Having truly understood the origin, ending, gratification, 
drawback, and escape from feelings, the Realized One is freed through not grasping. 

These are the principles—deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful, sublime, beyond 
the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the astute—which the Realized One makes 
known after realizing them with his own insight. And those who genuinely praise the 
Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.2. Theories About the Future 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who theorize about the future, and assert various 
hypotheses concerning the future on forty-four grounds. And what are the forty-four 
grounds on which they rely? 
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3.2.1. Percipient Life After Death 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who say there is life after death, and assert that the 
self lives on after death in a percipient form on sixteen grounds. And what are the sixteen 
grounds on which they rely? 

They assert: ‘The self is sound and percipient after death, and it is physical … 

non-physical … 
both physical and non-physical … 
neither physical nor non-physical … 
finite … 
infinite … 
both finite and infinite … 
neither finite nor infinite … 
of unified perception … 
of diverse perception … 
of limited perception … 
of limitless perception … 
experiences nothing but happiness … 
experiences nothing but suffering … 
experiences both happiness and suffering … 
experiences neither happiness nor suffering.’ 

These are the sixteen grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert that the self 
lives on after death in a percipient form. Any ascetics and brahmins who assert that the self 
lives on after death in a percipient form do so on one or other of these sixteen grounds. 
Outside of this there is none. The Realized One understands this … And those who genuinely 
praise the Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.2.2. Non-Percipient Life After Death 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who say there is life after death, and assert that the 
self lives on after death in a non-percipient form on eight grounds. And what are the eight 
grounds on which they rely? 

They assert: ‘The self is sound and non-percipient after death, and it is physical … 

non-physical … 
both physical and non-physical … 
neither physical nor non-physical … 
finite … 
infinite … 
both finite and infinite … 
neither finite nor infinite.’ 

These are the eight grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert that the self lives 
on after death in a non-percipient form. Any ascetics and brahmins who assert that the self 
lives on after death in a non-percipient form do so on one or other of these eight grounds. 
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Outside of this there is none. The Realized One understands this … And those who genuinely 
praise the Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.2.3. Neither Percipient Nor Non-Percipient Life After Death 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who say there is life after death, and assert that the 
self lives on after death in a neither percipient nor non-percipient form on eight grounds. 
And what are the eight grounds on which they rely? 

They assert: ‘The self is sound and neither percipient nor non-percipient after death, and it 
is physical … 

non-physical … 
both physical and non-physical … 
neither physical nor non-physical … 
finite … 
infinite … 
both finite and infinite … 
neither finite nor infinite.’ 

These are the eight grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert that the self lives 
on after death in a neither percipient nor non-percipient form. Any ascetics and brahmins 
who assert that the self lives on after death in a neither percipient nor non-percipient form 
do so on one or other of these eight grounds. Outside of this there is none. The Realized 
One understands this … And those who genuinely praise the Realized One would rightly 
speak of these things. 

3.2.4. Annihilationism 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who are annihilationists. They assert the annihilation, 
eradication, and obliteration of an existing being on seven grounds. And what are the seven 
grounds on which they rely? 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who have this doctrine and view: ‘This self is physical, 
made up of the four primary elements, and produced by mother and father. Since it’s 
annihilated and destroyed when the body breaks up, and doesn’t exist after death, that’s 
how this self becomes rightly annihilated.’ That is how some assert the annihilation of an 
existing being. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self becomes rightly annihilated. There is another self that is divine, 
physical, sensual, consuming solid food. You don’t know or see that. But I know it and see it. 
Since this self is annihilated and destroyed when the body breaks up, and doesn’t exist after 
death, that’s how this self becomes rightly annihilated.’ That is how some assert the 
annihilation of an existing being. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self becomes rightly annihilated. There is another self that is divine, 
physical, mind-made, complete in all its various parts, not deficient in any faculty. You don’t 
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know or see that. But I know it and see it. Since this self is annihilated and destroyed when 
the body breaks up, and doesn’t exist after death, that’s how this self becomes rightly 
annihilated.’ That is how some assert the annihilation of an existing being. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self becomes rightly annihilated. There is another self which has gone 
totally beyond perceptions of form. With the ending of perceptions of impingement, not 
focusing on perceptions of diversity, aware that “space is infinite”, it’s reborn in the 
dimension of infinite space. You don’t know or see that. But I know it and see it. Since this 
self is annihilated and destroyed when the body breaks up, and doesn’t exist after death, 
that’s how this self becomes rightly annihilated.’ That is how some assert the annihilation of 
an existing being. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self becomes rightly annihilated. There is another self which has gone 
totally beyond the dimension of infinite space. Aware that “consciousness is infinite”, it’s 
reborn in the dimension of infinite consciousness. You don’t know or see that. But I know it 
and see it. Since this self is annihilated and destroyed when the body breaks up, and doesn’t 
exist after death, that’s how this self becomes rightly annihilated.’ That is how some assert 
the annihilation of an existing being. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self becomes rightly annihilated. There is another self that has gone 
totally beyond the dimension of infinite consciousness. Aware that “there is nothing at all”, 
it’s been reborn in the dimension of nothingness. You don’t know or see that. But I know it 
and see it. Since this self is annihilated and destroyed when the body breaks up, and doesn’t 
exist after death, that’s how this self becomes rightly annihilated.’ That is how some assert 
the annihilation of an existing being. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self becomes rightly annihilated. There is another self that has gone 
totally beyond the dimension of nothingness. Aware that “this is peaceful, this is sublime”, 
it’s been reborn in the dimension of neither perception nor non-perception. You don’t know 
or see that. But I know it and see it. Since this self is annihilated and destroyed when the 
body breaks up, and doesn’t exist after death, that’s how this self becomes rightly 
annihilated.’ That is how some assert the annihilation of an existing being. 

These are the seven grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert the annihilation, 
eradication, and obliteration of an existing being. Any ascetics and brahmins who assert the 
annihilation, eradication, and obliteration of an existing being do so on one or other of 
these seven grounds. Outside of this there is none. The Realized One understands this … 
And those who genuinely praise the Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

3.2.5. Extinguishment in the Present Life 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who speak of extinguishment in the present life. They 
assert the ultimate extinguishment of an existing being in the present life on five grounds. 
And what are the five grounds on which they rely? 
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There are some ascetics and brahmins who have this doctrine and view: ‘When this self 
amuses itself, supplied and provided with the five kinds of sensual stimulation, that’s how 
this self attains ultimate extinguishment in the present life.’ That is how some assert the 
extinguishment of an existing being in the present life. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self attains ultimate extinguishment in the present life. Why is that? 
Because sensual pleasures are impermanent, suffering, and perishable. Their decay and 
perishing give rise to sorrow, lamentation, pain, sadness, and distress. Quite secluded from 
sensual pleasures, secluded from unskillful qualities, this self enters and remains in the first 
absorption, which has the rapture and bliss born of seclusion, while placing the mind and 
keeping it connected. That’s how this self attains ultimate extinguishment in the present 
life.’ That is how some assert the extinguishment of an existing being in the present life. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self attains ultimate extinguishment in the present life. Why is that? 
Because the placing of the mind and the keeping it connected there are coarse. But when 
the placing of the mind and keeping it connected are stilled, this self enters and remains in 
the second absorption, which has the rapture and bliss born of immersion, with internal 
clarity and confidence, and unified mind, without placing the mind and keeping it 
connected. That’s how this self attains ultimate extinguishment in the present life.’ That is 
how some assert the extinguishment of an existing being in the present life. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self attains ultimate extinguishment in the present life. Why is that? 
Because the rapture and emotional excitement there are coarse. But with the fading away 
of rapture, this self enters and remains in the third absorption, where it meditates with 
equanimity, mindful and aware, personally experiencing the bliss of which the noble ones 
declare, “Equanimous and mindful, one meditates in bliss”. That’s how this self attains 
ultimate extinguishment in the present life.’ That is how some assert the extinguishment of 
an existing being in the present life. 

But someone else says to them: ‘That self of which you speak does exist, I don’t deny it. But 
that’s not how this self attains ultimate extinguishment in the present life. Why is that? 
Because the bliss and enjoyment there are coarse. But giving up pleasure and pain, and 
ending former happiness and sadness, this self enters and remains in the fourth absorption, 
without pleasure or pain, with pure equanimity and mindfulness. That’s how this self attains 
ultimate extinguishment in the present life.’ That is how some assert the extinguishment of 
an existing being in the present life. 

These are the five grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins assert the ultimate 
extinguishment of an existing being in the present life. Any ascetics and brahmins who 
assert the ultimate extinguishment of an existing being in the present life do so on one or 
other of these five grounds. Outside of this there is none. The Realized One understands this 
… And those who genuinely praise the Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

These are the forty-four grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins who theorize about 
the future assert various hypotheses concerning the future. Any ascetics and brahmins who 



 40 

theorize about the future do so on one or other of these forty-four grounds. Outside of this 
there is none. The Realized One understands this … And those who genuinely praise the 
Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

These are the sixty-two grounds on which those ascetics and brahmins who theorize about 
the past and the future assert various hypotheses concerning the past and the future. 

Any ascetics and brahmins who theorize about the past or the future do so on one or other 
of these sixty-two grounds. Outside of this there is none. 

The Realized One understands this: ‘If you hold on to and attach to these grounds for views 
it leads to such and such a destiny in the next life.’ He understands this, and what goes 
beyond this. Yet since he does not misapprehend that understanding, he has realized 
extinguishment within himself. Having truly understood the origin, ending, gratification, 
drawback, and escape from feelings, the Realized One is freed through not grasping. 

These are the principles—deep, hard to see, hard to understand, peaceful, sublime, beyond 
the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the astute—which the Realized One makes 
known after realizing them with his own insight. And those who genuinely praise the 
Realized One would rightly speak of these things. 

4. The Grounds For Assertions About the Self and the Cosmos 

4.1. Anxiety and Evasiveness 

Now, these things are only the feeling of those who do not know or see, the agitation and 
evasiveness of those under the sway of craving. Namely, when those ascetics and brahmins 
assert that the self and the cosmos are eternal on four grounds … 

partially eternal on four grounds … 
finite or infinite on four grounds … 
or they resort to equivocation on four grounds … 
or they assert that the self and the cosmos arose by chance on two grounds … 
they theorize about the past on these eighteen grounds … 
or they assert that the self lives on after death in a percipient form on sixteen grounds … 
or that the self lives on after death in a non-percipient form on eight grounds … 
or that the self lives on after death in a neither percipient nor non-percipient form on eight 
grounds … 
or they assert the annihilation of an existing being on seven grounds … 
or they assert the ultimate extinguishment of an existing being in the present life on five 
grounds … 
they theorize about the future on these forty-four grounds … 

When those ascetics and brahmins theorize about the past and the future on these sixty-
two grounds, these things are only the feeling of those who do not know or see, the 
agitation and evasiveness of those under the sway of craving. 
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4.2. Conditioned by Contact 

Now, these things are conditioned by contact. Namely, when those ascetics and brahmins 
assert that the self and the cosmos are eternal on four grounds … 

partially eternal on four grounds … 
finite or infinite on four grounds … 
or they resort to equivocation on four grounds … 
or they assert that the self and the cosmos arose by chance on two grounds … 
they theorize about the past on these eighteen grounds … 
or they assert that the self lives on after death in a percipient form on sixteen grounds … 
or that the self lives on after death in a non-percipient form on eight grounds … 
or that the self lives on after death in a neither percipient nor non-percipient form on eight 
grounds … 
or they assert the annihilation of an existing being on seven grounds … 
or they assert the ultimate extinguishment of an existing being in the present life on five 
grounds … 
they theorize about the future on these forty-four grounds … 

When those ascetics and brahmins theorize about the past and the future on these sixty-
two grounds, that too is conditioned by contact. 

4.3. Not Possible 

Now, when those ascetics and brahmins theorize about the past and the future on these 
sixty-two grounds, it is not possible that they should experience these things without 
contact. 

4.4. Dependent Origination 

Now, when those ascetics and brahmins theorize about the past and the future on these 
sixty-two grounds, all of them experience this by repeated contact through the six fields of 
contact. Their feeling is a condition for craving. Craving is a condition for grasping. Grasping 
is a condition for continued existence. Continued existence is a condition for rebirth. Rebirth 
is a condition for old age and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, sadness, and distress to 
come to be. 

5. The End of the Round 

When a mendicant truly understands the six fields of contacts’ origin, ending, gratification, 
drawback, and escape, they understand what lies beyond all these things. 

All of these ascetics and brahmins who theorize about the past or the future are trapped in 
the net of these sixty-two grounds, so that wherever they emerge they are caught and 
trapped in this very net. 
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Dhammacakkappavattanasutta (SN 56:11)27 

Such was the vision, knowledge, wisdom, realization, and light that arose in me regarding 
teachings not learned before from another. 

As long as my true knowledge and vision about these four noble truths was not fully purified 
in these three perspectives and twelve respects, I didn’t announce my supreme perfect 
awakening in this world with its gods, Māras, and Brahmās, this population with its ascetics 
and brahmins, its gods and humans. 

But when my true knowledge and vision about these four noble truths was fully purified in 
these three perspectives and twelve respects, I announced my supreme perfect awakening 
in this world with its gods, Māras, and Brahmās, this population with its ascetics and 
brahmins, its gods and humans.  

 
27 Rolling Forth the Wheel of Dhamma. https://suttacentral.net/sn56.11/en/sujato  

https://suttacentral.net/sn56.11/en/sujato
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IV. The Buddha’s Enlightenment  

1. A bodhisattva comes into the world 

Acchariyaabbhutasutta (MN 123)28 

[Ānanda:]“Sir, I have heard and learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘Mindful and 
aware, the being intent on awakening was reborn in the host of Joyful Gods.’ This I 
remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘Mindful and aware, the being intent on 
awakening remained in the host of Joyful Gods.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality 
of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘For the whole of that life, the being 
intent on awakening remained in the host of Joyful Gods.’ This too I remember as an 
incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘Mindful and aware, the being intent on 
awakening passed away from the host of Joyful Gods and was conceived in his mother’s 
womb.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening 
passes away from the host of Joyful Gods, he is conceived in his mother’s womb. And then—
in this world with its gods, Māras and Brahmās, this population with its ascetics and 
brahmins, gods and humans—an immeasurable, magnificent light appears, surpassing the 
glory of the gods. Even in the boundless desolation of interstellar space—so utterly dark 
that even the light of the moon and the sun, so mighty and powerful, makes no 
impression—an immeasurable, magnificent light appears, surpassing the glory of the gods. 

 
28 Incredible and Amazing. https://suttacentral.net/mn123/en/sujato  

https://suttacentral.net/mn123/en/sujato
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And even the sentient beings reborn there recognize each other by that light: “So, it seems 
other sentient beings have been reborn here!” And this galaxy shakes and rocks and 
trembles. And an immeasurable, magnificent light appears in the world, surpassing the glory 
of the gods.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening is 
conceived in his mother’s belly, four deities approach to guard the four directions, so that 
no human or non-human or anyone at all shall harm the being intent on awakening or his 
mother.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening is 
conceived in his mother’s belly, she becomes naturally ethical. She refrains from killing living 
creatures, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and alcoholic drinks that cause negligence.’ 
This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening is 
conceived in his mother’s belly, she no longer feels sexual desire for men, and she cannot be 
violated by a man of lustful intent.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of the 
Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening is 
conceived in his mother’s belly, she obtains the five kinds of sensual stimulation and amuses 
herself, supplied and provided with them.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of 
the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening is 
conceived in his mother’s belly, no afflictions beset her. She’s happy and free of bodily 
fatigue. And she sees the being intent on awakening in her womb, complete with all his 
various parts, not deficient in any faculty. Suppose there was a beryl gem that was naturally 
beautiful, eight-faceted, well-worked. And it was strung with a thread of blue, yellow, red, 
white, or golden brown. And someone with good eyesight were to take it in their hand and 
examine it: “This beryl gem is naturally beautiful, eight-faceted, well-worked. And it’s strung 
with a thread of blue, yellow, red, white, or golden brown.” 

In the same way, when the being intent on awakening is conceived in his mother’s belly, no 
afflictions beset her. She’s happy and free of bodily fatigue. And she sees the being intent 
on awakening in her womb, complete with all his various parts, not deficient in any faculty.’ 
This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘Seven days after the being intent on 
awakening is born, his mother passes away and is reborn in the host of Joyful Gods.’ This too 
I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘Other women carry the infant in the 
womb for nine or ten months before giving birth. Not so the mother of the being intent on 
awakening. She gives birth after exactly ten months.’ This too I remember as an incredible 
quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘Other women give birth while sitting or 
lying down. Not so the mother of the being intent on awakening. She only gives birth 
standing up.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 
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I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening 
emerges from his mother’s womb, gods receive him first, then humans.’ This too I 
remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening 
emerges from his mother’s womb, before he reaches the ground, four deities receive him 
and place him before his mother, saying: “Rejoice, O Queen! An illustrious son is born to 
you.”’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening 
emerges from his mother’s womb, he emerges already clean, unsoiled by waters, mucus, 
blood, or any other kind of impurity, pure and clean. Suppose a jewel-treasure was placed 
on a cloth from Kāsī. The jewel would not soil the cloth, nor would the cloth soil the jewel. 
Why is that? Because of the cleanliness of them both. 

In the same way, when the being intent on awakening emerges from his mother’s womb, he 
emerges already clean, unsoiled by waters, mucus, blood, or any other kind of impurity, 
pure and clean.’ This too I remember as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening 
emerges from his mother’s womb, two streams of water appear in the sky, one cool, one 
warm, for bathing the being intent on awakening and his mother.’ This too I remember as 
an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘As soon as he’s born, the being intent on 
awakening stands firm with his own feet on the ground. Facing north, he takes seven strides 
with a white parasol held above him, surveys all quarters, and makes this dramatic 
proclamation: “I am the foremost in the world! I am the eldest in the world! I am the first in 
the world! This is my last rebirth. Now there are no more future lives.”’ This too I remember 
as an incredible quality of the Buddha. 

I have learned this in the presence of the Buddha: ‘When the being intent on awakening 
emerges from his mother’s womb, then—in this world with its gods, Māras and Brahmās, 
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this population with its ascetics and brahmins, gods and humans—an immeasurable, 
magnificent light appears, surpassing the glory of the gods. Even in the boundless desolation 
of interstellar space—so utterly dark that even the light of the moon and the sun, so mighty 
and powerful, makes no impression—an immeasurable, magnificent light appears, 
surpassing the glory of the gods. And the sentient beings reborn there recognize each other 
by that light: “So, it seems other sentient beings have been reborn here!” And this galaxy 
shakes and rocks and trembles. And an immeasurable, magnificent light appears in the 
world, surpassing the glory of the gods.’ This too I remember as an incredible and amazing 
quality of the Buddha.” 

 

 

“Well then, Ānanda, you should also remember this as an incredible and amazing quality of 
the Realized One. It’s that the Realized One knows feelings as they arise, as they remain, 
and as they go away. He knows perceptions as they arise, as they remain, and as they go 
away. He knows thoughts as they arise, as they remain, and as they go away. This too you 
should remember as an incredible and amazing quality of the Realized One.” 

“Sir, the Buddha knows feelings as they arise, as they remain, and as they go away. He 
knows perceptions as they arise, as they remain, and as they go away. He knows thoughts as 
they arise, as they remain, and as they go away. This too I remember as an incredible and 
amazing quality of the Buddha.” 

That’s what Ānanda said, and the teacher approved. Satisfied, those mendicants were 
happy with what Venerable Ānanda said. 
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2. The Noble Search29 

Mahāsaccakasutta (MN 36)30 

Before my awakening—when I was still unawakened but intent on awakening—I thought: 
‘Living in a house is cramped and dirty, but the life of one gone forth is wide open. It’s not 
easy for someone living at home to lead the spiritual life utterly full and pure, like a polished 
shell. Why don’t I shave off my hair and beard, dress in ocher robes, and go forth from the 
lay life to homelessness?’ 

Pāsarāsisutta Part I (MN 26)31 

Mendicants, there are these two searches: the noble search and the ignoble search. 

And what is the ignoble search? It’s when someone who is themselves liable to be reborn 
seeks what is also liable to be reborn. Themselves liable to grow old, fall sick, die, sorrow, 
and become corrupted, they seek what is also liable to these things. 

And what should be described as liable to be reborn? Partners and children, male and 
female bondservants, goats and sheep, chickens and pigs, and elephants and cattle are 
liable to be reborn. These attachments are liable to be reborn. Someone who is tied, 
infatuated, and attached to such things, themselves liable to being reborn, seeks what is 
also liable to be reborn. 

 
29 This compilation was suggested by Bhikkhu Bodhi in his Systematic Study Course of the Majjhima Nikaya 
"Exploring the Word of the Buddha". 
30 The Longer Discourse With Saccaka. https://suttacentral.net/mn36/en/sujato  
31 The Noble Search. https://suttacentral.net/mn26/en/sujato  

https://suttacentral.net/mn36/en/sujato
https://suttacentral.net/mn26/en/sujato
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And what should be described as liable to grow old? Partners and children, male and female 
bondservants, goats and sheep, chickens and pigs, and elephants and cattle are liable to 
grow old. These attachments are liable to grow old. Someone who is tied, infatuated, and 
attached to such things, themselves liable to grow old, seeks what is also liable to grow old. 

And what should be described as liable to fall sick? Partners and children, male and female 
bondservants, goats and sheep, chickens and pigs, and elephants and cattle are liable to fall 
sick. These attachments are liable to fall sick. Someone who is tied, infatuated, and attached 
to such things, themselves liable to falling sick, seeks what is also liable to fall sick. 

And what should be described as liable to die? Partners and children, male and female 
bondservants, goats and sheep, chickens and pigs, and elephants and cattle are liable to die. 
These attachments are liable to die. Someone who is tied, infatuated, and attached to such 
things, themselves liable to die, seeks what is also liable to die. 

And what should be described as liable to sorrow? Partners and children, male and female 
bondservants, goats and sheep, chickens and pigs, and elephants and cattle are liable to 
sorrow. These attachments are liable to sorrow. Someone who is tied, infatuated, and 
attached to such things, themselves liable to sorrow, seeks what is also liable to sorrow. 

And what should be described as liable to corruption? Partners and children, male and 
female bondservants, goats and sheep, chickens and pigs, elephants and cattle, and gold 
and money are liable to corruption. These attachments are liable to corruption. Someone 
who is tied, infatuated, and attached to such things, themselves liable to corruption, seeks 
what is also liable to corruption. This is the ignoble search. 

And what is the noble search? It’s when someone who is themselves liable to be reborn, 
understanding the drawbacks in being liable to be reborn, seeks the unborn supreme 
sanctuary, extinguishment. Themselves liable to grow old, fall sick, die, sorrow, and become 
corrupted, understanding the drawbacks in these things, they seek the unaging, unailing, 
undying, sorrowless, uncorrupted supreme sanctuary, extinguishment. This is the noble 
search. 

Mendicants, before my awakening—when I was still unawakened but intent on 
awakening—I too, being liable to be reborn, sought what is also liable to be reborn. Myself 
liable to grow old, fall sick, die, sorrow, and become corrupted, I sought what is also liable to 
these things. Then it occurred to me: ‘Why do I, being liable to be reborn, grow old, fall sick, 
sorrow, die, and become corrupted, seek things that have the same nature? Why don’t I 
seek the unborn, unaging, unailing, undying, sorrowless, uncorrupted supreme sanctuary, 
extinguishment?’ 
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Some time later, while still black-haired, blessed with youth, in the prime of life—though my 
mother and father wished otherwise, weeping with tearful faces—I shaved off my hair and 
beard, dressed in ocher robes, and went forth from the lay life to homelessness. 

 

Once I had gone forth I set out to discover what is skillful, seeking the supreme state of 
sublime peace. I approached Āḷāra Kālāma and said to him, ‘Reverend Kālāma, I wish to lead 
the spiritual life in this teaching and training.’ 

Āḷāra Kālāma replied, ‘Stay, venerable. This teaching is such that a sensible person can soon 
realize their own tradition with their own insight and live having achieved it.’ 
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I quickly memorized that teaching. So far as lip-recital and oral recitation were concerned, I 
spoke with knowledge and the authority of the elders. I claimed to know and see, and so did 
others. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘It is not solely by mere faith that Āḷāra Kālāma declares: “I realize 
this teaching with my own insight, and live having achieved it.” Surely he meditates knowing 
and seeing this teaching.’ 

So I approached Āḷāra Kālāma and said to him, ‘Reverend Kālāma, to what extent do you say 
you’ve realized this teaching with your own insight?’ When I said this, he declared the 
dimension of nothingness. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘It’s not just Āḷāra Kālāma who has faith, energy, mindfulness, 
immersion, and wisdom; I too have these things. Why don’t I make an effort to realize the 
same teaching that Āḷāra Kālāma says he has realized with his own insight?’ I quickly realized 
that teaching with my own insight, and lived having achieved it. 

So I approached Āḷāra Kālāma and said to him, ‘Reverend Kālāma, have you realized this 
teaching with your own insight up to this point, and declare having achieved it?’ 

‘I have, reverend.’ 

‘I too, reverend, have realized this teaching with my own insight up to this point, and live 
having achieved it.’ 

‘We are fortunate, reverend, so very fortunate to see a venerable such as yourself as one of 
our spiritual companions! So the teaching that I’ve realized with my own insight, and declare 
having achieved it, you’ve realized with your own insight, and live having achieved it. The 
teaching that you’ve realized with your own insight, and live having achieved it, I’ve realized 
with my own insight, and declare having achieved it. So the teaching that I know, you know, 
and the teaching that you know, I know. I am like you and you are like me. Come now, 
reverend! We should both lead this community together.’ 

And that is how my teacher Āḷāra Kālāma placed me, his student, on the same position as 
him, and honored me with lofty praise. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘This teaching doesn’t lead to disillusionment, dispassion, cessation, 
peace, insight, awakening, and extinguishment. It only leads as far as rebirth in the 
dimension of nothingness.’ Realizing that this teaching was inadequate, I left disappointed. 

I set out to discover what is skillful, seeking the supreme state of sublime peace. I 
approached Uddaka, son of Rāma, and said to him, ‘Reverend, I wish to lead the spiritual life 
in this teaching and training.’ 

Uddaka replied, ‘Stay, venerable. This teaching is such that a sensible person can soon 
realize their own tradition with their own insight and live having achieved it.’ 
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I quickly memorized that teaching. So far as lip-recital and oral recitation were concerned, I 
spoke with knowledge and the authority of the elders. I claimed to know and see, and so did 
others. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘It is not solely by mere faith that Rāma declared: “I realize this 
teaching with my own insight, and live having achieved it.” Surely he meditated knowing 
and seeing this teaching.’ 

So I approached Uddaka, son of Rāma, and said to him, ‘Reverend, to what extent did Rāma 
say he’d realized this teaching with his own insight?’ 

When I said this, Uddaka, son of Rāma, declared the dimension of neither perception nor 
non-perception. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘It’s not just Rāma who had faith, energy, mindfulness, immersion, 
and wisdom; I too have these things. Why don’t I make an effort to realize the same 
teaching that Rāma said he had realized with his own insight?’ I quickly realized that 
teaching with my own insight, and lived having achieved it. 

So I approached Uddaka, son of Rāma, and said to him, ‘Reverend, had Rāma realized this 
teaching with his own insight up to this point, and declared having achieved it?’ 

‘He had, reverend.’ 

‘I too have realized this teaching with my own insight up to this point, and live having 
achieved it.’ 

‘We are fortunate, reverend, so very fortunate to see a venerable such as yourself as one of 
our spiritual companions! So the teaching that Rāma had realized with his own insight, and 
declared having achieved it, you’ve realized with your own insight, and live having achieved 
it. The teaching that you’ve realized with your own insight, and live having achieved it, Rāma 
had realized with his own insight, and declared having achieved it. So the teaching that 
Rāma directly knew, you know, and the teaching you know, Rāma directly knew. Rāma was 
like you and you are like Rāma. Come now, reverend! You should lead this community.’ 

And that is how my spiritual companion Uddaka, son of Rāma, placed me in the position of a 
teacher, and honored me with lofty praise. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘This teaching doesn’t lead to disillusionment, dispassion, cessation, 
peace, insight, awakening, and extinguishment. It only leads as far as rebirth in the 
dimension of neither perception nor non-perception.’ Realizing that this teaching was 
inadequate, I left disappointed. 

I set out to discover what is skillful, seeking the supreme state of sublime peace. Traveling 
stage by stage in the Magadhan lands, I arrived at Senanigama near Uruvelā. There I saw a 
delightful park, a lovely grove with a flowing river that was clean and charming, with smooth 
banks. And nearby was a village to go for alms. 
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Then it occurred to me, ‘This park is truly delightful, a lovely grove with a flowing river that’s 
clean and charming, with smooth banks. And nearby there’s a village to go for alms. This is 
good enough for a gentleman who wishes to put forth effort in meditation.’ So I sat down 
right there, thinking, ‘This is good enough for meditation.’ 

Bhayabheravasutta Part I (MN 4)32 

Before my awakening—when I was still unawakened but intent on awakening—I too 
thought, ‘Remote lodgings in the wilderness and the forest are challenging. It’s hard to 
maintain seclusion, and hard to find joy in it. Staying alone, the forests seem to rob the mind 
of a mendicant who isn’t immersed in samādhi.’ 

Then I thought, ‘There are ascetics and brahmins with unpurified conduct of body, speech, 
and mind who frequent remote lodgings in the wilderness and the forest. Those ascetics 
and brahmins summon unskillful fear and dread because of these defects in their conduct. 
But I don’t frequent remote lodgings in the wilderness and the forest with unpurified 
conduct of body, speech, and mind. My conduct is purified. I am one of those noble ones 
who frequent remote lodgings in the wilderness and the forest with purified conduct of 
body, speech, and mind.’ Seeing this purity of conduct in myself I felt even more unruffled 
about staying in the forest. 

Then I thought, ‘There are ascetics and brahmins with unpurified livelihood who frequent 
remote lodgings in the wilderness and the forest. Those ascetics and brahmins summon 
unskillful fear and dread because of these defects in their livelihood. But I don’t frequent 
remote lodgings in the wilderness and the forest with unpurified livelihood. My livelihood is 
purified. I am one of those noble ones who frequent remote lodgings in the wilderness and 
the forest with purified livelihood.’ Seeing this purity of livelihood in myself I felt even more 
unruffled about staying in the forest. 

Then I thought, ‘There are ascetics and brahmins full of desire for sensual pleasures, with 
acute lust … I am not full of desire …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins full of ill will, with malicious intentions … I have a heart full 
of love …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins overcome with dullness and drowsiness … I am free of 
dullness and drowsiness …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who are restless, with no peace of mind … My mind is 
peaceful …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who are doubting and uncertain … I’ve gone beyond doubt 
…’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who glorify themselves and put others down … I don’t 
glorify myself and put others down …’ 

 
32 Fear and Dread. https://suttacentral.net/mn4/en/sujato  
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‘There are ascetics and brahmins who are cowardly and craven … I don’t get startled …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who enjoy possessions, honor, and popularity … I have few 
wishes …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who are lazy and lack energy … I am energetic …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who are unmindful and lack situational awareness … I am 
mindful …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who lack immersion, with straying minds … I am 
accomplished in immersion …’ 

‘There are ascetics and brahmins who are witless and stupid who frequent remote lodgings 
in the wilderness and the forest. Those ascetics and brahmins summon unskillful fear and 
dread because of the defects of witlessness and stupidity. But I don’t frequent remote 
lodgings in the wilderness and the forest witless and stupid. I am accomplished in wisdom. I 
am one of those noble ones who frequent remote lodgings in the wilderness and the forest 
accomplished in wisdom.’ Seeing this accomplishment of wisdom in myself I felt even more 
unruffled about staying in the forest. 

Then I thought, ‘There are certain nights that are recognized as specially portentous: the 
fourteenth, fifteenth, and eighth of the fortnight. On such nights, why don’t I stay in awe-
inspiring and hair-raising shrines in parks, forests, and trees? In such lodgings, hopefully I 
might see that fear and dread.’ Some time later, that’s what I did. As I was staying there a 
deer came by, or a peacock snapped a twig, or the wind rustled the leaves. Then I thought, 
‘Is this that fear and dread coming?’ Then I thought, ‘Why do I always meditate expecting 
that fear and terror to come? Why don’t I get rid of that fear and dread just as it comes, 
while remaining just as I am?’ Then that fear and dread came upon me as I was walking. I 
didn’t stand still or sit down or lie down until I had got rid of that fear and dread while 
walking. Then that fear and dread came upon me as I was standing. I didn’t walk or sit down 
or lie down until I had got rid of that fear and dread while standing. Then that fear and 
dread came upon me as I was sitting. I didn’t lie down or stand still or walk until I had got rid 
of that fear and dread while sitting. Then that fear and dread came upon me as I was lying 
down. I didn’t sit up or stand still or walk until I had got rid of that fear and dread while lying 
down. 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who perceive that it’s day when in fact it’s night, or 
perceive that it’s night when in fact it’s day. This meditation of theirs is delusional, I say. I 
perceive that it’s night when in fact it is night, and perceive that it’s day when in fact it is 
day. And if there’s anyone of whom it may be rightly said that a being not liable to delusion 
has arisen in the world for the welfare and happiness of the people, for the benefit, welfare, 
and happiness of gods and humans, it’s of me that this should be said. 
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Mahāsīhanādasutta (MN 12)33 

I used to be a self-mortifier, the ultimate self-mortifier. I used to live rough, the ultimate 
rough-liver. I used to live in disgust at sin, the ultimate one living in disgust at sin. I used to 
be secluded, in ultimate seclusion. 

And this is what my self-mortification was like. I went naked, ignoring conventions. I licked 
my hands, and didn’t come or stop when asked. I didn’t consent to food brought to me, or 
food prepared specially for me, or an invitation for a meal. I didn’t receive anything from a 
pot or bowl; or from someone who keeps sheep, or who has a weapon or a shovel in their 
home; or where a couple is eating; or where there is a woman who is pregnant, 
breastfeeding, or who has a man in her home; or where food for distribution is advertised; 
or where there’s a dog waiting or flies buzzing. I accepted no fish or meat or liquor or wine, 
and drank no beer. I went to just one house for alms, taking just one mouthful, or two 
houses and two mouthfuls, up to seven houses and seven mouthfuls. I fed on one saucer a 
day, two saucers a day, up to seven saucers a day. I ate once a day, once every second day, 
up to once a week, and so on, even up to once a fortnight. I lived committed to the practice 
of eating food at set intervals. 

I ate herbs, millet, wild rice, poor rice, water lettuce, rice bran, scum from boiling rice, 
sesame flour, grass, or cow dung. I survived on forest roots and fruits, or eating fallen fruit. 

I wore robes of sunn hemp, mixed hemp, corpse-wrapping cloth, rags, lodh tree bark, 
antelope hide (whole or in strips), kusa grass, bark, wood-chips, human hair, horse-tail hair, 
or owls’ wings. I tore out hair and beard, committed to this practice. I constantly stood, 
refusing seats. I squatted, committed to the endeavor of squatting. I lay on a mat of thorns, 
making a mat of thorns my bed. I was committed to the practice of immersion in water 
three times a day, including the evening. And so I lived committed to practicing these 

 
33 The Longer Discourse on the Lion’s Roar, https://suttacentral.net/mn12/en/sujato  
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various ways of mortifying and tormenting the body. Such was my practice of self-
mortification. 

And this is what my rough living was like. The dust and dirt built up on my body over many 
years until it started flaking off. It’s like the trunk of a pale-moon ebony tree, which builds 
up bark over many years until it starts flaking off. But it didn’t occur to me: ‘Oh, this dust 
and dirt must be rubbed off by my hand or another’s.’ That didn’t occur to me. Such was my 
rough living. 

And this is what my living in disgust of sin was like. I’d step forward or back ever so 
mindfully. I was full of pity even regarding a drop of water, thinking: ‘May I not accidentally 
injure any little creatures that happen to be in the wrong place.’ Such was my living in 
disgust of sin. 

And this is what my seclusion was like. I would plunge deep into a wilderness region and 
stay there. When I saw a cowherd or a shepherd, or someone gathering grass or sticks, or a 
lumberjack, I’d flee from forest to forest, from thicket to thicket, from valley to valley, from 
uplands to uplands. Why is that? So that I wouldn’t see them, nor they me. I fled like a wild 
deer seeing a human being. Such was my practice of seclusion. 

I would go on all fours into the cow-pens after the cattle had left and eat the dung of the 
young suckling calves. As long as my own urine and excrement lasted, I would even eat that. 
Such was my eating of most unnatural things. 

I would plunge deep into an awe-inspiring forest grove and stay there. It was so awe-
inspiring that normally it would make your hair stand on end if you weren’t free of greed. 
And on days such as the cold spell when the snow falls in the dead of winter, I stayed in the 
open by night and in the forest by day. But in the last month of summer I’d stay in the open 
by day and in the forest by night. And then these verses, which were neither supernaturally 
inspired, nor learned before in the past, occurred to me: 

‘Scorched and frozen, 
alone in the awe-inspiring forest. 
Naked, no fire to sit beside, 
the sage still pursues his quest.’ 

I would make my bed in a charnel ground, with the bones of the dead for a pillow. Then the 
cowboys would come up to me. They’d spit and piss on me, throw mud on me, even poke 
sticks in my ears. But I don’t recall ever having a bad thought about them. Such was my 
abiding in equanimity. 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who have this doctrine and view: ‘Purity comes from 
food.’ They say: ‘Let’s live on jujubes.’ So they eat jujubes and jujube powder, and drink 
jujube juice. And they enjoy many jujube concoctions. I recall eating just a single jujube. You 
might think that at that time the jujubes must have been very big. But you should not see it 
like this. The jujubes then were at most the same size as today. Eating so very little, my body 
became extremely emaciated. Due to eating so little, my limbs became like the joints of an 
eighty-year-old or a corpse, my bottom became like a camel’s hoof, my vertebrae stuck out 
like beads on a string, and my ribs were as gaunt as the broken-down rafters on an old barn. 
Due to eating so little, the gleam of my eyes sank deep in their sockets, like the gleam of 
water sunk deep down a well. Due to eating so little, my scalp shriveled and withered like a 
green bitter-gourd in the wind and sun. Due to eating so little, the skin of my belly stuck to 
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my backbone, so that when I tried to rub the skin of my belly I grabbed my backbone, and 
when I tried to rub my backbone I rubbed the skin of my belly. Due to eating so little, when I 
tried to urinate or defecate I fell face down right there. Due to eating so little, when I tried 
to relieve my body by rubbing my limbs with my hands, the hair, rotted at its roots, fell out. 

There are some ascetics and brahmins who have this doctrine and view: ‘Purity comes from 
food.’ They say: ‘Let’s live on mung beans.’ … ‘Let’s live on sesame.’ … ‘Let’s live on ordinary 
rice.’ … Due to eating so little, when I tried to relieve my body by rubbing my limbs with my 
hands, the hair, rotted at its roots, fell out. 

Mahāsaccakasutta Part II (MN 36) 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I, with teeth clenched and tongue pressed against the 
roof of my mouth, squeeze, squash, and torture mind with mind.’ So that’s what I did, until 
sweat ran from my armpits. It was like when a strong man grabs a weaker man by the head 
or throat or shoulder and squeezes, squashes, and tortures them. In the same way, with 
teeth clenched and tongue pressed against the roof of my mouth, I squeezed, squashed, and 
tortured mind with mind until sweat ran from my armpits. My energy was roused up and 
unflagging, and my mindfulness was established and lucid, but my body was disturbed, not 
tranquil, because I’d pushed too hard with that painful striving. But even such painful feeling 
did not occupy my mind. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I practice the breathless absorption?’ So I cut off my 
breathing through my mouth and nose. But then winds came out my ears making a loud 
noise, like the puffing of a blacksmith’s bellows. My energy was roused up and unflagging, 
and my mindfulness was established and lucid, but my body was disturbed, not tranquil, 
because I’d pushed too hard with that painful striving. But even such painful feeling did not 
occupy my mind. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I keep practicing the breathless absorption?’ So I cut off 
my breathing through my mouth and nose and ears. But then strong winds ground my head, 
like a strong man was drilling into my head with a sharp point. My energy was roused up 
and unflagging, and my mindfulness was established and lucid, but my body was disturbed, 
not tranquil, because I’d pushed too hard with that painful striving. But even such painful 
feeling did not occupy my mind. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I keep practicing the breathless absorption?’ So I cut off 
my breathing through my mouth and nose and ears. But then I got a severe headache, like a 
strong man was tightening a tough leather strap around my head. My energy was roused up 
and unflagging, and my mindfulness was established and lucid, but my body was disturbed, 
not tranquil, because I’d pushed too hard with that painful striving. But even such painful 
feeling did not occupy my mind. 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I keep practicing the breathless absorption?’ So I cut off 
my breathing through my mouth and nose and ears. But then strong winds carved up my 
belly, like a deft butcher or their apprentice was slicing my belly open with a meat cleaver. 
My energy was roused up and unflagging, and my mindfulness was established and lucid, 
but my body was disturbed, not tranquil, because I’d pushed too hard with that painful 
striving. But even such painful feeling did not occupy my mind. 
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Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I keep practicing the breathless absorption?’ So I cut off 
my breathing through my mouth and nose and ears. But then there was an intense burning 
in my body, like two strong men grabbing a weaker man by the arms to burn and scorch him 
on a pit of glowing coals. My energy was roused up and unflagging, and my mindfulness was 
established and lucid, but my body was disturbed, not tranquil, because I’d pushed too hard 
with that painful striving. But even such painful feeling did not occupy my mind. 

Then some deities saw me and said, ‘The ascetic Gotama is dead.’ Others said, ‘He’s not 
dead, but he’s dying.’ Others said, ‘He’s not dead or dying. The ascetic Gotama is a 
perfected one, for that is how the perfected ones live.’ 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I practice completely cutting off food?’ But deities came 
to me and said, ‘Good sir, don’t practice totally cutting off food. If you do, we’ll infuse divine 
nectar into your pores and you will live on that.’ Then I thought, ‘If I claim to be completely 
fasting while these deities are infusing divine nectar in my pores, that would be a lie on my 
part.’ So I dismissed those deities, saying, ‘There’s no need.’ 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why don’t I just take a little bit of food each time, a cup of broth 
made from mung beans, lentils, chickpeas, or green gram.’ So that’s what I did, until my 
body became extremely emaciated. Due to eating so little, my limbs became like the joints 
of an eighty-year-old or a corpse, my bottom became like a camel’s hoof, my vertebrae 
stuck out like beads on a string, and my ribs were as gaunt as the broken-down rafters on an 
old barn. Due to eating so little, the gleam of my eyes sank deep in their sockets, like the 
gleam of water sunk deep down a well. Due to eating so little, my scalp shriveled and 
withered like a green bitter-gourd in the wind and sun. 

Due to eating so little, the skin of my belly stuck to my backbone, so that when I tried to rub 
the skin of my belly I grabbed my backbone, and when I tried to rub my backbone I rubbed 
the skin of my belly. Due to eating so little, when I tried to urinate or defecate I fell face 
down right there. Due to eating so little, when I tried to relieve my body by rubbing my 
limbs with my hands, the hair, rotted at its roots, fell out. 

Then some people saw me and said: ‘The ascetic Gotama is black.’ Some said: ‘He’s not 
black, he’s brown.’ Some said: ‘He’s neither black nor brown. The ascetic Gotama has tawny 
skin.’ That’s how far the pure, bright complexion of my skin had been ruined by taking so 
little food. 

Then I thought, ‘Whatever ascetics and brahmins have experienced painful, sharp, severe, 
acute feelings due to overexertion—whether in the past, future, or present—this is as far as 
it goes, no-one has done more than this. But I have not achieved any superhuman 
distinction in knowledge and vision worthy of the noble ones by this severe, grueling work. 
Could there be another path to awakening?’ 

[I did not achieve any superhuman distinction in knowledge and vision worthy of the noble 
ones by that conduct, that practice, that grueling work. Why is that? Because I didn’t 
achieve that noble wisdom that’s noble and emancipating, and which leads someone who 
practices it to the complete ending of suffering.]34 

Then it occurred to me, ‘I recall sitting in the cool shade of the rose-apple tree while my 
father the Sakyan was off working. Quite secluded from sensual pleasures, secluded from 
unskillful qualities, I entered and remained in the first absorption, which has the rapture and 

 
34 From Mahāsīhanādasutta, https://suttacentral.net/mn12/en/sujato 

https://suttacentral.net/mn12/en/sujato


 58 

bliss born of seclusion, while placing the mind and keeping it connected. Could that be the 
path to awakening?’ 

Stemming from that memory came the realization: ‘That is the path to awakening!’ 

Then it occurred to me, ‘Why am I afraid of that pleasure, for it has nothing to do with 
sensual pleasures or unskillful qualities?’ Then I thought, ‘I’m not afraid of that pleasure, for 
it has nothing to do with sensual pleasures or unskillful qualities.’ 

Then I thought, ‘I can’t achieve that pleasure with a body so excessively emaciated. Why 
don’t I eat some solid food, some rice and porridge?’ So I ate some solid food. 

Now at that time the five mendicants were attending on me, thinking, ‘The ascetic Gotama 
will tell us of any truth that he realizes.’ But when I ate some solid food, they left 
disappointed in me, saying, ‘The ascetic Gotama has become indulgent; he has strayed from 
the struggle and returned to indulgence.’ 

After eating solid food and gathering my strength, quite secluded from sensual pleasures, 
secluded from unskillful qualities, I entered and remained in the first absorption, which has 
the rapture and bliss born of seclusion, while placing the mind and keeping it connected. But 
even such pleasant feeling did not occupy my mind. 

 

Bhayabheravasutta Part II (MN 4) 

My energy was roused up and unflagging, my mindfulness was established and lucid, my 
body was tranquil and undisturbed, and my mind was immersed in samādhi. Quite secluded 
from sensual pleasures, secluded from unskillful qualities, I entered and remained in the 
first absorption, which has the rapture and bliss born of seclusion, while placing the mind 
and keeping it connected. As the placing of the mind and keeping it connected were stilled, I 
entered and remained in the second absorption, which has the rapture and bliss born of 
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immersion, with internal clarity and confidence, and unified mind, without placing the mind 
and keeping it connected. And with the fading away of rapture, I entered and remained in 
the third absorption, where I meditated with equanimity, mindful and aware, personally 
experiencing the bliss of which the noble ones declare, ‘Equanimous and mindful, one 
meditates in bliss.’ With the giving up of pleasure and pain, and the ending of former 
happiness and sadness, I entered and remained in the fourth absorption, without pleasure 
or pain, with pure equanimity and mindfulness. 

When my mind had become immersed in samādhi like this—purified, bright, flawless, rid of 
corruptions, pliable, workable, steady, and imperturbable—I extended it toward recollection 
of past lives. I recollected many kinds of past lives. That is: one, two, three, four, five, ten, 
twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, a hundred, a thousand, a hundred thousand rebirths; many eons 
of the world contracting, many eons of the world expanding, many eons of the world 
contracting and expanding. I remembered: ‘There, I was named this, my clan was that, I 
looked like this, and that was my food. This was how I felt pleasure and pain, and that was 
how my life ended. When I passed away from that place I was reborn somewhere else. 
There, too, I was named this, my clan was that, I looked like this, and that was my food. This 
was how I felt pleasure and pain, and that was how my life ended. When I passed away from 
that place I was reborn here.’ And so I recollected my many kinds of past lives, with features 
and details. 

This was the first knowledge, which I achieved in the first watch of the night. Ignorance was 
destroyed and knowledge arose; darkness was destroyed and light arose, as happens for a 
meditator who is diligent, keen, and resolute. 

When my mind had become immersed in samādhi like this—purified, bright, flawless, rid of 
corruptions, pliable, workable, steady, and imperturbable—I extended it toward knowledge 
of the death and rebirth of sentient beings. With clairvoyance that is purified and 
superhuman, I saw sentient beings passing away and being reborn—inferior and superior, 
beautiful and ugly, in a good place or a bad place. I understood how sentient beings are 
reborn according to their deeds: ‘These dear beings did bad things by way of body, speech, 
and mind. They spoke ill of the noble ones; they had wrong view; and they chose to act out 
of that wrong view. When their body breaks up, after death, they’re reborn in a place of 
loss, a bad place, the underworld, hell. These dear beings, however, did good things by way 
of body, speech, and mind. They never spoke ill of the noble ones; they had right view; and 
they chose to act out of that right view. When their body breaks up, after death, they’re 
reborn in a good place, a heavenly realm.’ And so, with clairvoyance that is purified and 
superhuman, I saw sentient beings passing away and being reborn—inferior and superior, 
beautiful and ugly, in a good place or a bad place. I understood how sentient beings are 
reborn according to their deeds. 

This was the second knowledge, which I achieved in the middle watch of the night. 
Ignorance was destroyed and knowledge arose; darkness was destroyed and light arose, as 
happens for a meditator who is diligent, keen, and resolute. 

When my mind had become immersed in samādhi like this—purified, bright, flawless, rid of 
corruptions, pliable, workable, steady, and imperturbable—I extended it toward knowledge 
of the ending of defilements. I truly understood: ‘This is suffering’ … ‘This is the origin of 
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suffering’ … ‘This is the cessation of suffering’ … ‘This is the practice that leads to the 
cessation of suffering’. I truly understood: ‘These are defilements’ … ‘This is the origin of 
defilements’ … ‘This is the cessation of defilements’ … ‘This is the practice that leads to the 
cessation of defilements’. 

 

Knowing and seeing like this, my mind was freed from the defilements of sensuality, desire 
to be reborn, and ignorance. When it was freed, I knew it was freed. 

I understood: ‘Rebirth is ended; the spiritual journey has been completed; what had to be 
done has been done; there is no return to any state of existence.’ 

This was the third knowledge, which I achieved in the final watch of the night. Ignorance 
was destroyed and knowledge arose; darkness was destroyed and light arose, as happens 
for a meditator who is diligent, keen, and resolute. 

Pāsarāsisutta Part II (MN 26) 

And so, being myself liable to be reborn, understanding the drawbacks in being liable to be 
reborn, I sought the unborn supreme sanctuary, extinguishment—and I found it. Being 
myself liable to grow old, fall sick, die, sorrow, and become corrupted, understanding the 
drawbacks in these things, I sought the unaging, unailing, undying, sorrowless, uncorrupted 
supreme sanctuary, extinguishment—and I found it. 

Knowledge and vision arose in me: ‘My freedom is unshakable; this is my last rebirth; now 
there are no more future lives.’ 

Then it occurred to me, ‘This principle I have discovered is deep, hard to see, hard to 
understand, peaceful, sublime, beyond the scope of logic, subtle, comprehensible to the 
astute. But people like attachment, they love it and enjoy it. It’s hard for them to see this 
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thing; that is, specific conditionality, dependent origination. It’s also hard for them to see 
this thing; that is, the stilling of all activities, the letting go of all attachments, the ending of 
craving, fading away, cessation, extinguishment. And if I were to teach the Dhamma, others 
might not understand me, which would be wearying and troublesome for me.’ 

And then these verses, which were neither supernaturally inspired, nor learned before in 
the past, occurred to me: 

‘I’ve struggled hard to realize this, 
enough with trying to explain it! 
This teaching is not easily understood 
by those mired in greed and hate. 
 
Those caught up in greed can’t see 
what’s subtle, going against the stream, 
deep, hard to see, and very fine, 
for they’re shrouded in a mass of darkness.’ 

So, as I reflected like this, my mind inclined to remaining passive, not to teaching the 
Dhamma. 

Then Brahmā Sahampati, knowing what I was thinking, thought, ‘Oh my goodness! The 
world will be lost, the world will perish! For the mind of the Realized One, the perfected 
one, the fully awakened Buddha, inclines to remaining passive, not to teaching the 
Dhamma.’ 

Then, as easily as a strong person would extend or contract their arm, he vanished from the 
Brahmā realm and reappeared in front of the Buddha. He arranged his robe over one 
shoulder, knelt on his right knee, raised his joined palms toward the Buddha, and said, ‘Sir, 
let the Blessed One teach the Dhamma! Let the Holy One teach the Dhamma! There are 
beings with little dust in their eyes. They’re in decline because they haven’t heard the 
teaching. There will be those who understand the teaching!’ 

That’s what Brahmā Sahampati said. Then he went on to say: 

‘Among the Magadhans there appeared in the past 
an impure teaching thought up by those still stained. 
Fling open the door to the deathless! 
Let them hear the teaching the immaculate one discovered. 
 
Standing high on a rocky mountain, 
you can see the people all around. 
In just the same way, all-seer, wise one, 
having ascended the Temple of Truth, 
rid of sorrow, look upon the people 
swamped with sorrow, oppressed by rebirth and old age. 
 
Rise, hero! Victor in battle, leader of the caravan, 
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wander the world without obligation. 
Let the Blessed One teach the Dhamma! 
There will be those who understand!’ 

Then, understanding Brahmā’s invitation, I surveyed the world with the eye of a Buddha, 
because of my compassion for sentient beings. And I saw sentient beings with little dust in 
their eyes, and some with much dust in their eyes; with keen faculties and with weak 
faculties, with good qualities and with bad qualities, easy to teach and hard to teach. And 
some of them lived seeing the danger in the fault to do with the next world, while others did 
not. It’s like a pool with blue water lilies, or pink or white lotuses. Some of them sprout and 
grow in the water without rising above it, thriving underwater. Some of them sprout and 
grow in the water reaching the water’s surface. And some of them sprout and grow in the 
water but rise up above the water and stand with no water clinging to them. In the same 
way, I saw sentient beings with little dust in their eyes, and some with much dust in their 
eyes. 

Then I replied in verse to Brahmā Sahampati: 

‘Flung open are the doors to the deathless! 
Let those with ears to hear decide their faith. 
Thinking it would be troublesome, Brahmā, I did not teach 
the sophisticated, sublime Dhamma among humans.’ 

Then Brahmā Sahampati, knowing that his request for me to teach the Dhamma had been 
granted, bowed and respectfully circled me, keeping me on his right, before vanishing right 
there. 

Then I thought, ‘Who should I teach first of all? Who will quickly understand this teaching?’ 

Then it occurred to me, ‘That Āḷāra Kālāma is astute, competent, clever, and has long had 
little dust in his eyes. Why don’t I teach him first of all? He’ll quickly understand the 
teaching.’ 

But a deity came to me and said, ‘Sir, Āḷāra Kālāma passed away seven days ago.’ 

And knowledge and vision arose in me, ‘Āḷāra Kālāma passed away seven days ago.’ 

I thought, ‘This is a great loss for Āḷāra Kālāma. If he had heard the teaching, he would have 
understood it quickly.’ 

Then I thought, ‘Who should I teach first of all? Who will quickly understand this teaching?’ 

Then it occurred to me, ‘That Uddaka, son of Rāma, is astute, competent, clever, and has 
long had little dust in his eyes. Why don’t I teach him first of all? He’ll quickly understand 
the teaching.’ 

But a deity came to me and said, ‘Sir, Uddaka, son of Rāma, passed away just last night.’ 

And knowledge and vision arose in me, ‘Uddaka, son of Rāma, passed away just last night.’ 
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I thought, ‘This is a great loss for Uddaka. If he had heard the teaching, he would have 
understood it quickly.’ 

Then I thought, ‘Who should I teach first of all? Who will quickly understand this teaching?’ 

Then it occurred to me, ‘The group of five mendicants were very helpful to me. They looked 
after me during my time of resolute striving. Why don’t I teach them first of all?’ 

Then I thought, ‘Where are the group of five mendicants staying these days?’ With 
clairvoyance that is purified and superhuman I saw that the group of five mendicants were 
staying near Benares, in the deer park at Isipatana. So, when I had stayed in Uruvelā as long 
as I wished, I set out for Benares. 

On the Road to his Former Disciples 

While I was traveling along the road between Gaya and Bodhgaya, the Ājīvaka ascetic Upaka 
saw me and said, ‘Reverend, your faculties are so very clear, and your complexion is pure 
and bright. In whose name have you gone forth, reverend? Who is your Teacher? Whose 
teaching do you believe in?’ 

I replied to Upaka in verse: 

‘I am the champion, the knower of all, 
unsullied in the midst of all things. 
I’ve given up all, freed through the ending of craving. 
Since I know for myself, whose follower should I be? 
 
I have no teacher. 
There is no-one like me. 
In the world with its gods, 
I have no counterpart. 
 
For in this world, I am the perfected one; 
I am the supreme Teacher. 
I alone am fully awakened, 
cooled, extinguished. 
 
I am going to the city of Kāsi 
to roll forth the Wheel of Dhamma. 
In this world that is so blind, 
I’ll beat the deathless drum!’ 
 
‘According to what you claim, reverend, you ought to be the Infinite Victor.’ 
 
‘The victors are those who, like me, 
have reached the ending of defilements. 
I have conquered bad qualities, Upaka— 
that’s why I’m a victor.’ 
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When I had spoken, Upaka said: ‘If you say so, reverend.’ Shaking his head, he took a wrong 
turn and left. 

Doṇasutta (AN 4:36)35 

At one time the Buddha was traveling along the road between Ukkaṭṭhā and Setavyā, as was 
the brahmin Doṇa. 

Doṇa saw that the Buddha’s footprints had thousand-spoked wheels, with rims and hubs, 
complete in every detail. It occurred to him, “It’s incredible, it’s amazing! Surely these 
couldn’t be the footprints of a human being?” 

The Buddha had left the road and sat at the root of a tree cross-legged, with his body 
straight and his mindfulness established right there. 

Then Doṇa, following the Buddha’s footprints, saw him sitting at the tree root—impressive 
and inspiring, with peaceful faculties and mind, attained to the highest self-control and 
serenity, like an elephant with tamed, guarded, and controlled faculties. He went up to the 
Buddha and said to him: 

“Sir, might you be a god?” 
“I will not be a god, brahmin.” 
“Might you be a fairy?” 
“I will not be a fairy.” 
“Might you be a native spirit?” 
“I will not be a native spirit.” 
“Might you be a human?” 
“I will not be a human.” 

“When asked whether you might be a god, fairy, native spirit, or human, you answer that 
you will not be any of these. What then might you be?” 

“Brahmin, if I had not given up defilements I might have become a god … a fairy … a native 
spirit … or a human. But I have given up those defilements, cut them off at the root, made 
them like a palm stump, obliterated them so they are unable to arise in the future. 

Suppose there was a blue water lily, or a pink or white lotus. Though it sprouted and grew in 
the water, it would rise up above the water and stand with no water clinging to it. In the 
same way, though I was born and grew up in the world, I live having mastered the world, 
unsullied by the world. 

Remember me, brahmin, as a Buddha. 
I could have been reborn as a god, 
or as a fairy flying through the sky. 
I could have become a native spirit, 

 
35 https://suttacentral.net/an4.36/en/sujato  
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or returned as a human. 
But I’ve ended those defilements, 
they’re blown away and mown down. 
Like a graceful lotus, 
to which water does not cling, 
the world doesn’t cling to me, 
and so, brahmin, I am a Buddha.” 

Bhayabheravasutta Part III (MN 4) 

Brahmin, you might think: ‘Perhaps the Master Gotama is not free of greed, hate, and 
delusion even today, and that is why he still frequents remote lodgings in the wilderness 
and the forest.’ But you should not see it like this. I see two reasons to frequent remote 
lodgings in the wilderness and the forest. I see a happy life for myself in the present, and I 
have compassion for future generations.” 

“Indeed, Master Gotama has compassion for future generations, since he is a perfected one, 
a fully awakened Buddha. Excellent, Master Gotama! Excellent, Master Gotama! As if he 
were righting the overturned, or revealing the hidden, or pointing out the path to the lost, 
or lighting a lamp in the dark so people with good eyes can see what’s there, Master 
Gotama has made the teaching clear in many ways. I go for refuge to Master Gotama, to the 
teaching, and to the mendicant Saṅgha. From this day forth, may Master Gotama remember 
me as a lay follower who has gone for refuge for life.” 

Turning the Wheel of the Dharma 

 

Traveling stage by stage, I arrived at Benares, and went to see the group of five mendicants 
in the deer park at Isipatana. The group of five mendicants saw me coming off in the 
distance and stopped each other, saying, ‘Here comes the ascetic Gotama. He’s so 
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indulgent; he strayed from the struggle and returned to indulgence. We shouldn’t bow to 
him or rise for him or receive his bowl and robe. But we can set out a seat; he can sit if he 
likes.’ Yet as I drew closer, the group of five mendicants were unable to stop themselves as 
they had agreed. Some came out to greet me and receive my bowl and robe, some spread 
out a seat, while others set out water for washing my feet. But they still addressed me by 
name and as ‘reverend’. 

So I said to them, ‘Mendicants, don’t address me by name and as ‘reverend’. The Realized 
One is perfected, a fully awakened Buddha. Listen up, mendicants: I have achieved the 
Deathless! I shall instruct you, I will teach you the Dhamma. By practicing as instructed you 
will soon realize the supreme end of the spiritual path in this very life. You will live having 
achieved with your own insight the goal for which gentlemen rightly go forth from the lay 
life to homelessness.’ 

But they said to me, ‘Reverend Gotama, even by that conduct, that practice, that grueling 
work you did not achieve any superhuman distinction in knowledge and vision worthy of the 
noble ones. How could you have achieved such a state now that you’ve become indulgent, 
strayed from the struggle and returned to indulgence?’ 

So I said to them, ‘The Realized One has not become indulgent, strayed from the struggle 
and returned to indulgence. The Realized One is perfected, a fully awakened Buddha. Listen 
up, mendicants: I have achieved the Deathless! I shall instruct you, I will teach you the 
Dhamma. By practicing as instructed you will soon realize the supreme end of the spiritual 
path in this very life.’ 

But for a second time they said to me, ‘Reverend Gotama … you’ve returned to indulgence.’ 

So for a second time I said to them, ‘The Realized One has not become indulgent …’ 

But for a third time they said to me, ‘Reverend Gotama, even by that conduct, that practice, 
that grueling work you did not achieve any superhuman distinction in knowledge and vision 
worthy of the noble ones. How could you have achieved such a state now that you’ve 
become indulgent, strayed from the struggle and returned to indulgence?’ 

So I said to them, ‘Mendicants, have you ever known me to speak like this before?’ 

‘No sir, we have not.’ 

‘The Realized One is perfected, a fully awakened Buddha. Listen up, mendicants: I have 
achieved the Deathless! I shall instruct you, I will teach you the Dhamma. By practicing as 
instructed you will soon realize the supreme end of the spiritual path in this very life. You 
will live having achieved with your own insight the goal for which gentlemen rightly go forth 
from the lay life to homelessness.’ 

I was able to persuade the group of five mendicants. Then sometimes I advised two 
mendicants, while the other three went for alms. Then those three would feed all six of us 
with what they brought back. Sometimes I advised three mendicants, while the other two 
went for alms. Then those two would feed all six of us with what they brought back. 
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As the group of five mendicants were being advised and instructed by me like this, being 
themselves liable to be reborn, understanding the drawbacks in being liable to be reborn, 
they sought the unborn supreme sanctuary, extinguishment—and they found it. Being 
themselves liable to grow old, fall sick, die, sorrow, and become corrupted, understanding 
the drawbacks in these things, they sought the unaging, unailing, undying, sorrowless, 
uncorrupted supreme sanctuary, extinguishment—and they found it. Knowledge and vision 
arose in them: ‘Our freedom is unshakable; this is our last rebirth; now there are no more 
future lives.’ 

Dhammacakkappavattanasutta (SN 56:11)36 

[T]he Buddha addressed the group of five mendicants: 

“Mendicants, these two extremes should not be cultivated by one who has gone forth. 
What two? Indulgence in sensual pleasures, which is low, crude, ordinary, ignoble, and 
pointless. And indulgence in self-mortification, which is painful, ignoble, and pointless. 
Avoiding these two extremes, the Realized One woke up by understanding the middle way 
of practice, which gives vision and knowledge, and leads to peace, direct knowledge, 
awakening, and extinguishment. 

And what is that middle way of practice? It is simply this noble eightfold path, that is: right 
view, right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right 
mindfulness, and right immersion. This is that middle way of practice, which gives vision and 
knowledge, and leads to peace, direct knowledge, awakening, and extinguishment. 

Now this is the noble truth of suffering. Rebirth is suffering; old age is suffering; illness is 
suffering; death is suffering; association with the disliked is suffering; separation from the 
liked is suffering; not getting what you wish for is suffering. In brief, the five grasping 
aggregates are suffering. 

Now this is the noble truth of the origin of suffering. It’s the craving that leads to future 
rebirth, mixed up with relishing and greed, taking pleasure in various different realms. That 
is, craving for sensual pleasures, craving to continue existence, and craving to end existence. 

Now this is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering. It’s the fading away and cessation 
of that very same craving with nothing left over; giving it away, letting it go, releasing it, and 
not adhering to it. 

Now this is the noble truth of the practice that leads to the cessation of suffering. It is simply 
this noble eightfold path, that is: right view, right thought, right speech, right action, right 
livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right immersion. 

‘This is the noble truth of suffering.’ Such was the vision, knowledge, wisdom, realization, 
and light that arose in me regarding teachings not learned before from another. ‘This noble 
truth of suffering should be completely understood.’ Such was the vision that arose in me … 
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‘This noble truth of suffering has been completely understood.’ Such was the vision that 
arose in me … 

‘This is the noble truth of the origin of suffering.’ Such was the vision that arose in me … 
‘This noble truth of the origin of suffering should be given up.’ Such was the vision that 
arose in me … ‘This noble truth of the origin of suffering has been given up.’ Such was the 
vision that arose in me … 

‘This is the noble truth of the cessation of suffering.’ Such was the vision that arose in me … 
‘This noble truth of the cessation of suffering should be realized.’ Such was the vision that 
arose in me … ‘This noble truth of the cessation of suffering has been realized.’ Such was the 
vision that arose in me … 

‘This is the noble truth of the practice that leads to the cessation of suffering.’ Such was the 
vision that arose in me … ‘This noble truth of the practice that leads to the cessation of 
suffering should be developed.’ Such was the vision that arose in me … ‘This noble truth of 
the practice that leads to the cessation of suffering has been developed.’ Such was the 
vision, knowledge, wisdom, realization, and light that arose in me regarding teachings not 
learned before from another. 

As long as my true knowledge and vision about these four noble truths was not fully purified 
in these three perspectives and twelve aspects, I didn’t announce my supreme perfect 
awakening in this world with its gods, Māras, and Brahmās, this population with its ascetics 
and brahmins, its gods and humans. 

But when my true knowledge and vision about these four noble truths was fully purified in 
these three perspectives and twelve aspects, I announced my supreme perfect awakening in 
this world with its gods, Māras, and Brahmās, this population with its ascetics and brahmins, 
its gods and humans. 

Knowledge and vision arose in me: ‘My freedom is unshakable; this is my last rebirth; now 
there’ll be no more future lives.’” 

That is what the Buddha said. Satisfied, the group of five mendicants was happy with what 
the Buddha said. 

And while this discourse was being spoken, the stainless, immaculate vision of the Dhamma 
arose in Venerable Koṇḍañña: “Everything that has a beginning has an end.” 

And when the Buddha rolled forth the Wheel of Dhamma, the earth gods raised the cry: 
“Near Benares, in the deer park at Isipatana, the Buddha has rolled forth the supreme 
Wheel of Dhamma. And that wheel cannot be rolled back by any ascetic or brahmin or god 
or Māra or Brahmā or by anyone in the world.” 

Hearing the cry of the Earth Gods, the Gods of the Four Great Kings … the Gods of the 
Thirty-Three … the Gods of Yama … the Joyful Gods … the Gods Who Love to Create … the 
Gods Who Control the Creations of Others … the Gods of Brahmā’s Host raised the cry: 
“Near Benares, in the deer park at Isipatana, the Buddha has rolled forth the supreme 
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Wheel of Dhamma. And that wheel cannot be rolled back by any ascetic or brahmin or god 
or Māra or Brahmā or by anyone in the world.” 

And so at that moment, in that instant, the cry soared up to the Brahmā realm. And this 
galaxy shook and rocked and trembled. And an immeasurable, magnificent light appeared in 
the world, surpassing the glory of the gods. 

Then the Buddha expressed this heartfelt sentiment: “Koṇḍañña has really understood! 
Koṇḍañña has really understood!” 

And that’s how Venerable Koṇḍañña came to be known as “Koṇḍañña Who Understood”. 

Anattalakkhaṇasutta37 

“Mendicants, form is not-self. For if form were self, it wouldn’t lead to affliction. And you 
could compel form: ‘May my form be like this! May it not be like that!’ But because form is 
not-self, it leads to affliction. And you can’t compel form: ‘May my form be like this! May it 
not be like that!’ 

Feeling is not-self … 

Perception is not-self … 

Volitional formations38 are not-self … 

Consciousness is not-self. For if consciousness were self, it wouldn’t lead to affliction. And 
you could compel consciousness: ‘May my consciousness be like this! May it not be like 
that!’ But because consciousness is not-self, it leads to affliction. And you can’t compel 
consciousness: ‘May my consciousness be like this! May it not be like that!’ 

What do you think, mendicants? Is form permanent or impermanent?” 

“Impermanent, sir.” 

“But if it’s impermanent, is it suffering or happiness?” 

“Suffering, sir.” 

“But if it’s impermanent, suffering, and perishable, is it fit to be regarded thus: ‘This is mine, 
I am this, this is my self’?” 

“No, sir.” 

“Is feeling permanent or impermanent?” … 

 
37 https://suttacentral.net/sn22.59/en/sujato  
38 Changed from ‘choices’, as translated by Bhikkhu Sujato 

https://suttacentral.net/sn22.59/en/sujato
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“Is perception permanent or impermanent?” … 

“Are volitional formations permanent or impermanent?” … 

“Is consciousness permanent or impermanent?” 

“Impermanent, sir.” 

“But if it’s impermanent, is it suffering or happiness?” 

“Suffering, sir.” 

“But if it’s impermanent, suffering, and perishable, is it fit to be regarded thus: ‘This is mine, 
I am this, this is my self’?” 

“No, sir.” 

“So you should truly see any kind of form at all—past, future, or present; internal or 
external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near: all form—with right understanding: 
‘This is not mine, I am not this, this is not my self.’ 

Any kind of feeling at all … 

Any kind of perception at all … 

Any kind of volitional formations at all … 

You should truly see any kind of consciousness at all—past, future, or present; internal or 
external; coarse or fine; inferior or superior; far or near: all consciousness—with right 
understanding: ‘This is not mine, I am not this, this is not my self.’ 

Seeing this, a learned noble disciple grows disillusioned with form, feeling, perception, 
choices, and consciousness. Being disillusioned, desire fades away. When desire fades away 
they’re freed. When they’re freed, they know they’re freed. 

They understand: ‘Rebirth is ended, the spiritual journey has been completed, what had to 
be done has been done, there is no return to any state of existence.’” 

That is what the Buddha said. Satisfied, the group of five mendicants were happy with what 
the Buddha said. And while this discourse was being spoken, the minds of the group of five 
mendicants were freed from defilements by not grasping.  
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