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

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

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

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

detachment, cessation, extinction". 

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks. 

Recently we have had an occasion to listen to a series of sermons 

on Nibbāna and there have been differences of opinion regarding the 
interpretation of some deep suttas on Nibbāna in those sermons. And 
so the venerable Great Preceptor suggested to me that it would be 

useful to this group if I would give a set of sermons on Nibbāna, 
touching on those controversial points.  

At first, for many reasons, I hesitated to accept this invitation for 

a serious task, but then, as the venerable Great Preceptor repeatedly 

encouraged me on this, I gave some thought as to how best I could 

set about doing it. And it occurred to me that it would be best if I 

could address these sermons directly to the task before us in this Nis-

sarana Vanaya, and that is meditative attention, rather than dealing 

with those deep controversial suttas in academic isolation. And that 
is why I have selected the above quotation as the theme for the entire 

set of sermons, hoping that it would help create the correct atmos-

phere of meditative attention.  
Eta� santa� eta� pa�īta�, yadida� sabbasa�khārasamatho 

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

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

detachment, cessation, extinction". 

This in fact is a meditation subject in itself, a kamma��hāna. This 
is the reflection on the peace of Nibbāna, upasamānussati. So if we 
can successfully make use of this as both the heading and the theme 

of these sermons, we would be in a position to understand those six 

qualities of the Dhamma. We are told that the Dhamma is svākkhāta, 
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that it is well-proclaimed, sandi��hika, can be seen here and now, 
akālika, timeless, ehipassika, inviting one to come and see, opana-
yika, leading one onwards, paccatta� veditabbo viññūhi, that it can 
be understood by the wise each one by himself.2 

This set of sermons would have fulfilled its purpose if it drives 

home the true significance of these six qualities of the Dhamma.  
Now at the very outset I would like to say a few things by way of 

preparing the background and I do hope that this assembly would 

bear with me for saying certain things that I will be compelled to say 

in this concern. By way of background something has to be said as to 

why there are so many complications with regard to the meaning of 

some of the deep suttas on Nibbāna.  
There is a popular belief that the commentaries are finally trace-

able to a miscellany of the Buddha word scattered here and there, as 

paki��akadesanā. But the true state of affairs seems to be rather dif-
ferent. Very often the commentaries are unable to say something 

conclusive regarding the meaning of deep suttas. So they simply give 
some possible interpretations and the reader finds himself at a loss to 

choose the correct one. Sometimes the commentaries go at a tangent 

and miss the correct interpretation. Why the commentaries are silent 

on some deep suttas is also a problem to modern day scholars. There 
are some historical reasons leading to this state of affairs in the com-

mentaries.  

In the Ā�isutta of the Nidānavagga in the Sa�yutta Nikāya we 
find the Buddha making certain prophetic utterances regarding the 

dangers that will befall the Sāsana in the future. It is said that in 
times to come, monks will lose interest in those deep suttas which 
deal with matters transcendental, that they would not listen to those 

suttas that have to do with the idea of emptiness, suññatā. They 
would not think it even worthwhile learning or pondering over the 

meanings of those suttas:  
Ye te suttantā tathāgatabhāsitā gambhīrā gambhīratthā lokuttarā 

suññatappa�isa�yuttā, tesu bhaññamānesu na sussūssisanti na sota� 
odahissanti na aññā citta� upa��hāpessanti na te dhamme uggahe-
tabba� pariyāpu�itabba� maññissanti.3 
There is also another historical reason that can be adduced. An 

idea got deeply rooted at a certain stage in the Sāsana history that 
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what is contained in the Sutta Pi�aka is simply the conventional 
teaching and so it came to imply that there is nothing so deep in these 

suttas. This notion also had its share in the present lack of interest in 
these suttas. According to Manorathapūra�ī, the A�guttara com-
mentary, already at an early stage in the Sāsana history of Sri Lanka, 
there had been a debate between those who upheld the precept and 

those who stood for realization.4 And it is said that those who upheld 

the precept won the day. The final conclusion was that, for the conti-

nuity of the Sāsana, precept itself is enough, not so much the reali-
zation.  

Of course the efforts of the reciter monks of old for the preserva-

tion of the precept in the midst of droughts and famines and other 

calamitous situations are certainly praiseworthy. But the unfortunate 

thing about it was this: the basket of the Buddha word came to be 

passed on from hand to hand in the dark, so much so that there was 

the risk of some valuable things slipping out in the process.  

Also there have been certain semantic developments in the com-

mentarial period, and this will be obvious to anyone searching for the 

genuine Dhamma. It seems that there had been a tendency in the 
commentarial period to elaborate even on some lucid words in the 

suttas, simply as a commentarial requirement, and this led to the in-
clusion of many complicated ideas. By too much overdrawing in the 

commentaries, the deeper meanings of the Dhamma got obscured. As 
a matter of fact, the depth of the Dhamma has to be seen through lu-
cidity, just as much as one sees the bottom of a tank only when the 

water is lucid.  
Dve nāma ki�? 
Nāmañca rūpañca.5 
"What is the ‘two’?" 

"Name and form." 

This is the second out of the ten questions Buddha had put to the 

Venerable sāmanera Sopāka who had attained Arahant-ship at the 
age of seven. It is like asking a child: "Can you count up to ten?" All 

the ten questions were deep, the tenth being on Arahant-ship. But of 
course Venerable Sopāka gave the right answer each time. Now it is 
the second question and its answer that we are concerned with here: 

nāmañca rūpañca. In fact, this is a basic teaching in insight training.  
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It is obvious that nāma means ‘name’, and in the suttas also, 
nāma, when used by itself, means ‘name’. However when we come 
to the commentaries we find some kind of hesitation to recognize 

this obvious meaning. Even in the present context, the commentary, 

Paramatthajotikā, explains the word ‘name’ so as to mean ‘bending’. 
It says that all immaterial states are called nāma, in the sense that 
they bend towards their respective objects and also because the mind 

has the nature of inclination: Āramma�ābhimukha� namanato, cit-
tassa ca natihetuto sabbampi arūpa� ‘nāman’ti vuccati.6 
And this is the standard definition of nāma in Abhidhamma com-

pendiums and commentaries. The idea of bending towards an object 

is brought in to explain the word nāma. It may be that they thought it 
too simple an interpretation to explain nāma with reference to 
‘name’, particularly because it is a term that has to do with deep in-

sight. However as far as the teachings in the suttas are concerned, 
nāma still has a great depth even when it is understood in the sense 
of ‘name’.  

Nāma� sabba� anvabhavi, 
nāmā bhiyyo na vijjati, 
nāmassa ekadhammassa, 
sabbeva vasamanvagū.7 
"Name has conquered everything, 

There is nothing greater than name, 

All have gone under the sway 

Of this one thing called name."  

Also there is another verse of the same type, but unfortunately its 

original meaning is often ignored by the present day commentators: 
Akkheyyasaññino sattā, 
akkheyyasmi� pati��hitā, 
akkheyya� apariññāya, 
yogam āyanti maccuno.8 
"Beings are conscious of what can be named, 

They are established on the nameable, 

By not comprehending the nameable things, 

They come under the yoke of death." 

All this shows that the word nāma has a deep significance even when 
it is taken in the sense of ‘name’.  
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But now let us see whether there is something wrong in rendering 

nāma by ‘name’ in the case of the term nāma-rūpa. To begin with, 
let us turn to the definition of nāma-rūpa as given by the Venerable 
Sāriputta in the Sammādi��hisutta of the Majjhima Nikāya. 

Vedanā, saññā, cetanā, phasso, manasikāro - ida� vuccatāvuso, 
nāma�; cattāri ca mahābhūtāni, catunnañca mahābhūtāna� 
upādāyarūpa� - ida� vuccatāvuso, rūpa�. Iti idañca nāma� idañca 
rūpa� - idam vuccatāvuso nāma-rūpa�.9 "Feeling, perception, inten-
tion, contact, attention - this, friend, is called ‘name’. The four great 

primaries and form dependent on the four great primaries - this, 

friend, is called ‘form’. So this is ‘name’ and this is ‘form’ - this, 

friend, is called ‘name-and-form’." 

Well, this seems lucid enough as a definition but let us see, 

whether there is any justification for regarding feeling, perception, 

intention, contact and attention as ‘name’. Suppose there is a little 

child, a toddler, who is still unable to speak or understand language. 

Someone gives him a rubber ball and the child has seen it for the first 

time. If the child is told that it is a rubber ball, he might not under-

stand it. How does he get to know that object? He smells it, feels it, 

and tries to eat it, and finally rolls it on the floor. At last he under-

stands that it is a plaything. Now the child has recognised the rubber 

ball not by the name that the world has given it, but by those factors 

included under ‘name’ in nāma-rūpa, namely feeling, perception, 
intention, contact and attention. 

This shows that the definition of nāma in nāma-rūpa takes us 
back to the most fundamental notion of ‘name’, to something like its 

prototype. The world gives a name to an object for purposes of easy 

communication. When it gets the sanction of others, it becomes a 

convention.  

While commenting on the verse just quoted, the commentator 

also brings in a bright idea. As an illustration of the sweeping power 

of name, he points out that if any tree happens to have no name at-

tached to it by the world, it would at least be known as the ‘nameless 

tree’.10 Now as for the child, even such a usage is not possible. So it 

gets to know an object by the aforesaid method. And the factors in-

volved there, are the most elementary constituents of name.  
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Now it is this elementary name-and-form world that a meditator 

also has to understand, however much he may be conversant with the 

conventional world. But if a meditator wants to understand this 

name-and-form world, he has to come back to the state of a child, at 

least from one point of view. Of course in this case the equanimity 

should be accompanied by knowledge and not by ignorance. And 

that is why a meditator makes use of mindfulness and full awareness, 

satisampajañña, in his attempt to understand name-and-form.  
Even though he is able to recognize objects by their conventional 

names, for the purpose of comprehending name-and-form, a medita-

tor makes use of those factors that are included under ‘name’: feel-

ing, perception, intention, contact and attention. All these have a spe-

cific value to each individual and that is why the Dhamma has to be 
understood each one by himself - paccatta� veditabbo. This Dham-
ma has to be realized by oneself. One has to understand one’s own 
world of name-and-form by oneself. No one else can do it for him. 

Nor can it be defined or denoted by technical terms.  

Now it is in this world of name-and-form that suffering is found. 

According to the Buddha, suffering is not out there in the conven-

tional world of worldly philosophers. It is to be found in this very 

name-and-form world. So the ultimate aim of a meditator is to cut off 

the craving in this name-and-form. As it is said: acchecchi ta�ha� 
idha nāmarūpe.11 
Now if we are to bring in a simile to clarify this point, the Buddha 

is called the incomparable surgeon, sallakatto anuttaro.12 Also he is 
sometimes called ta�hāsallassa hantāra�, one who removes the dart 
of craving.13 So the Buddha is the incomparable surgeon who pulls 

out the poison-tipped arrow of craving.  

We may say therefore that, according to the Dhamma, nāma-
rūpa, or name-and-form, is like the wound in which the arrow is em-
bedded. When one is wounded by a poison-tipped arrow, the ban-

dage has to be put, not on the archer or on his bow-string, but on the 

wound itself. First of all the wound has to be well located and 

cleaned up. Similarly, the comprehension of name-and-form is the 

preliminary step in the treatment of the wound caused by the poison-

tipped arrow of craving.  
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And it is for that purpose that a meditator has to pay special at-

tention to those basic components of ‘name’ - feeling, perception, 

intention, contact and attention - however much he may be proficient 

in words found in worldly usage. It may even appear as a process of 

unlearning down to childlike simplicity. But of course, the equanim-

ity implied there, is not based on ignorance but on knowledge.  

We find ourselves in a similar situation with regard to the signifi-

cance of rūpa in nāma-rūpa. Here too we have something deep, but 
many take nāma-rūpa to mean ‘mind and matter’. Like materialists, 
they think there is a contrast between mind and matter. But according 

to the Dhamma there is no such rigid distinction. It is a pair that is 
interrelated and taken together it forms an important link in the chain 

of pa�icca samuppāda.  
Rūpa exists in relation to ‘name’ and that is to say that form is 

known with the help of ‘name’. As we saw above, that child got a 

first-hand knowledge of the rubber ball with the help of contact, feel-

ing, perception, intention and attention. Now in the definition of 

‘form’ as cattāri ca mahābhūtāni, catunnañca mahābhūtāna� 
upādāya rūpa� the four great primaries are mentioned because they 
constitute the most primary notion of ‘form’. Just as much as feeling, 

perception, intention, contact and attention represent the most pri-

mary notion of ‘name’, conventionally so called, even so the four 

great primaries form the basis for the primary notion of ‘form’, as the 

world understands it.  

It is not an easy matter to recognize these primaries. They are 

evasive like ghosts. But out of their interplay we get the perception 

of form, rūpasaññā. In fact what is called rūpa in this context is 
rūpasaññā. It is with reference to the behaviour of the four great 
elements that the world builds up its concept of form. Its perception, 

recognition and designation of form is in terms of that behaviour. 

And that behaviour can be known with the help of those members 

representing name.  

The earth element is recognized through the qualities of hardness 

and softness, the water element through the qualities of cohesiveness 

and dissolution, the fire element through hotness and coolness, and 

the wind element through motion and inflation. In this way one gets 

acquainted with the nature of the four great primaries. And the per-
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ception of form, rūpasaññā, that one has at the back of one’s mind, is 
the net result of that acquaintance. So this is nāma-rūpa. This is 
one’s world. The relationship between rūpa and rūpasaññā will be 
clear from the following verse:  

Yattha nāmañca rūpañca, 
asesa� uparujjhati, 
pa�igha� rūpasaññā ca, 
etthesā chijjate ja�ā. 

This is a verse found in the Ja�āsutta of the Sa�yutta Nikāya.14 In 
that sutta we find a deity putting a riddle before the Buddha for solu-
tion: 

Anto ja�ā bahi ja�ā, 
ja�āya ja�itā pajā, 
ta� ta� Gotama pucchāmi, 
ko ima� vija�aye ja�a�. 
"There is a tangle within, and a tangle without,  

The world is entangled with a tangle.  

About that, oh Gotama, I ask you,  
Who can disentangle this tangle?"  

The Buddha answers the riddle in three verses, the first of which is 

fairly well known, because it happens to be the opening verse of the 

Visuddhimagga: 
Sīle pati��hāya naro sapañño, 
citta� paññañca bhāvaya�, 
ātāpī nipako bhikkhu, 
so ima� vija�aye jata�. 

This means that a wise monk, established in virtue, developing con-

centration and wisdom, being ardent and prudent, is able to disentan-

gle this tangle. Now this is the second verse: 
Yesa� rāgo ca doso ca, 
avijjā ca virājitā, 
khī�āsavā arahanto, 
tesa� vija�itā ja�ā. 
"In whom lust, hate  

And ignorance have faded away,  

Those influx-free Arahants,  
It is in them that the tangle is disentangled."  
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It is the third verse that is relevant to our topic. 

Yattha nāmañca rūpañca, 
asesa� uparujjhati, 
pa�igha� rūpasaññā ca, 
etthesā chijjate ja�ā. 
"Where name and form  

As well as resistance and the perception of form  

Are completely cut off,  

It is there that the tangle gets snapped."  

The reference here is to Nibbāna. It is there that the tangle is disen-
tangled.  

The coupling of name-and-form with pa�igha and rūpasaññā in 
this context, is significant. Here pa�igha does not mean ‘repugnance’, 
but ‘resistance’. It is the resistance which comes as a reaction to inert 

matter. For instance, when one knocks against something in passing, 

one turns back to recognize it. Sense reaction is something like that.  

The Buddha has said that the worldling is blind until at least the 

Dhamma-eye arises in him. So the blind worldling recognizes an ob-
ject by the very resistance he experiences in knocking against that 

object.  

Pa�igha and rūpasaññā form a pair. Pa�igha is that experience of 
resistance which comes by the knocking against an object, and rūpa-
saññā, as perception of form, is the resulting recognition of that ob-
ject. The perception is in terms of what is hard, soft, hot or cold. Out 

of such perceptions common to the blind worldlings, arises the con-

ventional reality, the basis of which is the world.  

Knowledge and understanding are very often associated with 

words and concepts, so much so that if one knows the name of a 

thing, one is supposed to know it. Because of this misconception the 

world is in a tangle. Names and concepts, particularly the nouns, 

perpetuate the ignorance in the world. Therefore insight is the only 

path of release. And that is why a meditator practically comes down 

to the level of a child in order to understand name and form. He may 

even have to pretend to be a patient in slowing down his movements 

for the sake of developing mindfulness and full awareness.  

So we see that there is something really deep in nāma-rūpa, even 
if we render it as ‘name-and-form’. There is an implicit connection 
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with ‘name’ as conventionally so called, but unfortunately this con-

nection is ignored in the commentaries, when they bring in the idea 

of ‘bending’ to explain the word ‘name’. So we need not hesitate to 

render nāma-rūpa by ‘name-and-form’. Simple as it may appear, it 
goes deeper than the worldly concepts of name and form.  

Now if we are to summarise all what we have said in this connec-

tion, we may say: ‘name’ in ‘name-and-form’ is a formal name. It is 

an apparent name. ‘Form’ in ‘name-and-form’ is a nominal form. It 

is a form only in name.  

We have to make a similar comment on the meaning of the word 

Nibbāna. Here too one can see some unusual semantic developments 
in the commentarial period. It is very common these days to explain 

the etymology of the word Nibbāna with the help of a phrase like: 
Vānasa�khātāya ta�hāya nikkhantattā.15 And that is to say that Nib-
bāna is so called because it is an exit from craving which is a form of 
weaving.  

To take the element vāna in the word to mean a form of weaving 
is as good as taking nāma in nāma-rūpa as some kind of bending. It 
is said that craving is a kind of weaving in the sense that it connects 

up one form of existence with another and the prefix ni is said to sig-
nify the exit from that weaving.  

But nowhere in the suttas do we get this sort of etymology and in-
terpretation. On the other hand it is obvious that the suttas use the 
word Nibbāna in the sense of ‘extinguishing’ or ‘extinction’. In fact 
this is the sense that brings out the true essence of the Dhamma.  
For instance the Ratanasutta, which is so often chanted as a 

paritta, says that the Arahants go out like a lamp: Nibbanti dhīrā 
yathāya� padīpo.16 "Those wise ones get extinguished even like this 
lamp."  

The simile of a lamp getting extinguished is also found in the 

Dhātuvibha�gasutta of the Majjhima Nikāya.17 Sometimes it is the 
figure of a torch going out: Pajjotass’eva nibbāna�, vimokho cetaso 
ahu, "the mind’s release was like the extinguishing of a torch."18  
The simile of the extinction of a fire is very often brought in as an 

illustration of Nibbāna and in the Aggivacchagottasutta of the Maj-
jhima Nikāya we find the Buddha presenting it as a sustained simile, 
giving it a deeper philosophical dimension.19 Now when a fire burns, 
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it does so with the help of firewood. When a fire is burning, if some-

one were to ask us: "What is burning?" - what shall we say as a re-

ply? Is it the wood that is burning or the fire that is burning? The 

truth of the matter is that the wood burns because of the fire and the 

fire burns because of the wood. So it seems we already have here a 

case of relatedness of this to that, idappaccayatā. This itself shows 
that there is a very deep significance in the fire simile.  

Nibbāna as a term for the ultimate aim of this Dhamma is equally 
significant because of its allusion to the going out of a fire. In the 

Asa�khatasa�yutta of the Sa�yutta Nikāya as many as thirty-three 
terms are listed to denote this ultimate aim.20 But out of all these epi-

thets, Nibbāna became the most widely used, probably because of its 
significant allusion to the fire. The fire simile holds the answer to 

many questions relating to the ultimate goal.  

The wandering ascetic Vacchagotta, as well as many others, ac-
cused the Buddha of teaching a doctrine of annihilation: Sato sat-
tassa uccheda� vināsa� vibhava� paññāpeti.21 Their accusation 
was that the Buddha proclaims the annihilation, destruction and non-

existence of a being that is existent. And the Buddha answered them 

fairly and squarely with the fire simile.  

"Now if a fire is burning in front of you dependent on grass and 

twigs as fuel, you would know that it is burning dependently and not 

independently, that there is no fire in the abstract. And when the fire 

goes out, with the exhaustion of that fuel, you would know that it has 

gone out because the conditions for its existence are no more." 

As a sidelight to the depth of this argument it may be mentioned 

that the Pāli word upādāna used in such contexts has the sense of 
both ‘fuel’ as well as ‘grasping’, and in fact, fuel is something that 

the fire grasps for its burning. Upādānapaccayā bhavo, "dependent 
on grasping is existence".22 These are two very important links in the 

doctrine of dependent arising, pa�icca samuppāda.  
The eternalists, overcome by the craving for existence, thought 

that there is some permanent essence in existence as a reality. But 

what had the Buddha to say about existence? He said that what is 

true for the fire is true for existence as well. That is to say that exis-

tence is dependent on grasping. So long as there is a grasping, there 

is an existence. As we saw above, the firewood is called upādāna be-
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cause it catches fire. The fire catches hold of the wood, and the wood 

catches hold of the fire. And so we call it firewood. This is a case of 

a relation of this to that, idappaccayatā. Now it is the same with 
what is called ‘existence’, which is not an absolute reality.  

Even in the Vedic period there was the dilemma between ‘being’ 
and ‘non-being’. They wondered whether being came out of non-

being, or non-being came out of being. Katham asata5 sat jāyeta, 
"How could being come out of non-being?"23 In the face of this di-

lemma regarding the first beginnings, they were sometimes forced to 

conclude that there was neither non-being nor being at the start, 

nāsadāsīt no sadāsīt tadānīm.24 Or else in the confusion they would 
sometimes leave the matter unsolved, saying that perhaps only the 

creator knew about it.  

All this shows what a lot of confusion these two words sat and 
asat, being and non-being, had created for the philosophers. It was 
only the Buddha who presented a perfect solution, after a complete 

reappraisal of the whole problem of existence. He pointed out that 

existence is a fire kept up by the fuel of grasping, so much so that, 

when grasping ceases, existence ceases as well.  

In fact the fire simile holds the answer to the tetralemma included 

among the ten unexplained points very often found mentioned in the 

suttas. It concerns the state of the Tathāgata after death, whether he 
exists, does not exist, both or neither. The presumption of the ques-

tioner is that one or the other of these four must be and could be an-

swered in the affirmative.  

The Buddha solves or dissolves this presumptuous tetralemma by 

bringing in the fire simile. He points out that when a fire goes out 

with the exhaustion of the fuel, it is absurd to ask in which direction 

the fire has gone. All that one can say about it, is that the fire has 

gone out: Nibbuto tveva sa�kha� gacchati, "it comes to be reckoned 
as ‘gone out’."25  

It is just a reckoning, an idiom, a worldly usage, which is not to 

be taken too literally. So this illustration through the fire simile 

drives home to the worldling the absurdity of his presumptuous tetra-

lemma of the Tathāgata.  
In the Upasīvasutta of the Pārāya�avagga of the Sutta Nipāta we 

find the lines:  
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Accī yathā vātavegena khitto,  
attha� paleti na upeti sa�kha�,  
"Like the flame thrown out by the force of the wind  

Reaches its end, it cannot be reckoned."26  

Here the reckoning is to be understood in terms of the four proposi-

tions of the tetralemma. Such reckonings are based on a total miscon-

ception of the phenomenon of fire.  

It seems that the deeper connotations of the word Nibbāna in the 
context of pa�icca samuppāda were not fully appreciated by the com-
mentators. And that is why they went in search of a new etymology. 

They were too shy of the implications of the word ‘extinction’. 

Probably to avoid the charge of nihilism they felt compelled to rein-

terpret certain key passages on Nibbāna. They conceived Nibbāna as 
something existing out there in its own right. They would not say 

where, but sometimes they would even say that it is everywhere. 

With an undue grammatical emphasis they would say that it is on 

coming to that Nibbāna that lust and other defilements are aban-
doned: Nibbāna� āgamma rāgādayo khī�āti ekameva nibbāna� 
rāgakkhayo dosakkhayo mohakkhayo ti vuccati.27  
But what do we find in the joyous utterances of the theras and 

therīs who had realized Nibbāna? As recorded in such texts as 
Thera- and Therī-gāthā they would say: Sītibhūto’smi nibbuto, "I am 
grown cool, extinguished as I am."28 The words sītibhūta and nibbuta 
had a cooling effect even to the listener, though later scholars found 

them inadequate.  

Extinction is something that occurs within an individual and it 

brings with it a unique bliss of appeasement. As the Ratanasutta 
says: Laddhā mudhā nibbuti� bhuñjamānā, "they experience the 
bliss of appeasement won free of charge."29 Normally, appeasement 

is won at a cost, but here we have an appeasement that comes gratis.  

From the worldly point of view ‘extinction’ means annihilation. It 

has connotations of a precipice that is much dreaded. That is why the 

commentators conceived of it as something out there, on reaching 

which the defilements are abandoned, nibbāna� āgamma rāgādayo 
khī�āti. Sometimes they would say that it is on seeing Nibbāna that 
craving is destroyed.  
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There seems to be some contradiction in the commentarial defini-

tions of Nibbāna. On the one hand we have the definition of Nibbāna 
as the exit from craving, which is called a ‘weaving’. And on the 

other it is said that it is on seeing Nibbāna that craving is destroyed. 
To project Nibbāna into a distance and to hope that craving will be 
destroyed only on seeing it, is something like trying to build a stair-

case to a palace one cannot yet see. In fact this is a simile which the 

Buddha had used in his criticism of the Brahmin’s point of view.30  
In the Dhammacakkappavattanasutta we have a very clear state-

ment of the third noble truth. Having first said that the second noble 

truth is craving, the Buddha goes on to define the third noble truth in 

these words: Tassāyeva ta�hāya asesavirāganirodho cāgo pa�inis-
saggo mutti anālayo.31  
This is to say that the third noble truth is the complete fading 

away, cessation, giving up, relinquishment of that very craving. That 

it is the release from and non-attachment to that very craving. In 

other words it is the destruction of this very mass of suffering which 

is just before us.  

In the suttas the term ta�hakkhayo, the destruction of craving, is 
very often used as a term for Nibbāna.32 But the commentator says 
that destruction alone is not Nibbāna: Khayamatta� na nibbāna�.33 
But the destruction of craving itself is called the highest bliss in the 

following verse of the Udāna:  
Yañca kāmasukha� loke, 
ya� c’ida� diviya� sukha�, 
ta�hakkhaya sukhass’ete, 
kala� n’agghanti so9asi�.34 
"Whatever bliss from sense-desires there is in the world,  

Whatever divine bliss there is,  

All these are not worth one-sixteenth  

Of the bliss of the destruction of craving."  

Many of the verses found in the Udāna are extremely deep and 
this is understandable, since udāna means a ‘joyous utterance’. Gen-
erally a joyous utterance comes from the very depths of one’s heart, 

like a sigh of relief. As a matter of fact one often finds that the con-

cluding verse goes far deeper in its implications than the narrative 
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concerned. For instance, in the Udapānasutta, we get the following 
joyous utterance, coming from the Buddha himself:  

Ki� kayirā udapānena, 
āpā ce sabbadā siyu�, 
ta�hāya mūlato chetvā, 
kissa pariyesana� care.35 
"What is the use of a well, 

If water is there all the time, 

Having cut craving at the root, 

In search of what should one wander?" 

This shows that the destruction of craving is not a mere destruction.  

Craving is a form of thirst and that is why Nibbāna is sometimes 
called pipāsavinayo, the dispelling of the thirst.36 To think that the 
destruction of craving is not sufficient is like trying to give water to 

one who has already quenched his thirst. But the destruction of crav-

ing has been called the highest bliss. One who has quenched his 

thirst for good, is aware of that blissful experience. When he sees the 

world running here and there in search of water, he looks within and 

sees the well-spring of his bliss.  

However to most of our scholars the term ta�hakkhaya appeared 
totally negative and that is why they hesitated to recognize its value. 

In such conventional usages as Nibbāna� āgamma they found a 
grammatical excuse to separate that term from Nibbāna.  
According to the Buddha the cessation of existence is Nibbāna 

and that means Nibbāna is the realization of the cessation of exis-
tence. Existence is said to be an eleven-fold fire. So the entire exis-

tence is a raging fire. Lust, hate, delusion - all these are fires. There-

fore Nibbāna may be best rendered by the word ‘extinction’. When 
once the fires are extinguished, what more is needed?  

But unfortunately Venerable Buddhaghosa was not prepared to 
appreciate this point of view. In his Visuddhimagga as well as in the 
commentaries Sāratthappakāsinī and Sammohavinodanī, he gives a 
long discussion on Nibbāna in the form of an argument with an 
imaginary heretic.37 Some of his arguments are not in keeping with 

either the letter or the spirit of the Dhamma.  
First of all he gets the heretic to put forward the idea that the de-

struction of lust, hate and delusion is Nibbāna. Actually the heretic is 
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simply quoting the Buddha word, for in the Nibbānasutta of the 
Asa�khatasa�yutta the destruction of lust, hate and delusion is called 
Nibbāna: Rāgakkhayo, dosakkhayo, mohakkhayo - ida� vuccati nib-
bāna�.38  
The words rāgakkhaya, dosakkhaya and mohakkhaya together 

form a synonym of Nibbāna, but the commentator interprets it as 
three synonyms. Then he argues out with the imaginary heretic that if 

Nibbāna is the extinguishing of lust it is something common even to 
the animals, for they also extinguish their fires of lust through en-

joyment of the corresponding objects of sense.39 This argument ig-

nores the deeper sense of the word extinction, as it is found in the 

Dhamma.  
In the Māga�:iyasutta of the Majjhima Nikāya the Buddha gives 

the simile of a man with a skin disease sitting beside a pit of hot em-

bers to explain the position of lustful beings in the world.40 That man 

is simply trying to assuage his pains by the heat of the fire. It is an 

attempt to warm up, not to cool down. Similarly what the lustful be-

ings in the world are doing in the face of the fires of lust is a warm-

ing up. It can in no way be compared to the extinction and the cool-

ing down of the Arahants.  
As the phrase nibbuti� bhuñjamānā implies, that extinction is a 

blissful experience for the Arahants. It leaves a permanent effect on 
the Arahant, so much so that upon reflection he sees that his influxes 
are extinct, just as a man with his hands and feet cut off, knows upon 

reflection that his limbs are gone.41 It seems that the deeper implica-

tions of the word Nibbāna have been obscured by a set of arguments 
which are rather misleading.  

In fact I came forward to give these sermons for three reasons: 

Firstly because the venerable Great Preceptor invited me to do so. 

Secondly in the hope that it will be of some benefit to my co-dwell-

ers in the Dhamma. And thirdly because I myself felt rather con-
cerned about the inadequacy of the existing interpretations.  

What we have said so far is just about the word Nibbāna as such. 
Quite a number of suttas on Nibbāna will be taken up for discussion. 
This is just a preamble to show that the word Nibbāna in the sense of 
‘extinction’ has a deeper dimension, which has some relevance to the 

law of dependent arising, pa�icca samuppāda.  
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By bringing in an etymology based on the element vāna, much of 
the original significance of the word Nibbāna came to be under-
mined. On quite a number of occasions the Buddha has declared that 

the cessation of suffering is Nibbāna, or else that the destruction of 
craving is Nibbāna. Terms like dukkhanirodho and ta�hakkhayo 
have been used as synonyms. If they are synonyms, there is no need 

to make any discrimination with regard to some of them, by insisting 

on a periphrastic usage like āgamma.  
Yet another important aspect of the problem is the relation of 

Nibbāna to the holy life or brahmacariya. It is said that when the 
holy life is lived out to the full, it culminates in Nibbāna.  
In the Rādhasa�yutta of the Sa�yutta Nikāya we find the Vener-

able Rādha putting a series of questions to the Buddha to get an ex-
planation.42 First of all he asks:  

Sammādassana� pana, bhante, kimatthiya�? "For what purpose 
is right vision?" And the Buddha gives the answer: Sammādassana� 
kho, Rādha, nibbidattha�, "Rādha, right vision is for purposes of 
disgust or dejection". And that is to say, disgust for sa�sāra.  
The next question is: for what purpose is disgust? And the Bud-

dha answers: disgust is for dispassion. What is the purpose of dispas-

sion? The purpose of dispassion is release. What is the purpose of 

release? The purpose of release is Nibbāna. Last of all Venerable 
Rādha puts the question:  

Nibbāna� pana, bhante, kimatthiya�? "For what purpose is Nib-
bāna?" And the Buddha gives this answer: Accasarā, Rādha, pañ-
ha�, nāsakkhi pañhassa pariyanta� gahetu�. Nibbānogadhañhi, 
Rādha, brahmacariya� vussati, nibbānaparāyana� nibbānapari-
yosāna�. "Rādha, you have gone beyond the scope of your ques-
tions, you are unable to grasp the limit of your questions. For, Rādha, 
the holy life is merged in Nibbāna, its consummation is Nibbāna, its 
culmination is Nibbāna."  
This shows that the holy life gets merged in Nibbāna, just as riv-

ers get merged in the sea. In other words, where the holy life is lived 

out to the full, Nibbāna is right there. That is why Venerable Nanda, 
who earnestly took up the holy life encouraged by the Buddha’s 

promise of heavenly nymphs, attained Arahant-hood almost in spite 
of himself. At last he approached the Buddha and begged to relieve 
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him of the onus of his promise. This shows that when one completes 

the training in the Holy Life, one is already in Nibbāna. Only when 
the training is incomplete, can one go to heaven.  

Here, then, is a result which comes of its own accord. So there is 

no justification for a periphrastic usage like, "on reaching Nibbāna". 
No glimpse of a distant object is necessary. At whatever moment the 

Noble Eightfold Path is perfected, one attains Nibbāna then and 
there. Now, in the case of an examination, after answering the ques-

tion paper, one has to wait for the results - to get a pass.  

Here it is different. As soon as you have answered the paper cor-

rectly, you have passed im-mediately and the certificate is already 

there. This is the significance of the term aññā used in such contexts. 
Aññā stands for full certitude of the experience of Nibbāna. 
The experience of the fruit of Arahant-ship gives him the final 

certificate of his attainment, aññāphalo.43 That is why Nibbāna is 
called something to be realized. One gets the certitude that birth is 

extinct and that the holy life is lived out to the full, khī�ā jāti, vusi-
ta� brahmacariya�.44  
Of course there are some who still go on asking: what is the pur-

pose of Nibbāna? And it is to answer this type of question that many 
scholars go on hair splitting. Normally in the world, whatever one 

does has some purpose or other. All occupations, all trades and busi-

nesses, are for gain and profit. Thieves and burglars also have some 

purpose in mind. But what is the purpose of trying to attain Nibbāna? 
What is the purpose of Nibbāna? Why should one attain Nibbāna?  
It is to give an answer to this question that scholars brought in 

such phrases as Nibbāna� pana āgamma, ‘on reaching Nibbāna’. 
They would say that ‘on reaching Nibbāna’, craving would be de-
stroyed. On closer analysis it would appear that there is some fallacy 

in this question. For if there is any aim or purpose in attaining Nib-
bāna, Nibbāna would not be the ultimate aim. In other words, if Nib-
bāna is the ultimate aim, there should be no aim in attaining Nib-
bāna. Though it may well sound a tautology, one has to say that Nib-
bāna is the ultimate aim for the simple reason that there is no aim 
beyond it.  

However, this might need more explanation. Now as far as crav-

ing is concerned, it has the nature of projection or inclination. It is 
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something bent forward, with a forward view, and that is why it is 

called bhavanetti, the leader in becoming.45 It leads one on and on in 
existence, like the carrot before the donkey. So that is why all objects 

presented by craving have some object or purpose as a projection. 

Craving is an inclination.  

But what is the position if one makes the destruction of craving 

itself one’s object? Now craving because of its inclining nature is 

always bent forward, so much so that we get an infinite progression. 

This is for that, and that is for the other. As the phrase ta�hā pono-
bhavikā implies, craving brings up existence again and again.46  
But this is not the case when one makes the destruction of craving 

one’s aim. When that aim is attained, there is nothing more to be 

done. So this brings us to the conclusion that the term ta�hakkhayo, 
destruction of craving, is a full-fledged synonym of Nibbāna.  
Well, this much is enough for today. Time permitting and life per-

mitting, I hope to continue with these sermons. I suppose the most 

Venerable Great Preceptor made this invitation with the idea of see-

ing one of his children at play. For good or for bad, I have taken up 

the invitation. Let the future of the Sāsana be the final judge of its 
merits. 
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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

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

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

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

detachment, cessation, extinction". 

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks. 

The second sermon on Nibbāna has come up for today. Towards 
the end of our sermon the other day we raised the point: Why is it 

improper to ask such questions as: ‘What is the purpose of Nibbāna? 
Why should one attain Nibbāna?’2 Our explanation was that since 
the holy life or the Noble Eightfold Path has Nibbāna as its ultimate 
aim, since it gets merged in Nibbāna, any questions as to the ultimate 
purpose of Nibbāna would be inappropriate.  
In fact at some places in the canon we find the phrase anuttara 

brahmacariyapariyosāna used with reference to Nibbāna.3 It means 
that Nibbāna is the supreme consummation of the holy life. The fol-
lowing standard phrase announcing a new Arahant is very often 
found in the suttas:  

Yassatthāya kulaputtā sammadeva agārasmā anagāriya� pab-
bajanti, tadanuttara� brahmcariyapariyosāna� di��heva dhamme 
saya� abhiññā sacchikatvā upasampajja vihāsi.4 "In this very life he 
realized by his own higher knowledge and attained to that supreme 

consummation of the holy life for the purpose of which clansmen of 

good family rightly go forth from home to homelessness." 

Now what is the justification for saying that one attains to Nib-
bāna by the very completion of the holy life? This Noble Eightfold 
Path is a straight path: Ujuko nāma so maggo, abhayā nāma sā disā.5 
"This path is called the ‘straight’ and the direction it goes is called 

the ‘fearless’." In the Itivuttaka we come across a verse which ex-
presses this idea more vividly:  

Sekhassa sikkhamānassa, 
ujumaggānusārino, 
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khayasmi� pa�hama� ñā�a�, 
tato aññā anantarā.6 
"To the learner, learning  

In pursuit of the straight path,  

First comes the knowledge of destruction  

And then immediately the certitude."  

It is the fruit of Arahant-ship which gives him the certitude of the at-
tainment of Nibbāna.  
Here the word anantarā has been used. That concentration proper 

to the fruit of Arahant-ship is called ānantarikā samādhi.7 This 
means that the attainment of the fruit is immediate. 

Though it may be so in the case of the Arahant, what about the 
stream-winner, the sotāpanna, one may ask. There is a general belief 
that in the case of a sotāpanna the vision of Nibbāna is like a 
glimpse of a distant lamp on a road with many bends and the sotā-
panna has just negotiated the first bend.  
But in accordance with the Dhamma it may be said that the norm 

of immediacy is applicable even to the knowledge of the first path. 

One who attains to the fruit of stream-winning may be a beggar, an 

illiterate person, or a seven year old child. It may be that he has heard 

the Dhamma for the first time. All the same, a long line of epithets is 
used with reference to him in the suttas as his qualifications: Di�-
�hadhammo pattadhammo viditadhammo pariyogā)hadhammo ti��a-
vicikiccho vigatakatha�katho vesārajjappatto aparappaccayo sat-
thusāsane.8  

Di��hadhammo, he is one who has seen the Dhamma, the truth of 
Nibbāna. It is said in the Ratanasutta that along with the vision of 
the first path, three fetters are abandoned, namely sakkāyadi��hi, the 
self-hood view, vicikicchā, sceptical doubt, and sīlabbataparāmāsa, 
attachment to holy vows and ascetic practices.9 Some might argue 

that only these fetters are abandoned at this stage, because it is a 

glimpse of Nibbāna from a distance. But then there is this second 
epithet, pattadhammo, which means that he has reached the Dham-
ma, that he has arrived at Nibbāna. Not only that, he is viditadham-
mo, he is one who has understood the Dhamma, which is Nibbāna. 
He is pariyogā)hadhammo, he has plunged into the Dhamma, he has 
dived into the Dhamma, which is Nibbāna. He is ti��avicikiccho, he 
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has crossed over doubts. Vigatakatha�katho, his waverings are gone. 
Vesārajjappatto, he has attained to proficiency. Aparappaccayo sat-
thusāsane, in regard to the dispensation of the teacher he is not de-
pendent on others. And that is to say that he could attain to Nib-
bāna even without another’s help, though of course with the 
teacher’s help he would attain it sooner. 

So this string of epithets testifies to the efficacy of the realization 

by the first path. It is not a mere glimpse of Nibbāna from a distance. 
It is a reaching, an arrival or a plunge into Nibbāna. For purposes of 
illustration we may bring in a legend connected with the history of 

Sri Lanka. It is said that when King Gajabāhu invaded India, one of 
his soldiers, Nīla, who had Herculean strength, parted the seawater 
with a huge iron bar in order to make way for the king and the army. 

Now when the supramundane path arises in the mind the power of 

thought is as mighty as the blow of Nīla with his iron bar. Even with 
the first blow the sea-water parted, so that one could see the bottom. 

Similarly the sweeping influxes are parted for a moment when the 

transcendental path arises in a mind, enabling one to see the very 

bottom - Nibbāna. In other words, all preparations (sa�khāras) are 
stilled for a moment, enabling one to see the cessation of prepara-

tions. 

We have just given a simile by way of illustration, but inciden-

tally there is a Dhammapada verse which comes closer to it: 
Chinda sota� parakkamma, 
kāme panuda brāhma�a, 
sa�khārāna� khaya� ñatvā, 
akataññū’si brāhma�a.10 
"Strive forth and cut off the stream,  

Discard, oh Brahmin, sense-desires,  

Having known the destruction of preparations, oh Brahmin,  

Become a knower of the un-made."  

So this verse clearly indicates what the knowledge of the path does 

when it arises. Just as one leaps forward and cuts off a stream of 

water, so it cuts off, even for a moment, the preparations connected 

with craving. Thereby one realizes the destruction of preparations - 

sa�khārāna� khaya� ñatvā.  
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Like the sea water parted by the blow of the iron bar, preparations 

part for a moment to reveal the very bottom which is ‘unprepared’, 

the asa�khata. Akata, or the un-made, is the same as asa�khata, the 
unprepared. So one has had a momentary vision of the sea bottom, 

which is free from preparations. Of course, after that experience, in-

fluxes flow in again. But one kind of influxes, namely di��hāsavā, in-
fluxes of views, are gone for good and will never flow in again.  

Now how was it that some with keen wisdom like Bāhiya attained 
Arahant-ship even while listening to a short sermon from the Bud-
dha? They had dealt four powerful blows in quick succession with 

the iron bar of the path-knowledge to clear away all possible in-

fluxes.  

What is called akata or asa�khata, the un-made or the un-pre-
pared, is not something out there in a distance, as an object of 

thought. It is not a sign to be grasped by one who wants to attain Nib-
bāna.  
Language encourages us to think in terms of signs. Very often we 

find it difficult to get rid of this habit. The worldlings with their de-

filements have to communicate with each other and the structure of 

the language has to answer their needs. So the subject-object rela-

tionship has become a very significant feature in a language. It al-

ways carries the implication that there is a thing to be grasped and 

that there is someone who grasps, that there is a doer and a thing 

done. So it is almost impossible to avoid such usages as: ‘I want to 

see Nibbāna, I want to attain Nibbāna’. We are made to think in 
terms of getting and attaining.  

However sometimes the Buddha reminds us that this is only a 

conventional usage and that these worldly usages are not to be taken 

too seriously. We come across such an instance in the Sagāthavagga 
of the Sa�yutta Nikāya where the Buddha retorts to some questions 
put by a certain deity.11 The deity named Kakudha asks the Buddha: 
"Do you rejoice, oh recluse?" And the Buddha retorts: "On getting 

what, friend?" Then the deity asks: "Then, recluse, do you grieve?" 

And the Buddha quips back: "On losing what, friend?" So the deity 

concludes: "Well then, recluse, you neither rejoice nor grieve!" And 

the Buddha replies: "That is so, friend."  
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It seems, then, that though we say we ‘attain’ Nibbāna there is 
nothing to gain and nothing to lose. If anything - what is lost is an 

ignorance that there is something, and a craving that there is not 

enough - and that is all one loses.  

Now there are quite a number of synonyms for Nibbāna, such as 
akata and asa�khata. As already mentioned, there is even a list of 
thirty-three such epithets, out of which one is dīpa.12 Now dīpa 
means an island. When we are told that Nibbāna is an island, we tend 
to imagine some sort of existence in a beautiful island. But in the 

Pārāyanavagga of the Sutta Nipāta the Buddha gives a good correc-
tive to that kind of imagining in his reply to a question put by the 

Brahmin youth Kappa, a pupil of Bāvarī. Kappa puts his question in 
the following impressive verse: 

Majjhe sarasmi� ti��hata�, 
oghe jāte mahabbhaye, 
jarāmaccuparetāna�, 
dīpa� pabrūhi mārisa, 
tvañca me dīpam akkhāhi, 
yathayida� nāpara� siyā.13  
"Unto them that stand midstream, 

When the frightful floods flow forth, 

To them in decay-and-death forlorn, 

An island, sire, may you proclaim. 

An island which non else excels,  

Yea, such an isle, pray tell me sire."  

And the Buddha gives his answer in two inspiring verses:  
Majjhe sarasmi� ti��hata�, 
oghe jāte mahabbhaye, 
jarāmaccuparetāna�, 
dīpa� pabrūmi Kappa te. 

Akiñcana� anādāna�, 
eta� dīpa� anāpara�, 
nibbāna� iti na� brūmi, 
jarāmaccuparikkhaya�.  
"Unto them that stand midstream, 

When the frightful floods flow forth, 

To them in decay-and-death forlorn, 
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An island, Kappa, I shall proclaim. 
Owning naught, grasping naught, 

The isle is this, none else besides. 

Nibbāna, that is how I call that isle, 
Wherein is decay decayed and death is dead."  

Akiñcana� means ‘owning nothing’, anādāna� means ‘grasping 
nothing’. Eta� dīpa� anāpara�, this is the island, nothing else. Nib-
bāna� iti na� brūmi, jarāmaccuparikkhaya�, "and that I call Nib-
bāna, which is the extinction of decay-and-death." 
From this also we can infer that words like akata, asa�khata and 

sabba-sa�khārā-samatha are full fledged synonyms of Nibbāna. 
Nibbāna is not some mysterious state quite apart from them. It is not 
something to be projected into a distance.  

Some are in the habit of getting down to a discussion on Nibbāna 
by putting sa�khata on one side and asa�khata on the other side. 
They start by saying that sa�khata, or the ‘prepared’, is anicca, or 
impermanent. If sa�khata is anicca, they conclude that asa�-
khata must be nicca, that is the unprepared must be permanent. Fol-
lowing the same line of argument they argue that since sa�khata is 
dukkha, asa�khata must be sukha. But when they come to the third 
step, they get into difficulties. If sa�khata is anattā, or not-self, then 
surely asa�khata must be attā, or self. At this point they have to ad-
mit that their argument is too facile and so they end up by saying that 

after all Nibbāna is something to be realized.  
All this confusion arises due to a lack of understanding of the law 

of Dependent Arising, pa�icca samuppāda. Therefore, first of all, we 
have to say something about the doctrine of pa�icca samuppāda. 
According to the Ariyapariyesanasutta of the Majjhima Nikāya, 

the Buddha, soon after his enlightenment, reflected on the profundity 

of the Dhamma and was rather disinclined to preach it. He saw two 
points in the doctrine that are difficult for the world to see or grasp. 

One was pa�icca samuppāda:  
Duddasa� ida� �hāna� yadida� idappaccayatā pa�iccasamup-

pādo.14 "Hard to see is this point, namely dependent arising which is 
a relatedness of this to that." And the second point was Nibbāna: 
Idampi kho �hāna� duddasa� yadida� sabbasa�khārasamatho sab-
būpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�. "And 
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this point, too, is difficult to see, namely the stilling of all prepara-

tions, the relinquishment of all assets, the destruction of craving, de-

tachment, cessation, extinction."  

From this context we can gather that if there is any term we can 

use to define pa�icca samuppāda, a term that comes closer to it in 
meaning, it is idappaccayatā. The Buddha himself has described 
pa�icca samuppāda in this context as a relatedness of this to that, 
idappaccayatā. As a matter of fact the basic principle which forms 
the noble norm of this doctrine of dependent arising is this idappac-
cayatā. Let us now try to get at its meaning by examining the doc-
trine of pa�icca samuppāda.  
In quite a number of contexts, such as the Bahudhātukasutta of 

the Majjhima Nikāya and the Bodhivagga of the Udāna the law of 
pa�icca samuppāda is set out in the following manner:  

Iti imasmi� sati ida� hoti, 
imassuppādā ida� uppajjati 
imasmi� asati ida� na hoti, 
imassa nirodhā ida� nirujjhati - 
yadida� avijjāpaccayā sa�khārā, sa�khārapaccayā viññā�a�, 

viññā�apaccayā nāmarūpa�, nāmarūpapaccayā sa)āyatana�, 
sa)āyatanapaccayā phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā 
ta�hā, ta�hāpaccayā upādāna�, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapac-
cayā jāti, jātipaccayā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkhadomanas-
sūpāyāsā sambhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa 
samudayo hoti.  

Avijjāyatveva asesavirāganirodhā sa�khāranirodho, sa�khārani-
rodhā viññā�anirodho, viññā�anirodhā nāmarūpanirodho, nāma-
rūpanirodhā sa)āyatananirodho, sa)āyatananirodhā phassanirodho, 
phassanirodhā vedanānirodho, vedanānirodhā ta�hānirodho, ta�hā-
nirodhā upādānanirodho, upādānanirodhā bhavanirodho, bhava-
nirodhā jātinirodho, jātinirodhā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkha-
domanassūpāyāsā nirujjhanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhan-
dhassa nirodho hoti.15 
"Thus: -This being - this comes to be 

With the arising of this - this arises 

This not being - this does not come to be 

With the cessation of this - this ceases. 
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- and that is to say, dependent on ignorance, preparations come to 

be; dependent on preparations, consciousness; dependent on con-

sciousness, name-and-form; dependent on name-and-form, the six 

sense-bases; dependent on the six sense-bases, contact; dependent on 

contact, feeling; dependent on feeling, craving; dependent on crav-

ing, grasping; dependent on grasping, becoming; dependent on be-

coming, birth; dependent on birth, decay-and-death, sorrow, lamen-

tation, pain, grief and despair come to be. Thus is the arising of this 

entire mass of suffering. 

But with the complete fading away and cessation of ignorance, 

comes the cessation of preparations; with the cessation of prepara-

tions, the cessation of consciousness; with the cessation of con-

sciousness, the cessation of name-and-form; with the cessation of 

name-and-form, the cessation of the six sense-bases; with the cessa-

tion of the six sense-bases, the cessation of contact; with the cessa-

tion of contact, the cessation of feeling; with the cessation of feeling, 

the cessation of craving; with the cessation of craving, the cessation 

of grasping; with the cessation of grasping, the cessation of becom-

ing; with the cessation of becoming, the cessation of birth; with the 

cessation of birth, the cessation of decay-and-death, sorrow, lamenta-

tion, pain, grief and despair cease to be. Thus is the cessation of this 

entire mass of suffering." 

This is the thematic statement of the law of pa�icca samuppāda. It 
is set out here in the form of a fundamental principle. Imasmi� sati 
ida� hoti, "this being, this comes to be." Imassuppādā ida� uppaj-
jati, "with the arising of this, this arises." Imasmi� asati ida� na 
hoti, "this not being, this does not come to be". Imassa nirodhā ida� 
nirujjhati, "with the cessation of this, this ceases." It resembles an al-
gebraical formula.  

And then we have the conjunctive yadida�, which means "name-
ly this" or "that is to say". This shows that the foregoing statement is 

axiomatic and implies that what follows is an illustration. So the 

twelve linked formula beginning with the words avijjāpaccayā sa�-
khārā is that illustration. No doubt the twelve-linked formula is im-
pressive enough. But the important thing here is the basic principle 

involved, and that is the fourfold statement beginning with imasmi� 
sati.  
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This fact is very clearly brought out in a certain sutta in the 
Nidānavagga of the Sa�yutta Nikāya. There the Buddha addresses 
the monks and says:  

Pa�iccasamuppādañca vo, bhikkhave, desessāmi pa�iccasamup-
panne ca dhamme.16 "Monks, I will teach you dependent arising and 
things that are dependently arisen."  

In this particular context the Buddha makes a distinction between 

dependent arising and things that are dependently arisen. In order to 

explain what is meant by dependent arising, or pa�icca samuppāda, 
he takes up the last two links in the formula, in the words: jātipac-
cayā, bhikkhave, jarāmara�a�, "monks, dependent on birth is de-
cay-and-death." Then he draws attention to the importance of the ba-

sic principle involved: Uppādā vā Tathāgatāna� anuppādā vā 
Tathāgatāna�, �hitā va sā dhātu dhamma��hitatā dhammaniyāmatā 
idappaccayatā (etc.). Out of the long exhortation given there, this is 
the part relevant to us here.  

Jātipaccayā, bhikkhave, jarāmara�a�, "dependent on birth, oh 
monks, is decay-and-death", and that is to say that decay-and-death 

has birth as its condition. Uppādā vā Tathāgatāna� anuppādā vā 
Tathāgatāna�, "whether there be an arising of the Tathāgatās or 
whether there be no such arising". 6hitā va sā dhātu dhamma��hitatā 
dhammaniyāmatā idappaccayatā, "that elementary nature, that or-
derliness of the Dhamma, that norm of the Dhamma, the relatedness 
of this to that does stand as it is."  

So from this it is clear that the underlying principle could be un-

derstood even with the help of a couple of links. But the commentary 

seems to have ignored this fact in its definition of the term idappac-
cayatā. It says: Imesa� jarāmara�ādīna� paccayā idappaccayā, 
idappaccayāva idappaccayatā.17 The word imesa� is in the plural 
and this indicates that the commentator has taken the dependence in 

a collective sense. But it is because of the fact that even two links are 

sufficient to illustrate the law, that the Buddha follows it up with the 

declaration that this is the pa�icca samuppāda. And then he goes on 
to explain what is meant by ‘things dependently arisen’:  

Katame ca, bhikkhave, pa�iccasamuppannā dhammā? Jarāmara-
�a�, bhikkhave, anicca� sa�khata� pa�iccasamuppanna� khaya-
dhamma� vayadhamma� virāgadhamma� nirodhadhamma�. 
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"What, monks, are things dependently arisen?" And then, taking up 

just one of the last links, he declares: "decay-and-death, monks, is 

impermanent, prepared, dependently arisen, of a nature to get de-

stroyed, to pass away, fade away and cease."  

By the way, the word virāga usually means detachment or dispas-
sion. But in such contexts as avijjāvirāgā and pītiyā ca virāgā one 
has to render it by words like ‘fading away’. So that avijjāvirāga 
could be rendered as: ‘by the fading away of ignorance’, and pītiyā 
virāgā would mean ‘by the fading away of joy’. 
It seems, then, that decay-and-death themselves are impermanent, 

that they are prepared or made up, that they are dependently arisen. 

Decay-and-death themselves can get destroyed and pass away. De-

cay as well as death can fade away and cease.  

Then the Buddha takes up the preceding link jāti, or birth. And 
that too is given the same qualifications. In the same manner he takes 

up each of the preceding links up to and including ignorance, avijjā, 
and applies to them the above qualifications. It is significant that 

every one of the twelve links, even ignorance, is said to be depen-

dently arisen.  

Let us try to understand how, for instance, decay-and-death them-

selves can get destroyed or pass away. Taking the idappaccayatā 
formula as a paradigm, we can illustrate the relationship between the 

two links birth and decay-and-death. Instead of saying: this being, 

that comes to be (and so forth), now we have to say: birth being, de-

cay-and-death comes to be. With the arising of birth, decay-and-

death arises. Birth not being, decay-and-death does not come to be. 

With the cessation of birth, decay-and-death ceases.  

Now birth itself is an arising. But here we can’t help saying that 

birth ‘arises’. It is like saying that birth is born. How can birth get 

born? Similarly death is a passing away. But here we have to say that 

death itself ‘passes away’. How can death pass away? Perhaps, as we 

proceed, we might get the answers to these questions. 

Now at this point let us take up for discussion a certain significant 

passage in the MahāNidānasutta of the Dīgha Nikāya. In the course 
of an exposition of the law of pa�icca samuppāda, addressed to Ven-
erable Ānanda, the Buddha makes the following statement:  
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Ettāvatā kho, Ānanda, jāyetha vā jīyetha vā mīyetha vā cavetha 
vā upapajjetha vā. Ettāvatā adhivacanapatho, ettāvatā niruttipatho, 
ettāvatā paññattipatho, ettāvatā paññāvacara�, ettāvatā va��a� 
vattati itthatta� paññāpanāya yadida� nāmarūpa� saha viññā-
�ena.18 "In so far only, Ānanda, can one be born, or grow old, or die, 
or pass away, or reappear, in so far only is there any pathway for 

verbal expression, in so far only is there any pathway for termi-

nology, in so far only is there any pathway for designation, in so far 

only is the range of wisdom, in so far only is the round kept going for 

there to be a designation as the this-ness, that is to say: name-and-

form together with consciousness." 

We have rendered the term itthatta by ‘this-ness’, and what it 
means will become clear as we go on. In the above quotation the 

word ettāvatā, which means ‘in so far only’, has as its point of refer-
ence the concluding phrase yadida� nāmarūpa� saha viññā�ena, 
"that is to say: name-and-form together with consciousness". So the 

statement, as it is, expresses a complete idea. But some editions have 

an additional phrase: aññamaññapaccayatā pavattati, "exists in a 
mutual relationship". This phrase is obviously superfluous and is 

probably a commentarial addition.  

What is meant by the Buddha’s statement is that name-and-form 

together with consciousness is the rallying point for all concepts of 

birth, decay, death and rebirth. All pathways for verbal expression, 

terminology and designation converge on name-and-form together 

with consciousness. The range of wisdom extends only up to the re-

lationship between these two. And it is between these two that there 

is a whirling round so that one may point out a this-ness. In short, the 

secret of the entire sa�sāric existence is to be found in this whirl-
pool.  

Va��a and āva��a are words used for a whirlpool. We shall be 
bringing up quotations in support of that meaning. It seems, how-

ever, that this meaning has got obscured in the course of time. In the 

commentaries and in some modern translations there is quite a lot of 

confusion with regard to the meaning of the phrase va��a� vattati. In 
fact one Sinhala translation renders it as ‘sa�sāric rain’. What rain 
has to do with sa�sāra is a matter for conjecture. What is actually 
meant by va��a� vattati is a whirling round, and sa�sāra, even liter-
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ally, is that. Here we are told that there is a whirling round between 

name-and-form and consciousness, and this is the sa�sāric whirl-
pool to which all the aforesaid things are traceable.  

Already in the first sermon we tried to show that name in name-

and-form has to do with names and concepts.19 Now from this con-

text it becomes clear that all pathways for verbal expression, termi-

nology and designation converge on this whirlpool between name-

and-form and consciousness.  

Now that we have attached so much significance to a whirlpool, 

let us try to understand how a whirlpool is formed. Let us try to get at 

the natural laws underlying its formation. How does a whirlpool 

come to be?  

Suppose a river is flowing downward. To flow downward is in 

the nature of a river. But a certain current of water thinks: "I can and 

must move upstream." And so it pushes on against the main stream. 

But at a certain point its progress is checked by the main stream and 

is thrust aside, only to come round and make a fresh attempt, again 

and again. All these obstinate and unsuccessful attempts gradually 

lead to a whirling round. As time goes on, the run-away current un-

derstands, as it were, that it cannot move forward. But it does not 

give up. It finds an alternative aim in moving towards the bottom. So 

it spirals downward, funnel-like, digging deeper and deeper towards 

the bottom, until an abyss is formed. Here then we have a whirlpool.  

While all this is going on, there is a crying need to fill up the 

chasm, and the whirlpool develops the necessary force of attraction 

to cater to it. It attracts and grasps everything that comes within its 

reach and sends it whirling down, funnel like, into the chasm. The 

whirling goes on at a tremendous speed, while the circumference 

grows larger and larger. At last the whirlpool becomes a centre of a 

tremendous amount of activity.  

While this kind of activity is going on in a river or a sea, there is a 

possibility for us to point it out as ‘that place’ or ‘this place’. Why? 

Because there is an activity going on. Usually, in the world, the place 

where an activity is going on is known as a ‘unit’, a ‘centre’, or an 

‘institution’. Since the whirlpool is also a centre of activity, we may 

designate it as a ‘here’ or ‘there’. We may even personify it. With 
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reference to it, we can open up pathways for verbal expression, ter-

minology and designation.  

But if we are to consider the form of activity that is going on here, 

what is it after all? It is only a perversion. That obstinate current 

thought to itself, out of delusion and ignorance: I can and must move 

upstream. And so it tried and failed, but turned round only to make 

the same vain attempt again and again. Ironically enough, even its 

progress towards the bottom is a stagnation.  

So here we have ignorance on one side and craving on the other, 

as a result of the abyss formed by the whirlpool. In order to satisfy 

this craving there is that power of attraction: grasping. Where there is 

grasping, there is existence, or bhava. The entire whirlpool now ap-

pears as a centre of activity.  

Now the basic principle underlying this whirlpool is to be found 

in our bodies. What we call ‘breathing’ is a continuous process of 

emptying and filling up. So even the so-called ‘life-principle’ is not 

much different from the activity of a whirlpool. The functioning of 

the lungs and the heart is based on the same principle and the blood 

circulation is in fact a whirling round. This kind of activity is very 

often known as ‘automatic’, a word which has connotations of self-

sufficiency. But at the root of it there is a perversion, as we saw in 

the case of the whirlpool. All these activities are based on a conflict 

between two opposite forces.  

In fact existence in its entirety is not much different from the con-

flict of that obstinate current of water with the main stream. This 

characteristic of conflict is so pervasive that it can be seen even in 

the basic laws governing the existence of a society. In our social life, 

rights and responsibilities go hand in hand. We can enjoy certain 

privileges, provided we fulfil our duties. So here too we have a tan-

gle within and a tangle without.20  

Now this is about the existence of the society as such. And what 

about the field of economics? There too the basic principles show the 

same weakness. Production is governed by laws of supply and de-

mand. There will be a supply so long as there is a demand. Between 

them there is a conflict. It leads to many complications. The price 

mechanism is on a precarious balance and that is why some wealthy 
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countries are forced to the ridiculous position of dumping their sur-

plus into the sea.  

All this shows that existence is basically in a precarious position. 

To illustrate this, let us take the case of two snakes of the same size, 

trying to swallow up each other. Each of them tries to swallow up the 

other from the tail upwards and when they are half way through the 

meal, what do we find? A snake cycle. This snake cycle goes round 

and round, trying to swallow up each other. But will it ever be suc-

cessful?  

The precarious position illustrated by the snake cycle, we find in 

our own bodies in the form of respiration, blood circulation and so 

forth. What appears as the stability in the society and in the econ-

omy, is similarly precarious. It is because of this conflict, this unsat-

isfactoriness, that the Buddha concluded that the whole of existence 

is suffering.  

When the arising aspect is taken too seriously, to the neglect of 

the cessation aspect, instead of a conflict or an unsatisfactoriness one 

tends to see something automatic everywhere. This body as well as 

machines such as water pumps and electrical appliances seem to 

work on an automatic principle. But in truth there is only a conflict 

between two opposing forces. When one comes to think of it, there is 

no ‘auto’-ness even in the automatic.  

All that is there, is a bearing up with difficulty. And this in fact is 

the meaning of the word dukkha. Du8 stands for ‘difficulty’ and kha 
for ‘bearing up’. Even with difficulty one bears it up, and though 

one bears it up, it is difficult.  

Now regarding the question of existence we happened to mention 

that because of a whirlpool’s activity, one can point out a ‘here’ with 

reference to it. We can now come back to the word itthatta�, which 
we left out without comment in the quotation ettāvatā va��a� vattati 
itthatta� paññāpanāya, "in so far only does the whirlpool whirl for 
the designation of an itthatta." Now what is this itthatta? Ittha means 
‘this’, so itthatta� would mean ‘this-ness’. The whirling of a whirl-
pool qualifies itself for a designation as a ‘this’.  

There are a couple of verses in the Dvayatānupassanāsutta of the 
Sutta Nipāta which bring out the meaning of this word more clearly: 

Jāti mara�a sa�sāra�, 
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ye vajanti punappuna�, 
itthabhāvaññathābhāva�, 
avijjāyeva sā gati.21 

Ta�hā dutiyo puriso, 
dīgham addhāna sa�sāra�, 
itthabhāvaññathābhāva�, 
sa�sāra� nātivattati.22  

Ye jāti mara�a sa�sāra� punappuna� vajanti, "they that go on 
again and again the round of birth and death". Itthabhāvaññathā-
bhāva� "which is a this-ness and an otherwise-ness", or "which is an 
alternation between a this-ness and an otherwise-ness". Sā gati avij-
jāya eva, "that going of them, that faring of them, is only a journey 
of ignorance." Ta�hā dutiyo puriso, "the man with craving as his 
second" (or his companion). Dīgham addhāna sa�sāra�, "faring on 
for a long time in sa�sāra". Itthabhāvaññathābhāva�, sa�sāra� 
nātivattati, "does not get away from the round which is a this-ness 
and an otherwise-ness", or "which is an alternation between a this-

ness and an otherwise-ness". What is meant by it, is the transcen-

dence of sa�sāra.  
We saw above how the concept of a ‘here’ arose with the birth of 

a whirlpool. In fact one’s birth is at the same time the birth of a 

‘here’ or ‘this place’. And that is what is meant by itthabhāva in the 
two verses quoted above. Itthabhāva and itthatta both mean ‘this-
ness’. In both verses this ‘this-ness’ is coupled with an otherwise-

ness, aññathābhāva. Here too we see a conflict between two things, 
this-ness and otherwise-ness. The cycle of sa�sāra, represented by 
birth and death, jāti mara�a sa�sāra�, is equivalent to an alterna-
tion between this-ness and otherwise-ness, itthabhāvaññathābhāva. 
And as the first verse says, this recurrent alternation between this-

ness and otherwise-ness is nothing but a journey of ignorance itself.  

Though we have given so much significance to the two terms 

itthabhāva and aññathābhāva, the commentary to the Sutta Nipāta 
treats them lightly. It explains itthabhāva� as ima� manussa-
bhāva�, which means "this state as a human being", and aññathā-
bhāva� as ito avasesa aññanikāyabhāva�, "any state of being other 
than this".23 This explanation misses the deeper significance of the 

word itthatta.  
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In support of this we may refer to the Pā�ikasutta of the Dīgha 
Nikāya. There we are told that when the world system gets destroyed 
at the end of an aeon, some being or other gets reborn in an empty 

Brahma mansion, and after being there for a long time, thinks, out of 

a feeling of loneliness: Aho vata aññepi sattā itthatta� āgacchey-
yu�.24 "How nice it would be if other beings also come to this state". 
In this context the word itthatta refers to the Brahma world and not 
the human world. From the point of view of the Brahmas, itthatta re-
fers to the Brahma world and only for us here, it means the human 

world.  

However this is just a narrow meaning of the word itthatta. When 
the reference is to the entire round of existence or sa�sāra, itthatta 
does not necessarily mean ‘this human world’. The two terms have a 

generic sense, because they represent some basic principle. As in the 

case of a whirlpool, this-ness is to be seen together with an other-

wise-ness. This illustrates the conflict characteristic of existence. 

Wherever a this-ness arises, a possibility for an otherwise-ness 

comes in. Itthabhāva and aññathābhāva go together.  
Aniccatā, or impermanence, is very often explained with the help 

of the phrase vipari�āmaññathābhāva.25 Now here too we have the 
word aññathābhāva. Here the word preceding it, gives a clue to its 
true significance. Vipari�āma is quite suggestive of a process of 
evolution. Strictly speaking, pari�āma is evolution, and pari�ata is 
the fully evolved or mature stage. The prefix vi stands for the anti-
climax. The evolution is over, now it is becoming other. Ironically 

enough, this state of ‘becoming-other’ is known as otherwise-ness, 

aññathābhāva. And so this twin, itthabhāva and aññathābhāva, tell 
us the nature of the world. Between them, they explain for us the law 

of impermanence.  

In the Section-of-the-Threes in the A�guttara Nikāya the three 
characteristics of a sa�khata are explained in this order: Uppādo 
paññāyati, vayo paññāyati, �hitassa aññathatta� paññāyati,26 "an 
arising is manifest, a passing away is manifest and an otherwise-ness 

in the persisting is manifest."  

This implies that the persistence is only apparent and that is why 

it is mentioned last. There is an otherwise-ness even in this appar-

ently persistent. But later scholars preferred to speak of three stages 
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as uppāda, �hiti, bha�ga,27 "arising, persistence and breaking up". 
However the law of impermanence could be sufficiently understood 

even with the help of two words, itthabhāva and aññathābhāva, this-
ness and otherwise-ness. Very often we find the Buddha summing up 

the law of impermanence in the two words samudaya and vaya, 
"arising" and "passing away".28  

There is an apparent contradiction in the phrase �hitassa aññathat-
ta, but it reminds us of the fact that what the world takes as static or 
persisting is actually not so. The so-called ‘static’ is from beginning 

to end an otherwise-ness. Now if we are to relate this to the two links 

jāti and jarāmara�a� in pa�icca samuppāda, we may say that as 
soon as one is born the process of otherwise-ness sets in. Wherever 

there is birth, there is death. One of the traditional Pāli verses on the 
reflections on death has the following meaningful lines:  

Uppattiyā saheveda�, mara�am āgata� sadā,29 "always death 
has come, even with the birth itself." Just as in a conjoined pair, 

when one is drawn the other follows, even so when birth is drawn in, 

decay-and-death follow as a matter of course.  

Before the advent of the Buddha, the world believed in the possi-

bility of a birth devoid of decay-and-death. It believed in a form of 

existence devoid of grasping. Because of its ignorance of the pair-

wise relatedness of this-to-that, idappaccayatā, it went on with its 
deluded search. And that was the reason for all the conflict in the 

world.  

According to the teaching of the Buddha, the concept of birth is 

equivalent to the concept of a ‘here’. As a matter of fact, this birth of 

a ‘here’ is like the first peg driven for the measurement of a world. 

Because of the pair-wise relationship, the very first ‘birthday-pre-

sent’ that one gets as soon as one is born, is - death. The inevitable 

death that he is entitled to. This way we can understand the deeper 

significance of the two words itthabhāva and aññathābhāva, this-
ness and otherwise-ness.  

We have to say the same thing with regard to the whirlpool. Ap-

parently it has the power to control, to hold sway. Seen from a dis-

tance, the whirlpool is a centre of activity with some controlling 

power. Now, one of the basic meanings of the concept of self is the 

ability to control, to hold sway. And a whirlpool too, as seen from a 
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distance, seems to have this ability. Just as it appears automatic, so 

also it seems to have some power to control.  

But on deeper analysis it reveals its not-self nature. What we 

have here is simply the conflict between the main stream and a run-

away current. It is the outcome of the conflict between two forces 

and not the work of just one force. It is a case of relatedness of this-

to-that, idappaccayatā. As one verse in the Bālavagga of the Dham-
mapada puts it:  

Attā hi attano natthi,30 "even oneself is not one’s own."  
So even a whirlpool is not its own, there is nothing really auto-

matic about it. This then is the dukkha, the suffering, the conflict, the 
unsatisfactoriness. What the world holds on to as existence is just a 

process of otherwise-ness, as the Buddha vividly portrays for us in 

the following verses of the Nandavagga of the Udāna.  
Aya� loko santāpajāto, phassapareto 
roga� vadati attato, 
yena yena hi maññati, 
tato ta� hoti aññathā. 

Aññathābhāvī bhavasatto loko, 
bhavapareto bhavam evābhinandati, 
yad’abhinandati ta� bhaya�, 
yassa bhāyati ta� dukkha�, 
bhava vippahānāya kho panida� brahmacariya� vussati.31 
"This anguished world, fully given to contact, 

Speaks of a disease as self. 

In whatever terms it conceives of, 

Even thereby it turns otherwise. 

The world, attached to becoming,Given fully to becoming, 

Though becoming otherwise, Yet delights in becoming. 

What it delights in is a fear 

What it fears from is a suffering. 

But then this holy life is lived for the abandoning of that very be-

coming." 

Just a few lines - but how deep they go! The world is in anguish 

and is enslaved by contact. What it calls self is nothing but a disease. 

Maññati is a word of deeper significance. Maññanā is conceiving 
under the influence of craving, conceit and views. Whatever be-
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comes an object of that conceiving, by that very conception it be-

comes otherwise. That is to say that an opportunity arises for an oth-

erwise-ness, even as ‘death’ has come together with ‘birth’.  

So conceiving, or conception, is itself the reason for otherwise-

ness. Before a ‘thing’ becomes ‘otherwise’, it has to become a 

‘thing’. And it becomes a ‘thing’ only when attention is focussed on 

it under the influence of craving, conceit and views and it is sepa-

rated from the whole world and grasped as a ‘thing’. And that is why 

it is said: 
Ya� yañhi lokasmim upādiyanti, 
teneva Māro anveti jantu�.32 
"Whatever one grasps in the world,  

By that itself Māra pursues a being."  
The world is attached to becoming and is fully given to becom-

ing. Therefore its very nature is otherwise-ness, aññathābhāvī. And 
then the Buddha declares the inevitable outcome of this contradictory 

position: yad abhinandati ta� bhaya�, whatever one delights in, that 
is a fear, that is a danger. What one delights in, is ‘becoming’ and 

that is a source of fear. And yassa bhāyati ta� dukkha�, what one 
fears, or is afraid of, that is suffering. And of what is one afraid? One 

is afraid of the otherwise-ness of the thing that one holds on to as ex-

isting. So the otherwise-ness is the suffering and the thing grasped is 

a source of fear.  

For instance, when one is walking through a town with one’s 

pockets full of gems, one is afraid because of the valuables in one’s 

pockets. Even so, the existence that one delights in is a source of 

fear. What one fears is change or otherwise-ness, and that is suffer-

ing. Therefore it is that this holy life is lived for the abandonment of 

that very becoming or existence.  

So from this quotation it becomes clear that the nature of exis-

tence is ‘otherwise-ness’. It is the insight into this nature that is basic 

in the understanding of idappaccayatā. What is known as the arising 
of the Dhamma-eye is the understanding of this predicament in 
worldly existence. But that Dhamma-eye arises together with a solu-
tion for this predicament:  

Ya� kiñci samudayadhamma� sabba� ta� nirodhadhamma�.33 
"Whatever is of a nature to arise, all that is of a nature to cease".  
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As far as the arising aspect is concerned, this whirlpool is formed 

due to the grasping through craving, conceit and views. Once this 

sa�sāric whirlpool is formed, it keeps on attracting all that is in the 
world, all that is within its reach, in the form of craving and grasping. 

But there is a cessation to this process. It is possible to make it cease. 

Why? Because it is something arisen due to causes and conditions. 

Because it is a process based on two things, without a self to hold 

sway. That is why we have mentioned at the very outset that every-

thing is impermanent, prepared and dependently arisen, anicca�, 
sa�khata�, pa�icca samuppanna�.  
Everyone of the twelve links in the formula, including ignorance, 

is dependently arisen. They are all arisen due to causes and condi-

tions, they are not permanent, anicca�. They are only made up or 
prepared, sa�khata�. The word sa�khata� is explained in various 
ways. But in short it means something that is made up, prepared, or 

concocted by way of intention. Pa�icca samuppanna� means condi-
tionally arisen and therefore it is of a nature to get destroyed, khaya-
dhamma. It is of a nature to pass away, vayadhamma. It is of a nature 
to fade away, virāgadhamma. It is of a nature to cease, nirodha-
dhamma.  
It seems that even the colour or shade of decay-and-death can 

fade away and that is why we have pointed out their relevance to the 

question of concepts. This nature of fading away is understood by 

one who has had an insight into the law of arising and cessation. 

Sa�sāra is a whirlpool as far as the ordinary beings caught up in 
it are concerned. Now what about the Arahants? How is the idea of 
this whirlpool presented in the case of the Arahants? It is simply said 
that for them there is no whirling round for there to be a designation: 

va��a� tesa� natthi paññāpanāya.34 So in their case, there is no 
whirling round to justify a designation.  

This, then, is something deeper than the whirlpool itself. The 

whirlpool can be pointed out because of its activity. But not so easily 

the emancipated ones and that is why there is so much controversy 

regarding the nature of the Tathāgatha. The image of the whirlpool 
in its relation to the emancipated ones is beautifully presented in the 

following verse from the Cū)avagga of the Udāna:  
Acchecchi va��a� byagā nirāsa�, 



Nibbāna Sermon 2 

 43

visukkhā saritā na sandati, 
chinna� va��a� na vattati, 
es’ ev’ anto dukkhassa.35  
"He has cut off the whirlpool 

And reached desirelessness, 

The stream dried up now no longer flows. 

The whirlpool cut off whirls no more. 

This, even this, is suffering’s end." 

What has the Arahant done? He has cut off the whirlpool. He has 
breached it and has reached the desireless state. The stream of crav-

ing is dried up and flows no more. The whirlpool cut off at the root 

no more whirls. And this is the end of suffering. The cutting off of 

the whirlpool is the realization of cessation, which is Arahant-hood.  
It is because of the accent on the arising aspect that the current 

tries to move against the main stream. When that attempt is given up, 

the rest happens as a matter of course. This idea is even more clearly 

brought out by the following two verses in the Sagāthavagga of the 
Sa�yutta Nikāya. They are in the form of a dialogue between a deity 
and the Buddha. The deity asks:  

Kuto sarā nivattanti, 
kattha va��a� na vattati, 
kattha nāmañca rūpañca 
asesa� uparujjhati?36  
"From where do currents turn back, 

Where whirls no more the whirlpool, 

Where is it that name-and-form 

Is held in check in a way complete?" 

The Buddha gives the answer in the following verse:  
Yattha āpo ca pa�havī, 
tejo vāyo na gādhati,  
ato sarā nivattanti, 
ettha va��a� na vattati, 
ettha nāmañca rūpañca, 
asesa� uparujjhati.  
"Where earth and water, fire and wind no footing find, 

From there it is that currents turn back. 

There the whirlpool whirls no more 
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And there it is that name-and-form 

Is held in check in a way complete." 

The reference here is to Nibbāna. Whether it is called sabbasa�-
khārasamatha, the stilling of all preparations, or asa�khatadhātu, the 
unprepared element, it means the state of cessation. And when the 

Arahant’s mind is in that state, the four elements, which are like 
ghosts, do not haunt him. They do not get a ‘footing’ in that con-

sciousness. When they fade away, due to detachment, those currents 

do not flow and the whirlpool whirls no more. Name and form are 

fully held in check there.  

Now as far as the meaning of rūpa in nāma-rūpa in this reference 
is concerned, its definition as cattāri ca mahābhūtāni, catunnañca 
mahābhūtāna� upādāyarūpa� is quite significant .37 It draws atten-
tion to the fact that the four great primaries underlie the concept of 

form. This is something unique, since before the advent of the Bud-

dha the world thought that in order to get away from rūpa one has to 
grasp arūpa. But the irony of the situation is that, even in arūpa, 
rūpa is implicit in a subtle form. Or in other words, arūpa takes rūpa 
for granted.  

Supposing someone, walking in the darkness of the night, has a 

hallucination of a devil and runs away to escape from it. He thinks he 

is running away from the devil, but he is taking the devil with him. 

The devil is in his mind, it is something imagined. Similarly, until 

the Buddha came into the scene, the worldlings grasped arūpa in or-
der to get away from rūpa. But because of the dichotomy between 
rūpa and arūpa, even when they swung as far as the highest formless 
realms, they were still in bondage to sa�khāras, or preparations. As 
soon as the momentum of their swing of sa�khāras got fully spent, 
they swung back to rūpa. So here too we see the question of duality 
and dichotomy. 

This sermon has served its purpose if it has drawn attention to the 

importance of the questions of duality, dichotomy and the relatedness 

of this to that, idappaccayatā. So this is enough for today.  
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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

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

sabbūpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�.1  

"This is peaceful, this is excellent, namely the stilling of all prepa-

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

detachment, cessation, extinction". 

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks. 

Today we have before us the third sermon on Nibbāna. The other 
day, with the help of the simile of a whirlpool, we attempted an ex-

planation of the terms sa�sāra on the one hand, and Nibbāna on the 
other, that is to say ‘going round’, or sa�sara�a, and ‘going out’, or 
nissara�a.2 We also cited suttas to illustrate both the arising (sam-
udaya) and cessation (nirodha) aspects of the law of dependent aris-
ing. 

As regards this whirlpool, to show a parallel development with 

the links of the law of dependent arising, by way of a sustained sim-

ile, we may say that the ignorance in presuming that it is possible to 

go against the main stream of the three signata - impermanence, suf-

fering and not-self - is the place of its origin. That heap of prepara-

tions impelled by ignorance, which takes the current forward, may be 

regarded as sa�khāras. And where the current in its progress clashes 
with the main stream to become a whirlpool, that pushing forward 

against the main stream is viññā�a or consciousness.  
The outcome of the clash is nāma-rūpa, or name-and-form, with 

its formal name and nominal form. That link in the formula of de-

pendent arising called sa āyatana, or six sense-bases, could be re-
garded as the outgrowth of this name-and-form.We can understand 

that link, too, in relation to the simile of the whirlpool. As the whirl-

pool goes on for a long time, an abyss is formed, the functioning of 

which could be compared to the six sense-bases.  

As a matter of fact, bodily pains are comparable to an abyss. In a 

certain sutta in the Sa�yutta Nikāya the Buddha says:  
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Sārīrikāna� kho eta� bhikkhave dukkhāna� vedanāna� adhiva-
cana�, yadida� pātālo’ti.3 "Monks, abyss is a synonym for painful 

bodily feelings." 

When one comes to think about that statement, it would appear 

that the thirst of craving arises in beings in various forms of exis-

tence because of painful feeling. The Sallattenasutta adds to this by 
stating that the uninstructed worldling, on being touched by painful 

feeling, delights in sense pleasures, because he knows no way out of 

painful feeling other than the sense pleasures.4 

In the light of that statement it seems that the abyss is the endless 

barrage of painful feelings. The force of attraction that arises from 

the abyss is like the thirst to quell those painful feelings. The grasp-

ing that follows is the functioning of the same force of attraction. It 

attracts all the flotsam and jetsam around it, as things organically ap-

propriated, upādinna, to put up a show of existence, or bhava. That 
is, a spot that can be pointed out with the help of things thus grasped 

by the whirlpool. So this whirlpool or vortex simile gives us some 

idea of the law of dependent arising.  

The insight into the basic principle of dependent arising, is in fact 

regarded as the arising of the ‘eye of Dhamma’. About the stream-

winner it is said that the dustless stainless eye of Dhamma has arisen 
in him. The following phrase, which sums up the significance of that 

Dhamma-eye, comes up quite often in the discourses:  

Ya� kiñci samudayadhamma� sabba� ta� nirodhadhamma�.5 

"Whatever is of a nature to arise, all that is of a nature to cease."  

Sometimes it is briefly alluded to with the couple of terms sam-
udaya and nirodha, as samudayo samudayo and nirodho nirodho.6 It 
is as if the experience of that insight has found expression as an ex-

clamation: "Arising, arising! Ceasing, ceasing!" The above phrase 

only connects up the two aspects of that experience.  

It seems then that what is called the ‘Dhamma-eye’, is the ability 
to see the Nibbānic solution in the very vortex of the samsāric prob-
lem. That way of analysis which puts samsāra and Nibbāna far apart, 
into two watertight compartments, as it were, gives rise to intermina-

ble problems. But here we see that, just as much as one could realize 

Nibbāna by discovering the cause of suffering and following the path 
to its cessation, which in effect is the understanding of the four noble 
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truths, one could also put an end to this vortex by understanding its 

cause and applying the correct means for its cessation.  

In the previous sermon we happened to quote some Canonical 

verses, which declared that the vortex does not exist for an arahant.7 
Now as regards the condition after the cessation of the vortex, if 

someone asks where the vortex or the whirlpool has gone, what sort 

of answer can we give? It is the same difficulty that comes up in an-

swering the question: "Where has the fire gone after it has gone out?" 

Because here too, what we call the whirlpool is that current of water 

which went against the main stream. It also consists of water, like the 

body of water outside it. So we cannot say that they united, nor can 

we say that it went and hid somewhere.  

Here we find ourselves in a queer situation. All we can say in 

fairness to truth is that there had been a certain form of activity, a 

certain state of unrest, due to certain causes and conditions. Because 

of that activity that was going on there, it was possible to designate 

it, to give it a name. By worldly convention one could refer to it as 

"that place" or "this place".  

The entire field of activity was called a whirlpool by worldly 

convention. But now, the so-called whirlpool is no more. The world-

ly convention is no more applicable as in the case of an extinguished 

fire. The word "fire" was introduced, the concept of "fire" was cre-

ated, to designate a certain state of affairs that arose due to causes 

and conditions, due to graspings. So from this also we can see that it 

is in concepts that ignorance finds a camouflage.  

Being unaware of it the world goes on amassing concepts and 

even expects to see them in Nibbāna. There are some who fondly 

hope to get a vision of their lists of concepts when they realize Nib-
bāna. But that wisdom penetrates through even the concepts and that 

is why it is called udayatthagāminī paññā ariyā nibbedhikā,8 "the 
ariyan penetrative wisdom that sees the rise and fall".  

The idea of penetration is already implicit in the phrase ya� kiñci 
samudayadhamma� sabba� ta� nirodhadhamma�, "whatever is of 

a nature to arise, all that is of a nature to cease". If anything has the 

nature to arise, by that very nature it is bound to come to its end. And 

that is why the wandering ascetic Upatissa, who was to become Ven-
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erable Sāriputta later, attained the fruit of a stream-winner even on 

hearing the first two lines of the verse uttered by Venerable Assaji:  
Ye dhammā hetuppabhavā, tesa� hetu� tathāgato āha.9 "Of 

things that arise from a cause, their cause the Tathāgata has told." 
When a wise man hears that something has arisen due to causes 

and conditions, he immediately understands that it could be made to 

cease by the removal of those conditions, even without further ex-

planation. It is the dustless stainless Dhamma-eye that enables one to 
see the Nibbānic solution in the very structure of the sa�sāric prob-
lem.  

In our quotation from the MahāNidānasutta it was said that all 
pathways for verbal expression, terminology and designation exist so 

long as the vortex of sa�sāra is kept going.10 The implication, there-

fore, is that they have no existence beyond it. This is the significance 

of the word ettāvatā, "in so far only".  
Ettāvatā jāyetha vā jīyetha vā mīyetha vā cavetha vā upapajjetha 

vā..11 "In so far only can one be born, or grow old, or die, or pass 
away, or reappear." 

So the concepts of birth, decay-and-death, passing away and re-

appearing, are meaningful only in the context of the sa�sāric vortex 
between consciousness and name-and-form. If somehow or other this 

interrelation could be broken, this sa�sāric vortex, the whirlpool, 
could be stopped, then, after that, nothing remains to be said, nothing 

remains to be predicated. And as it is said in the Upasīvasutta of the 
Sutta Nipāta:  

Yena na� vajju, ta� tassa natthi,12 "that by which they would 
speak of him, that for him exists not". 

There are a number of Canonical passages that show us the rele-

vance of this vortex simile to the understanding of the doctrine of 

pa�icca samuppāda. In the MahāPadānasutta of the Dīgha Nikāya 
we find a lengthy description of the manner in which the bodhisatta 
Vipassī got an insight into pa�icca samuppāda. We are told that his 

mode of approach was one of radical reflection, or yoniso manasi-
kāra, literally: "attention by way of the matrix". One might as well 

say that it is an attention by way of the vortex. It is as if a man with 

keen vision, sitting under a tree by a river, were to watch how a 
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fallen leaf gets carried away by the water current, only to get whirled 

up and disappear in a vortex.  

It is clearly stated in the case of Vipassī bodhisatta that his under-
standing through wisdom came as a result of ‘radical reflection’, 

yoniso manasikārā ahu paññāya abhisamayo.13 So his insight into 
pa�icca samuppāda was definitely not due to recollection of past 
lives. Yoni means the ‘matrix’, or the ‘place of origin’. So in yoniso 
manasikāra always the attention has to turn towards the place of ori-
gin.  

So, true to this method, we find the bodhisatta Vipassī starting his 
reasoning from the very end of the pa�icca samuppāda formula: Kim-

hi nu kho sati jarāmara�a� hoti, ki� paccayā jarāmara�a�? "Given 

what, does decay-and-death come to be, from which condition comes 

decay-and-death?" And to this question, the following answer oc-

curred to him: Jātiyā kho sati jarāmara�a� hoti, jātipaccayā 
jarāmara�a�. "Given birth, does decay-and-death come to be, from 

birth as condition comes decay-and-death."  

In the same manner, taking pair by pair, he went on reasoning 

progressively. For instance his next question was: Kimhi nu kho sati 
jāti hoti, ki� paccayā jāti? "Given what, does birth come to be, from 

which condition comes birth?" And the answer to it was: Bhave kho 
sati jāti hoti, bhavapaccayā jāti. "Given becoming, birth comes to 

be, from becoming as condition comes birth."  

He went on reasoning like this up to and including name-and-

form. But when he came to consciousness, he had to turn back. 

When he searched for the condition of consciousness, he found that 

name-and-form itself is the condition, whereby he understood their 

interdependence, and then he gave expression to the significance of 

this discovery in the following words:  
Paccudāvattati kho ida� viññā�a� nāmarūpamhā, nāpara� gac-

chati. Ettāvatā jāyetha vā jīyetha vā mīyetha vā cavetha vā upapaj-
jetha vā, yadida� nāmarūpapaccayā viññā�a�, viññā�apaccayā 
nāmarūpa�, nāmarūpapaccayā sa āyatana�, sa āyatanapaccayā 
phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā ta�hā, ta�hāpac-
cayā upādāna�, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā jāti, jāti-
paccayā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkhadomanassūpāyāsā sam-
bhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti.  
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By means of radical reflection the bodhisatta Vipassī understood 
that all concepts of birth, decay-and-death converge on the relation-

ship between consciousness and name-and-form:  

"This consciousness turns back from name-and-form, it does not 

go beyond. In so far can one be born, or grow old, or die, or pass 

away, or reappear, in so far as this is, namely: consciousness is de-

pendent on name-and-form, and name-and-form on consciousness; 

dependent on name-and-form, the six sense-bases; dependent on the 

six sense-bases, contact; dependent on contact, feeling; dependent on 

feeling, craving; dependent on craving, grasping; dependent on 

grasping, becoming; dependent on becoming, birth; and dependent 

on birth, decay-and-death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and de-

spair come to be. Thus is the arising of this entire mass of suffering." 

The fact that this understanding of pa�icca samuppāda signified 
the arising of the Dhamma-eye in Vipassī bodhisatta is stated in the 
following words:  

Samudayo samudayo’ti kho, bhikkhave, Vipassissa bodhisattassa 
pubbe ananussutesu dhammesu cakkhum udapādi, ñā�a� udapādi, 
paññā udapādi, vijjā udapādi, āloko udapādi. "‘Arising, arising’, 
thus, O! monks, in regard to things unheard of before, there arose in 

the bodhisatta Vipassī the eye, the knowledge, the wisdom, the sci-

ence, the light."  

In the same way it is said that the bodhisatta clarified for himself 

the cessation aspect through radical reflection: Kimhi nu kho asati 
jarāmara�a� na hoti, kissa nirodhā jarāmara�a� nirodho? "In the 
absence of what, will decay-and-death not be, with the cessation of 

what, is the cessation of decay-and-death?" And as the answer to it, 

the following thought occurred to him: Jātiyā kho asati 
jarāmara�a� na hoti, jātinirodhā jarāmara�a�nirodho. "In the 
absence of birth, there is no decay-and-death, with the cessation of 

birth is the cessation of decay-and-death."  

Likewise he went on reflecting progressively, until he reached the 

link between name-and-form and consciousness, and then it occurred 

to him:  
Nāmarūpanirodhā viññā�anirodho, viññā�anirodhā nāma-

rūpanirodho. "From the cessation of name-and-form comes the ces-
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sation of consciousness, from the cessation of consciousness comes 

the cessation of name-and-form."  

Once this vital link is broken, that is, when consciousness ceases 

with the cessation of name-and-form, and name-and-form ceases 

with the cessation of consciousness, then all the other links following 

name-and-form, such as the six sense-bases, contact and feeling, 

come to cease immediately.  

The MahāPadānasutta goes on to say that the bodhisatta Vipassī 
continued to dwell seeing the arising and passing away of the five 

grasping groups and that before long his mind was fully emancipated 

from the influxes and that he attained to full enlightenment. It is also 

said in the sutta in this connection that the bodhisatta followed this 
mode of reflection, because he understood that it is the way of in-

sight leading to awakening:  

Adhigato kho myāya� vipassanā maggo bodhāya. "I have found 
this path of insight to awakening, to enlightenment." 

And as we saw above the most important point, the pivotal point, 

in this path of insight, is the relationship between name-and-form 

and consciousness. The commentary raises the question, why the 

bodhisatta Vipassī makes no mention of the first two links, avijjā and 
sa�khārā, and gives the explanation that he could not see them, as 

they belong to the past.14  

But this is not the reason. The very ignorance regarding the rela-

tionship between name-and-form and consciousness - is avijjā. And 
what accounts for the continuity of this relationship - is sa�khārā. It 
is because of these preparations that the vortical interplay between 

consciousness and name-and-form is kept going.  

Simply because the first two links are not mentioned in the sutta, 
the commentators give the explanation that they belong to the past. 

But it should be clear that the bodhisatta Vipassī could not have 
aroused the Dhamma-eye without those two links. Why they are not 

specially mentioned here is because they are in the background. It is 

true that there is a mode of exposition, in which avijjā, or ignorance, 
takes precedence. But what we have here is a different mode of ex-

position, according to which one has to stop short at the interrelation 

between consciousness and name-and-form.  
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As to the cause of this mutual relationship, we have to go back to 

the vortex simile. Usually, the progress of a current of water is visi-

ble at some distance away from the vortex. In this case, the current of 

water forgets its own impermanent, suffering and not-self nature, and 

goes ahead in search of a permanent, pleasurable and self nature. 

And this itself - is avijjā, or ignorance. This very tendency of the nar-
row water current to push on against the main body of water, is itself 

what is called consciousness.  

Similarly, in the context of the sa�sāric individual, what forms 

the background for the interplay between consciousness and name-

and-form, is the non-understanding that the net result of the interplay 

is suffering, that it only leads to suffering. In other words, it is the 

tendency to go ahead in search of a state of permanence, pleasure 

and self, ignoring the three characteristics of impermanence, suffer-

ing and not-self.  

The heap of preparations or efforts arising out of that tendency 

are the sa�khārās. It is on these very preparations or efforts that con-
sciousness depends, and then we have name-and-form existing in 

relation to it. On the side of name-and-form, or beyond it, we have 

all the other links of the pa�icca samuppāda. So in this way we can 
form a mental picture of the formula of pa�icca samuppāda by some 

sort of a pictorial explanation. It seems, then, that this discourse is 

further proof of the statements found in the MahāNidānasutta.  
There is yet another discourse, one preached by Venerable Sāri-

putta, which supports our conclusions. It is found in the Nidānasa�-

yutta of the Sa�yutta Nikāya. There Venerable Sāriputta brings out a 
simile that is even simpler than the vortex simile. He compares con-

sciousness and name-and-form to two bundles of reeds. When two 

bundles of reeds stand, one supporting the other, if one of those is 

drawn out, the other would fall down. And if the latter is drawn out, 

the former will fall down: Eka� āka22heyya, ekā papateyya, apara� 
ce āka22heyya, aparā papateyya.15  

The mutual interrelation between consciousness and name-and-

form is like that of two bundles of reeds, mutually supporting each 

other. Having given this simile, Venerable Sāriputta goes on to men-

tion the other links of the pa�icca samuppāda formula, as in the case 

of the bodhisatta Vipassī’s insight. It runs: "Dependent on name-and-
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form, the six sense-bases; dependent on the six sense-bases, contact; 

dependent on contact, feelings" (and so on). And then the cessation 

aspect of these links is also given.  

By way of illustration, let us suppose that the consciousness bun-

dle of reeds is standing on the left side, and the name-and-form bun-

dle is on the right. Then we have a number of other bundles, such as 

the six sense-bases, contact and feeling, all leaning on to the name-

and-form bundle of reeds. These are all dependent on the name-and-

form bundle.  

Now, as soon as the consciousness bundle is drawn out, all the 

others on the right side fall down immediately. There is no interval. 

True to the qualities of the Dhamma, summed up in the terms san-
di��hika, akālika and ehipassika, that is, to be seen here and now, not 
involving time, and inviting to come and see, the entire mass of sa�-

sāric suffering ceases immediately. So, this discourse is further proof 

of the fact that we have here quite a different state of affairs, than 

what is commonly believed to be the significance of the pa�icca sam-

uppāda formula.  

That is why we have pointed out that the concepts of birth, decay-

and-death are of the nature of fading away. That is also why decay-

and-death have been described as impermanent, made up, depen-

dently arisen, of a nature to wither away, pass away, fade away and 

cease: Anicca� sa�khata� pa�iccasamuppanna� khayadhamma� 
vayadhamma� virāgadhamma� nirodhadhamma�.16 

When one comes to think of it, one may find it difficult to under-

stand why decay-and-death are called impermanent and withering or 

decaying. But the reason is that all concepts, in so far as they are 

leaning on to the name-and-form bundle, have to fall down when the 

opposite bundle of reeds is drawn out. That is to say that the entire 

mass of sa�sāric suffering ceases immediately, and the whirlpool of 

sa�sāra comes to an end. 

This, then, seems to be the most plausible conclusion. According 

to the interpretation we have adopted, in the MahāHatthipadopama-
sutta of the Majjhima Nikāya Venerable Sāriputta brings out as a 
quotation a certain statement of the Buddha on pa�icca samuppāda. 
It runs:  
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Yo pa�iccasamuppāda� passati so dhamma� passati; yo dham-
ma� passati so pa�iccasamuppāda� passati.17 "He who sees the law 
of dependent arising, sees the Dhamma; he who sees the Dhamma, 
sees the law of dependent arising."  

This shows that the quintessence of the Dhamma is in fact the law 
of dependent arising itself. Now there are these six qualities of the 

Dhamma, summed up in the well know formula, which every Bud-

dhist believes in. This Dhamma is well-preached, svākkhāto. It can 
be seen here and now, sandi��hiko, that is, one can see it by oneself 
here in this very world. It is timeless, akāliko. It invites one to come 

and see, ehipassiko. It leads one on, opanayiko. It can be realized by 
the wise each one by himself, paccatta� veditabbo viññūhi.18  

Though we all have faith in these qualities of the Dhamma, let us 
see whether the traditionally accepted interpretation of pa�icca sam-

uppāda is faithful to these qualities, particularly to the two qualities 
sandi��hiko and akāliko.  

According to that accepted interpretation, presented by the vener-

able author of the Visuddhimagga, the first two links of the formula 

belong to the past, and the last two links belong to the future. The re-

maining eight links in the middle are taken to represent the present.19 

That means, we have here the three periods of time. So it is not - 

timeless.  

And that is why they explained that the bodhisatta Vipassī did not 
see the first two links. Perhaps, the presumption is, that since these 

two links belong to the past, they can be seen only by the knowledge 

of the recollection of past lives. But on the other hand, the suttas tell 
us that even the stream-winner has a clear understanding of pa�icca 
samuppāda: Ariyo c’assa ñāyo paññāya sudi��ho hoti suppa�ivid-
dho.20 "By him the Noble Norm is well seen and well penetrated 

through with wisdom."  

The ‘noble norm’ is none other than the law of dependent arising, 

and the stream-winner has seen it well, penetrated into it well with 

wisdom. The prefix su- implies the clarity of that vision. The ques-

tion, then, is how a stream-winner, who has no knowledge of the rec-

ollection of past lives, can get this insight.  

Whatever it may be, the accepted interpretation, as already men-

tioned, puts the first two links into the past. That is to say, ignorance 
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and preparations are referred to the past. Birth, decay-and-death are 

referred to the future. The eight links in between are explained with 

reference to the present. Thus the formula is divided into three peri-

ods.  

Not only that, in the attempt to interpret the formula as referring 

to three stages in the sa�sāric journey of an individual, additional 
links had to be interposed to prop up the interpretation.21 Ignorance, 

preparations, craving, grasping and becoming are regarded as the 

past causes. Depending on these past causes, consciousness, name-

and-form, six sense-bases, contact and feeling are said to arise as re-

sults in the present. And again, with ignorance, preparations, craving, 

grasping and becoming as present causes, consciousness, name-and-

form, six sense-bases, contact and feeling arise as results in the fu-

ture.  

This kind of interpretation is also advanced. But this interpreta-

tion in terms of pentads violates the interrelatedness between the 

twelve links in the formula. We have already drawn attention to the 

fact of interrelation between the two links in each pair. In fact, that 

itself has to be taken as the law of dependent arising. That is the ba-

sic principle itself: Because of one, the other arises. With its cessa-

tion, the other ceases. There is this mode of analysis, but then it is 

disrupted by the attempt to smuggle in additional links into the for-

mula.  

Furthermore, according to this accepted commentarial exegesis, 

even the term bhava, or becoming, is given a twofold interpretation. 

As kamma-process-becoming and rebirth-process-becoming. In the 

context upādānapaccaya bhavo, dependent on grasping is becoming, 

it is explained as rebirth-process-becoming, while in the case of the 

other context, bhavapaccaya jāti, dependent on becoming is birth, it 

is taken to mean kamma-process-becoming. So the same term is ex-

plained in two ways. Similarly, the term jāti, which generally means 

birth, is said to imply rebirth in the context of the formula of depend-

ent arising.  

There are many such weak points in the accepted interpretation. 

Quite a number of authoritative modern scholars have pointed this 

out. Now all these short-comings could be side-tracked, if we grant 

the fact, as already mentioned, that the secret of the entire sa�sāric 
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vortex is traceable to the two links consciousness and name-and-

form. As a matter of fact, the purpose of the formula of dependent 

arising is to show the way of arising and cessation of the entire mass 

of suffering, and not to illustrate three stages in the sa�saric journey 
of an individual.  

The distinctive feature of this law of dependent arising is its de-

monstrability in the present, as suggested by the terms ‘to be seen 

here and now’ and ‘timeless’, even as the bodhisatta Vipassī discov-
ered it, through radical reflection itself. The salient characteristic of 

the teaching of the Buddha is its visibility here and now and time-

lessness. This fact is well revealed by the Hemakasutta of the Sutta 
Nipāta. The brahmin youth Hemaka sings praise of the Buddha in 
the following verses: 

Ye me pubbe viyāka�su, 
hura� Gotamasāsanā, 
iccāsi iti bhavissati, 
sabba� ta� itihītiha�, 
sabba� ta� takkava22hana�, 
nāha� tattha abhirami�. 

Tvañca me dhammam akkhāhi, 
ta�hā nigghātana� muni, 
ya� viditvā sato cara�, 
tare loke visattika�.22 

"Those who explained to me before, 

Outside the dispensation of Gotama,  
All of them said: ‘so it was, and so it will be’, 

But all that is ‘so and so’ talk, 

All that is productive of logic, 

I did not delight therein. 

But now to me, O! sage, 

Proclaim your Dhamma, 
That is destructive of craving,  

By knowing which and mindfully faring along, 

One might get beyond the world’s viscosity." 

Now, to paraphrase: Whatever teachers explained to me their 

teachings outside your dispensation, used to bring in the past and the 

future in their explanations, saying: "So it was, and so it will be." 
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That is, they were always referring to a past and a future. But all that 

can be summed up as ‘so and so’ talk.  

By the way, the term itihītiha had already become a technical 

term for ‘hearsay’ among the ascetics. Such teachings based on hear-

say were productive of logic, as for instance testified by the Sab-
bāsavasutta of the Majjhima Nikāya. "Was I in the past, was I not in 

the past? What was I in the past? How was I in the past? Having 

been what, what did I become in the past? Shall I be in the future? 

Shall I not be in the future? What shall I be in the future? How shall I 

be in the future? Having been what, what shall I become in the fu-

ture?" (and so on) 23 

"But, I was not pleased with such teachings", says Hemaka, "It is 
only you, O! sage, who teaches the Dhamma that destroys the crav-
ing in the present, understanding which, and mindfully following it 

accordingly, one could go beyond the sticky craving in the world." 

Hemaka’s praise of the Buddha was inspired by this most distinctive 

feature in the Dhamma.  
We have already stated that by ‘Dhamma’ is meant the law of de-

pendent arising. This is further proof that the basic principle under-

lying the formula of dependent arising could be traced to the constant 

relationship between consciousness and name-and-form, already pre-

sent in one’s mental continuum, without running into the past or 

leaping towards the future.  

We know that, in order to ascertain whether a banana trunk is 

pith-less, it is not necessary to go on removing its bark, layer after 

layer, from top to bottom. We only have to take a sharp sword and 

cut the trunk in the middle, so that the cross-section will reveal to us 

its pith-less nature. Similarly, if we cut in the middle the banana 

trunk of preparations with the sharp sword of wisdom, paññāmaya� 
tikhi�amasi� gahetvā,24 its internal structure as revealed by the 
cross-section will convince us of the essence-less nature of the group 

of preparations.  

Whatever existence there was in the past, that too had the same 

essence-less nature. And whatever existence there will be in the fu-

ture, will have this same essencelessness. And I see it now, in my 

own mental continuum, as something visible here and now, not in-

volving time. It is with such a conviction that the noble disciple ut-
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ters the words: "Arising, arising! Cessation, cessation!" That is how 

he arrives at the realization summed up in the phrase:  

"Ya� kiñci samudayadhamma�, sabba� ta� nirodhadham-
ma�.25 "Whatever is of the nature to arise, all that is of the nature to 

cease." All this goes to show that the accepted interpretation has 

certain short-comings.  

To take up another simile, we have already alluded to the fact that 

the Buddha has been compared to a physician.26 Though this might 

well sound a modernism, we may say that a specialist doctor today 

needs only a drop of blood or blood tissue for a full diagnosis of a 

patient’s disease. When seen under the microscope, that blood tissue 

reveals the pathological condition of the patient. Even the patient 

himself could be invited to see for himself the result of the blood test.  

But once the disease has been cured, the doctor could invite the 

patient again to undergo a blood test, if he likes to assure himself of 

the fact that that disease has been effectively treated. The Buddha’s 

teaching has a similar ‘here and now’ and timeless quality. What is 

noteworthy is that this quality is found in the law of dependent aris-

ing.  

Then there is another question that crops up out of this traditional 

interpretation of the formula of dependent arising. That is, the reason 

why the two links, ignorance and preparations, are referred to the 

past.  

In some discourses, like the MahāNidānasutta, there is a discus-
sion about a descent of consciousness into a mother’s womb.27 Sim-

ply because there is such a discussion, one might think that the law 

of dependent arising has reference to a period beyond one’s concep-

tion in a mother’s womb.  

But if we carefully examine the trend of this discussion and ana-

lyse its purpose, such a conclusion will appear to be groundless. The 

point which the Buddha was trying to drive home into Venerable 

Ānanda by his catechism, is that the constant interrelation that exists 

between consciousness and name-and-form is present even during 

one’s life in the mother’s womb. This catechism can be analysed into 

four parts. The first question is:  
Viññā�a� va hi, Ānanda, mātukucchismi� na okkamissatha, api 

nu kho nāmarūpa� mātukucchismi� samuccissatha? And Venerable 
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Ānanda’s answer is: No h’eta�, bhante. "If, Ānanda, consciousness 
were not to descend into a mother’s womb, would name-and-form 

remain there?" "It would not, Lord."  

The Buddha is asking whether name-and-form can persist in re-

maining inside the mother’s womb, if consciousness refuses to de-

scend into it, so to say. The word samuccissatha presents a difficulty 
as regards etymology. But it is quite likely that it has to do with the 

idea of remaining, as it has an affinity to the word ucci��ha, left over, 
remnant. 

So the point raised here is that, in the event of a non-descent of 

consciousness into the mother’s womb, name-and-form will not be 

left remaining there. Name-and-form has to have the support of con-

sciousness. However, in this interrelation, it is consciousness that de-

cides the issue. If consciousness does not descend, name-and-form 

will not remain there.  

So even if, at the moment of death, one has a thought of some 

mother’s womb, if consciousness does not descend in the proper 

manner, name-and-form cannot stay there. Name-and-form has al-

ways to be understood in relation to consciousness. It is not some-

thing that is to be found in trees and rocks. It always goes hand in 

hand with consciousness. So, the upshot of the above discussion is 

that name-and-form will not remain there without the support of con-

sciousness.  

Venerable Ānanda’s response to the first question, then, is : "That 
indeed is not the case, O! Lord." Then the Buddha asks: Viññā�a� 
va hi, Ānanda, mātukucchismi� okkamitvā vokkamissatha, api nu 
kho nāmarūpa� itthattāya abhinibbattissatha? "If, Ānanda, con-
sciousness, having descended into the mother’s womb, were to slip 

out of it, would name-and-form be born into this state of existence?" 

Venerable Ānanda’s reply to it is again: "That indeed is not the case, 
Lord."  

Now the question is: Ānanda, if for some reason or other, con-

sciousness, having descended into the mother’s womb, slips out of it, 

will name-and-form secure birth as a this-ness, or itthatta. We have 

mentioned above that itthatta is a term with some special signifi-

cance.28 That is, how a ‘there’ becomes a ‘here’, when a person takes 
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birth in a particular form of existence. In short, what it implies, is 

that a person comes to be born.  

In other words, if consciousness, having descended into the 

mother’s womb, slips out of it, that name-and-form will not mature 

into a this-ness and be born into a this-ness. There is no possibility of 

the this-ness coming into being. For there to be a this-ness, both con-

sciousness and name-and-form must be there. We can understand, 

then, why Venerable Ānanda replied in the negative.  
The next question the Buddha puts, is this:  
Viññā�a� va hi, Ānanda, daharasseva sato vocchijjissatha 

kumārakassa vā kumārikāya vā, api nu kho nāmarūpa� vuddhi� 
virū hi� vepulla� āpajjissatha? "If, Ānanda, the consciousness of a 
boy or a girl were cut off when he or she is still young, will name-

and-form come to growth and maturity?" To that question too, Ven-

erable Ānanda replies: "That indeed is not the case, Lord."  
Now that the preliminary questions have been correctly answered, 

the Buddha then comes out with the following conclusion, since the 

necessary premises are complete:  

Tasmātih’Ānanda, es’ eva hetu eta� nidāna� esa samudayo esa 
paccayo nāmarūpassa, yadida� viññā�a�. "Therefore, Ānanda, this 
itself is the cause, this is the reason, origin and condition for name-

and-form, namely consciousness." 

What is emphasized here, is the importance of consciousness. Out 

of the two, namely consciousness and name-and-form, what carries 

more weight with it, is consciousness, even if there be a trace of 

name-and-form. What the above questionnaire makes clear, is that 

name-and-form arises in a mother’s womb because of consciousness. 

But that name-and-form will not remain there, if consciousness does 

not properly descend into the womb.  

Also, if consciousness, after its descent, were to slip out, name-

and-form will not reach the state of a this-ness. So much so that, 

even after one’s birth as a boy or girl, if consciousness gets cut off in 

some way or other, name-and-form will not reach growth and matur-

ity. So from all this, it is clear that consciousness is an essential con-

dition for there to be name-and-form. Then the Buddha introduces 

the fourth step:  



Nibbāna Sermon 3 

 63

Viññā�a� va hi, Ānanda, nāmarūpe pati�tha� na labhissatha, api 
no kho āyati� jātijarāmara�a� dukkhasamudayasambhavo paññā-
yetha? "If, Ānanda, consciousness were not to find a footing, or get 
established in, name-and-form, would there be an arising or origin of 

birth, decay, death and suffering in the future?" "No indeed, Lord", 

says Venerable Ānanda.  
Now this fourth point is extremely important. What it implies is 

that, though the aforesaid is the normal state of affairs in sa�sāra, if 
for some reason or other consciousness does not get established on 

name-and-form, if at all such a contrivance were possible, there will 

not be any sa�sāric suffering again. And this position, too, Vener-
able Ānanda grants. 

So from this discussion, too, it is obvious that, simply because 

there is a reference to a mother’s womb in it, we cannot conclude 

that ignorance and preparations are past causes. It only highlights the 

mutual relationship between consciousness and name-and-form. 

Now the question that comes up next is: "How does conscious-

ness not get established on name-and-form? In what respects does it 

not get established, and how?" 

The consciousness of a sa�sāric individual is always an estab-
lished consciousness. It is in the nature of this consciousness to find 

a footing on name-and-form. These two go together. That is why in 

the Sampasādanīyasutta of the Dīgha Nikāya it is mentioned in the 

discussion on the attainments to vision, dassanasamāpatti, that a per-
son with such an attainment sees a man’s stream of consciousness 

that is not cut off on either side, established in this world and in the 

next: Purisassa ca viññā�asota� pajānāti, ubhayato abbocchinna� 
idha loke pati��hitañca para loke pati��hitañca.29 What is implied 

here is the established nature of consciousness. The consciousness of 

a sa�sāric individual is established both in this world and in the 
next.  

Another attainment of vision, mentioned in the sutta, concerns the 
seeing of a man’s stream of consciousness not cut off on either side, 

and not established in this world or in the next. And that is a refer-

ence to the consciousness of an arahant. So an arahant’s conscious-
ness is an unestablished consciousness, whereas the consciousness of 

the sa�sāric individual is an established consciousness. 
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That is precisely why in the Sagāthavagga of the Sa�yutta Ni-
kāya and in the Sāratthapakāsinī, where the episode of Venerable 
Godhika’s suicide is mentioned, it is said that, though he cut his own 

neck intending to commit suicide, he was able to attain parinibbāna 
as an arahant by radically attending to the deadly pain.30 But Māra 
took him to be an ordinary person and hovered around in search of 

his consciousness - in vain. The Buddha, on the other hand, declared 

that Venerable Godhika passed away with an unestablished con-
sciousness:  

Appati��hitena ca, bhikkhave, viññā�ena Godhiko kulaputto pari-
nibbuto.31 "O! monks, the clansman Godhika passed away with an 
unestablished consciousness." 

The consciousness of an ordinary sa�sāric individual is always 
established. The above mentioned relationship is always there. Be-

cause of this we can say that there is always a knot in the conscious-

ness of the sa�sāric individual. For him, this world and the next 

world are tied together in a knot. In this case, what is needed, is only 

the untying of the knot. There is no need of a fresh tying up, as the 

knot is already there.  

But the term pa�isandhi viññā�a, or rebirth-linking-conscious-
ness, is now so widely used that we cannot help making use of it, 

even in relating a Jātaka story. The idea is that, after the death-con-
sciousness, there occurs a rebirth-linking-consciousness. However, 

some scholars even raise the question, why a term considered so im-

portant is not to be found in the discourses. On many an occasion the 

Buddha speaks about the descent into a womb. But apart from using 

such terms as okkanti,32 descent, gabbhassa avakkanti,33 descent into 
a womb, and uppatti,34 arising, he does not seem to have used the 

term pa�isandhi. 
What is meant by this term pa�isandhi? It seems to imply a tying 

up of two existences. After death there is a ‘relinking’. We have 

mentioned above, in connection with the simile of the bundles of 

reeds that, when the consciousness bundle of reeds is drawn, the 

name-and-form bundle of reeds falls. And when the name-and-form 

bundle of reeds is drawn, the consciousness bundle of reeds falls. 

And that there is a relationship of mutuality condition between them. 
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The question, then, is why a tying up is brought in, while granting 

the relationship by mutuality condition. Because, going by the same 

simile, it would be tantamount to saying that rebirth-linking-con-

sciousness straightens up when death-consciousness falls, as if, when 

one bundle of reeds is drawn, the other straightens up. This contra-

dicts the nature of mutuality condition. There is no timelessness here. 

Therefore pa�isandhi is a term that needs critical scrutiny.  

The mental continuum of a sa�sāric being is always knotted with 
a tangle within and a tangle without.35 And it is already implicit in 

the relationship between consciousness and name-and-form. What 

happens at the dying moment is usually posed as a deep problem. 

But if we carefully examine the situation in the light of Canonical 

discourses, we could see here an illustration of the law of dependent 

arising itself.  

Now as far as this established consciousness and the unestab-

lished consciousness are concerned, we have already drawn attention 

to the relationship between a ‘here’ and a ‘there’. We came across 

the term itthatta, otherwise called itthabhāva. As a rendering for it, 
we have used the term ‘this-ness’. And then we have already pointed 

out that this itthabhāva, or this-ness, goes hand in hand with 
aññatthābhāva, or otherwise-ness. That is to say, wherever a this-
ness arises, wherever a concept of a something arises, as a rule that 

itself is the setting in of transformation or change. 

This-ness and other-wiseness are therefore to be found in a pair-

wise combination. Wherever there is a this-ness, there itself is an 

otherwise-ness. So in this way, because of the fact that, due to this 

this-ness itself, wherever this-ness arises, otherwise-ness arises, to-

gether with it, wherever there is a ‘there’, there is always a ‘here’. 

This, then, is how the consciousness of the sa�sāric being functions.  
As far as one’s everyday life is concerned, what is called the con-

scious body, is the body with consciousness. Generally we regard 

this body as something really our own. Not only that, we can also 

objectify things outside us, beyond our range of vision, things that 

are objects of thought or are imagined. That is what is meant by the 

Canonical phrase:  
Imasmiñca saviññā�ake kāye bahiddhā ca sabbanimittesu aha�-

kāra mama�kāra mānānusayā na honti.36 "There are no latencies to 
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conceit by way of I-making and mine-making regarding this con-

scious body and all outside signs."  

What it implies, is that one can have latencies to conceit by way 

of I-making and mine-making regarding this conscious body as well 

as all outside signs. Now, if we consider the deeper implications of 

this statement, we can get at some new perspective for understanding 

the nature of the relationship between consciousness and name-and-

form.  

If someone, deeply attached to a person who is not near him, but 

living somewhere far far away, is heavily immersed in some deep 

thought, then, even if there is some painful contact, such as the prick 

of a fly, or the bite of a mosquito, or even if another comes and 

shakes him by the shoulder, he might not feel it, because he is so 

immersed in the thought.  

Now, why is that? Normally, the rightful place for consciousness 

is this body. But what has happened now, is that it has gone away 

temporarily and united with the name-and-form outside, with that 

object far away. But it can be awakened. This is the way the mind 

travels.  

It is due to a lack of clear understanding about the journey of the 

mind, that the concept of a relinking-consciousness was found to be 

necessary. The way the mind travels is quite different from the way 

the body travels. The journey of the body is a case of leaving one 

place to go to another. But the mind’s journey is not like that. It is a 

sort of whirling or turning round, as in the case of a whirlpool or a 

vortex.  

That is to say, just as in the case of a rubber-band which could be 

stretched lengthwise or crosswise, there is a certain whirling round 

going on between consciousness and name-and-form. It is because of 

that whirling motion, which could either be circular or oval shaped, 

that consciousness and name-and-form could either get drawn apart, 

or drawn in, as they go round and round in a kind of vortical inter-

play.  

So in a situation like the one mentioned above, for that person, 

the distant has become near. At the start, when he fell to thinking, it 

was a ‘there’ for him. Then it became a ‘here’. And the here became 

a ‘there’. This brings out, in a subtle way, the relevance of these con-
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cepts to the question of understanding such teachings as the law of 

dependent arising.  

Concepts of a here and a there are in a way relative. They presup-

pose each other. Itthabhāva, this-ness, and aññathābhāva, otherwise-
ness, referred to above, mean the same thing. Itthabhāva goes hand 
in hand with aññathābhāva. They are bound in a pair-wise combina-

tion. When you drag in one, the other follows of necessity. It is the 

same in the case of the relationship between birth on the one hand, 

and decay-and-death on the other, as already mentioned.  

Also, consciousness and name-and-form always move in an orbit. 

It is not something like the journey of the body. Thought goes, but it 

rests on consciousness, it gravitates towards consciousness. It is be-

cause consciousness also has gone there that we say someone is ‘im-

mersed’ or ‘engrossed’ in some thought. It is consciousness that car-

ries more weight. 

This is sufficiently clear even from the Dhamma discussion of the 
Buddha, quoted above. If consciousness does not descend into a 

mother’s womb, name-and-form will not remain there. If conscious-

ness does not join in to provide the opportunity, it will not grow. 

This is the nature of the relationship between them.  

Though not well authenticated, cases have been reported of per-

sons, on the verge of death, going through such unusual experiences 

as visualizing their own body from some outside standpoint. Taking 

into consideration the above mentioned relationship, this is quite un-

derstandable. That external standpoint might not be a place which 

has the ability to sustain that consciousness, or which is capable of 

creating a new body out of the four primary elements. All the same, 

it temporarily escapes and goes there and is now wavering to decide, 

whether or not to come back to the body, as it were. It is on such oc-

casions that one visualizes one’s own body from outside.  

So here we have the norm of the mind’s behaviour. Seen in this 

way, there is no need for a fresh tying up, or relinking, because it is 

the same vortex that is going on all the time. In the context of this 

sa�sāric vortex, the ‘there’ becomes a ‘here’, and a ‘here’ becomes 

a ‘there’. The distant becomes a near, and a near becomes a distant.  

It is owing to this state of affairs that the consciousness of the 

sa�sāric individual is said to be always established. There is a cer-
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tain twin character about it. Whenever consciousness leaves this 

body for good, it goes and rests on a name-and-form object which it 

had already taken up. In other words, this is why the Buddha did not 

find it necessary to coin a new term to express the idea of conception 

in some mother’s womb.  

Consciousness has as its object name-and-form. It is precisely be-

cause of consciousness that one can speak of it as a name-and-form. 

It is like the shadow that falls on consciousness. Name-and-form is 

like an image.  

Now in taking a photograph, there is a similar turn of events. 

Even if one does not pose for the photograph with so much make-up, 

even if one turns one’s back to the camera, at least a shade of his 

shape will be photographed as an image, if not his form. Similarly, in 

the case of the sa�sāric individual, even if he does not entertain an 
intention or thought construct, if he has at least the latency, anusaya, 
that is enough for him to be reborn in some form of existence or 

other.  

That is why the Buddha has preached such an important discourse 

as the Cetanāsutta of the Nidāna Sa�yutta in the Sa�yutta Nikāya. It 
runs:  

Yañca, bhikkhave, ceteti yañca pakappeti yañca anuseti, āram-

ma�am eta� hoti viññā�assa �hitiyā. Āramma�e sati pati��hā viñ-
ñā�assa hoti. Tasmi� pati��hite viññā�e virū he nāmarūpassa avak-
kanti hoti. Nāmarūpapaccayā sa āyatana�, sa āyatanapaccayā 
phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā ta�hā, ta�hāpac-
cayā upādāna�, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā jāti, jāti-
paccayā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkhadomanassūpāyāsā sam-
bhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo 
hoti.37 

"Monks, whatever one intends, whatever one mentally constructs, 

whatever lies latent, that becomes an object for the stationing of con-

sciousness. There being an object, there comes to be an establish-

ment of consciousness. When that consciousness is established and 

grown, there is the descent of name-and-form. Dependent on name-

and-form the six sense-bases come to be; dependent on the six sense-

bases arises contact; and dependent on contact arises feeling; de-

pendent on feeling, craving; dependent on craving, grasping; de-
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pendent on grasping, becoming; dependent on becoming, birth; de-

pendent on birth, decay-and-death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief 

and despair come to be. Such is the arising of this entire mass of suf-

fering." Then comes the second instance: 
No ce, bhikkhave, ceteti no ce pakappeti, atha ce anuseti, āram-

ma�am eta� hoti viññā�assa �hitiyā. Āramma�e sati pati��hā viñ-
ñā�assa hoti. Tasmi� pati��hite viññā�e virū he nāmarūpassa avak-
kanti hoti. Nāmarūpapaccayā sa āyatana�, sa āyatanapaccayā 
phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā ta�hā, ta�hāpac-
cayā upādāna�, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā jāti, jāti-
paccayā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkhadomanassūpāyāsā sam-
bhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa samudayo hoti. 

"Monks, even if one does not intend or construct mentally, but 

has a latency, that becomes an object for the stationing of conscious-

ness. There being an object, there comes to be the establishment of 

consciousness. When that consciousness is established and grown, 

there is the descent of name-and-form. Dependent on name-and-form 

the six sense-bases come to be; dependent on the six sense-bases 

arises contact; and dependent on contact, feeling; dependent on feel-

ing, craving; dependent on craving, grasping; dependent on grasping, 

becoming; dependent on becoming, birth; dependent on birth, decay-

and-death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair come to be. 

Such is the arising of this entire mass of suffering." 

The significance of this second paragraph is that it speaks of a 

person who, at the time of death, has no intentions or thought con-

structs as such. But he has the latency. This itself is sufficient as an 

object for the stationing of consciousness. It is as if he has turned his 

back to the camera, but got photographed all the same, due to his 

very presence there. Now comes the third instance: 
Yato ca kho, bhikkhave, no ceva ceteti no ca pakappeti no ca 

anuseti, āramma�am eta� na hoti viññā�assa �hitiyā. Āramma�e 
asati pati�thā viññā�assa na hoti. Tadappati��hite viññā�e avirū he 
nāmarūpassa avakkanti na hoti. Nāmarūpanirodhā sa āyatananiro-
dho, sa āyatananirodhā phassanirodho, phassanirodhā vedanāniro-
dho, vedanānirodhā ta�hānirodho, ta�hānirodhā upādānanirodho, 
upādānanirodhā bhavanirodho, bhavanirodhā jātinirodho, jātiniro-
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dhā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkhadomanassūpāyāsā niruj-
jhanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa nirodho hoti. 

"But, monks, when one neither intends, nor constructs mentally, 

and has no latency either, then there is not that object for the sta-

tioning of consciousness. There being no object, there is no estab-

lishment of consciousness. When consciousness is not established 

and not grown up, there is no descent of name-and-form, and with 

the cessation of name-and-form, there comes to be the cessation of 

the six sense-bases; with the cessation of the six sense-bases, the ces-

sation of contact; with the cessation of contact, the cessation of feel-

ing; with the cessation of feeling, the cessation of craving; with the 

cessation of craving, the cessation of grasping; with the cessation of 

grasping, the cessation of becoming; with the cessation of becoming, 

the cessation of birth; with the cessation of birth, the cessation of de-

cay-and-death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair come to 

cease. Thus is the cessation of this entire mass of suffering." 

This third instance is the most significant. In the first instance, 

there were the intentions, thought constructs and latency. In the sec-

ond instance, that person had no intentions or thought constructs, but 

only latency was there. In this third instances, there is neither an in-

tention, nor a thought construct, and not even a latency.  

It is then that there comes to be no object for the stationing of 

consciousness. There being no object, there is no establishment of 

consciousness, and when consciousness is unestablished and not 

grown, there is no descent of name-and-form. Where there is no de-

scent of name-and-form, there at last comes to be that cessation of 

name-and-form with which the six sense-bases, and all the rest of it, 

down to the entire mass of sa�sāric suffering, cease altogether then 
and there. 



Nibbāna Sermon 3 

 71

 

                                                 
1 M I 436, MahāMālunkyasutta. 
2 See sermon 2. 
3 S IV 206, Pātālasutta. 
4 S IV 208, Sallattenasutta. 
5 D I 110, D I 148, D II 41, D II 288, M I 380, M I 501, M II 145, M III 280, 

S IV 47, S IV 107, S IV 192, S V 423, A IV 186, A IV 210, A IV 213, Ud 

49. 
6 D II 33, S II 7, S II 105. 
7 See sermon 2. 
8 E.g. at D III 237, Sangītisutta. 
9 Vin I 40. 
10 See sermon 2. 
11 D II 63, MahāNidānasutta. 
12 Sn 1076, Upasīvamā�avapucchā. 
13 D II 31, MahāPadānasutta. 
14 Sv II 459. 
15 S II 114, Na akalāpīsutta. 
16 S II 26, Paccayasutta. 
17 M I 190, MahāHatthipadopamasutta. 
18 D II 93, MahāParinibbānasutta. 
19 Vism 578. 
20 S II 68, Pañcaverabhayāsutta. 
21 PaFis I 52, Vism 579. 
22 Sn 1084-1085, Hemakamā�avapucchā. 
23 M I 8, Sabbāsavasutta. 
24 Th 1094, Tālapu�a Thera. 
25 See above footnote 4.  
26 See sermon 1. 
27 D II 63, MahāNidānasutta. 
28 See sermon 2. 
29 D III 105, Sampasādanīyasutta. 
30 Spk I 183 commenting on S I 121. 
31 S I 122, Godhikasutta. 
32 D II 305, M I 50, M I 62, M III 249, S II 3. 
33 M II 156, Gho�amukhasutta. 
34 A II 133, Sa�yojanasutta. 
35 S I 13, Ja�āsutta, see sermon 1. 
36 M III 18, MahāPu��amasutta. 
37 S II 66, Cetanāsutta. 



Nibbāna Sermon 4 

 
73

Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

 

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

sabbūpadhipa�inissaggo ta�hakkhayo virāgo nirodho nibbāna�.1  

"This is peaceful, this is excellent, namely the stilling of all prepa-

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

detachment, cessation, extinction". 

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks.  

Towards the end of the last sermon, we were trying to explain 

how the process of the sa�sāric journey of beings could be 

understood even with the couple of terms itthabhāva and 

aññatthābhāva, or this-ness and otherwise-ness.2 On an earlier 

occasion, we happened to quote the following  verse in the Sutta 

Nipāta:  

Ta�hā dutiyo puriso, 

dīghamaddhāna sa�sāra�, 

itthabhāvaññathābhāva�, 

sa�sāra� nātivattati.3 

It means: "The man with craving as his second", or "as his com-

panion", "faring on for a long time in sa�sāra, does not transcend 

the round, which is of the nature of a this-ness and an otherwise-

ness." 

This is further proof that the two terms imply a circuit. It is a cir-

cuit between a ‘here’ and a ‘there’, or a ‘this-ness’ and an ‘other-

wise-ness’. It is a turning round, an alternation or a circuitous jour-

ney. It is like a rotation on the spot. It is an ambivalence between a 

here and a there.  

It is the relationship between this this-ness and otherwise-ness 

that we tried to illustrate with quotations from the suttas. We men-

tioned in particular that consciousness, when it leaves this body and 

gets well established on a preconceived object, which in fact is its 

name-and-form object, that name-and-form attains growth and ma-

turity there itself.4 Obviously, therefore, name-and-form is a neces-
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sary condition for the sustenance and growth of consciousness in a 

mother’s womb.  

It should be clearly understood that the passage of consciousness 

from here to a mother’s womb is not a movement from one place to 

another, as in the case of the body. In reality, it is only a difference of 

point of view, and not a transmigration of a soul. In other words, 

when consciousness leaves this body and comes to stay in a mother’s 

womb, when it is fully established there, ‘that’ place becomes a ‘this’ 

place. From the point of view of that consciousness, the ‘there’ be-

comes a ‘here’. Consequently, from the new point of view, what was 

earlier a ‘here’, becomes a ‘there’. What was formerly ‘that place’ 

has now become ‘this place’ and vice versa. That way, what actually 

is involved here, is a change of point of view. So it does not mean 

completely leaving one place and going to another, as is usually 

meant by the journey of an individual. 

The process, then, is a sort of going round and round. This is all 

the more clear by the Buddha’s statement that even consciousness is 

dependently arisen. There are instances in which the view that this 

selfsame consciousness fares on in sa�sāra by itself, tadevida� viñ-

ñā�a� sandhāvati sa�sarati, anañña�, is refuted as a wrong view.5  

On the one hand, for the sustenance and growth of name-and-

form in a mother’s womb, consciousness is necessary. On the other 

hand, consciousness necessarily requires an object for its stability. It 

could be some times an intention, or else a thought construct. In the 

least, it needs a trace of latency, or anusaya. This fact is clear enough 

from the sutta quotations we brought up towards the end of the pre-

vious sermon. From the Cetanāsutta, we happened to quote on an 

earlier occasion, it is obvious that at least a trace of latency is neces-

sary for the sustenance of consciousness.6  

When consciousness gets established in a mother’s womb, with 

this condition in the least, name-and-form begins to grow. It grows, 

at it were, with a flush of branches, in the form of the six sense bases, 

to produce a fresh tree of suffering. It is this idea that is voiced by the 

following well known verse in the Dhammapada: 

Yathāpi mūle anupaddave da&he 

chinno pi rukkho punareva rūhati 

evam pi ta�hānusaye anūhate 
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nibbattati dukkham ida� punappuna�.7 

"Just as a tree, so long as its root is unharmed and firm,  

Though once cut down, will none the less grow up again,  

Even so, when craving’s latency is not yet rooted out,  

This suffering gets reborn again and again." 

It is clear from this verse too that the latency to craving holds a 

very significant place in the context of the sa�sāric journey of a be-

ing. In the A�guttara Nikāya one comes across the following state-

ment by the Buddha: Kamma� khetta�, viññā�a� bīja�, ta�hā si-

neho.8 "Kamma is the field, consciousness is the seed, craving is the 

moisture." This, in effect, means that consciousness grows in the 

field of kamma with craving as the moisture.  

It is in accordance with this idea and in the context of this particu-

lar simile that we have to interpret the reply of Selā Therī to a ques-

tion raised by Māra. In the Sagātha Vagga of the Sa�yutta Ni-

kāya one comes across the following riddle put by Māra to the 

arahant nun Selā:  

Ken’ida� pakata� bimba�, 

ko nu bimbassa kārako, 

kvannu bimba� samuppanna�, 

kvannu bimba� nirujjhati?9 

"By whom was this image wrought, 

Who is the maker of this image, 

Where has this image arisen, 

And where does the image cease?" 

The image meant here is one’s body, or one’s outward appearance 

which, for the conventional world, is name-and-form. Selā Therī 

gives her answer in three verses: 
Nayida� attakata� bimba�, 

nayida� parakata� agha�, 

hetu� pa�icca sambhūta�, 

hetubha�gā nirujjhati. 

Yathā aññatara� bīja�, 

khette vutta� virūhati, 

pathavīrasañcāgamma, 

sinehañca tadūbhaya�. 

Eva� khandhā ca dhātuyo, 
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cha ca āyatanā ime, 

hetu� pa�icca sambhūtā, 

hetubha�gā nirujjhare. 

"Neither self-wrought is this image, 

Nor yet other-wrought is this misery, 

By reason of a cause, it came to be, 

By breaking up the cause, it ceases to be. 

Just as in the case of a certain seed,  

Which when sown on the field would feed 

On the taste of the earth and moisture, 

And by these two would grow. 

Even so, all these aggregates  

Elements and bases six,  

By reason of a cause have come to be, 

By breaking up the cause will cease to be." 

The first verse negates the idea of creation and expresses the con-

ditionally arisen nature of this body. The simile given in the second 

verse illustrates this law of dependent arising. It may be pointed out 

that this simile is not one chosen at random. It echoes the idea behind 

the Buddha’s statement already quoted, kamma� khetta�, viññā�a� 

bīja�, ta�hā sineho. Kamma is the field, consciousness the seed, and 

craving the moisture.  

Here the venerable Therī is replying from the point of view of 

Dhamma, which takes into account the mental aspect as well. It is 

not simply the outward visible image, as commonly understood by 

nāma-rūpa, but that image which falls on consciousness as its object. 

The reason for the arising and growth of nāma-rūpa is therefore the 

seed of consciousness. That consciousness seed grows in the field of 

kamma, with craving as the moisture. The outgrowth is in terms of 

aggregates, elements and bases. The cessation of consciousness is 

none other than Nibbāna.  

Some seem to think that the cessation of consciousness occurs in 

an arahant only at the moment of his parinibbāna, at the end of his 

life span. But this is not the case. Very often, the deeper meanings of 

important suttas have been obliterated by the tendency to interpret 

the references to consciousness in such contexts as the final occur-

rence of consciousness in an arahant’s life - carimaka viññā�a.10  
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What is called the cessation of consciousness has a deeper sense 

here. It means the cessation of the specifically prepared conscious-

ness, abhisa�khata viññā�a. An arahant’s experience of the cessa-

tion of consciousness is at the same time the experience of the cessa-

tion of name-and-form. Therefore, we can attribute a deeper signifi-

cance to the above verses.  

In support of this interpretation, we can quote the following verse 

in the Munisutta of the Sutta Nipāta: 

Sa�khāya vatthūni pamāya bīja�, 

sineham assa nānuppavecche, 

sa ve munī jātikhayantadassī, 

takka� pahāya na upeti sa�kha�.11 

"Having surveyed the field and measured the seed, 

He waters it not for moisture, 

That sage in full view of birth’s end, 

Lets go of logic and comes not within reckoning." 

By virtue of his masterly knowledge of the fields and his estimate 

of the seed of consciousness, he does not moisten it with craving. 

Thereby he sees the end of birth and transcends logic and worldly 

convention. This too shows that the deeper implications of the Mahā-

Nidānasutta, concerning the descent of consciousness into the 

mother’s womb, have not been sufficiently appreciated so far.  

Anusaya, or latency, is a word of special significance. What is re-

sponsible for rebirth, or punabbhava, is craving, which very often 

has the epithet ponobhavikā attached to it. The latency to craving is 

particularly instrumental in giving one yet another birth to fare on in 

sa�sāra. There is also a tendency to ignorance, which forms the ba-

sis of the latency to craving. It is the tendency to get attached to 

worldly concepts, without understanding them for what they are. 

That tendency is a result of ignorance in the worldlings and it is in it-

self a latency. In the sutta terminology the word nissaya is often used 

to denote it. The cognate word nissita is also used alongside. It 

means ‘one who associates something’, while nissaya means ‘asso-

ciation’.  

As a matter of fact, here it does not have the same sense as the 

word has in its common usage. It goes deeper, to convey the idea of 

‘leaning on’ something. Leaning on is also a form of association. 
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Worldlings have a tendency to tenaciously grasp the concepts in 

worldly usage, to cling to them dogmatically and lean on them. They 

believe that the words they use have a reality of their own, that they 

are categorically true in their own right. Their attitude towards con-

cepts is tinctured by craving, conceit and views.  

We come across this word nissita in quite a number of important 

suttas. It almost sounds like a topic of meditation. In the Channo-

vādasutta of the Majjhima Nikāya there is a cryptic passage, which at 

a glance looks more or less like a riddle:  
Nissitassa calita�, anissitassa calita� natthi. Calite asati passad-

dhi, passaddhiyā sati nati na hoti, natiyā asati āgatigati na hoti, 

āgatigatiyā asati cutūpapāto na hoti, cutūpapāte asati nev’idha na 

hura� na ubhayamantare. Es’ ev’ anto dukhassa.12  

"To the one attached, there is wavering. To the unattached one, 

there is no wavering. When there is no wavering, there is calm. 

When there is calm, there is no inclination. When there is no inclina-

tion, there is no coming and going. When there is no coming and 

going, there is no death and birth. When there is no death and birth, 

there is neither a ‘here’ nor a ‘there’ nor a ‘between the two’. This it-

self is the end of suffering." 

It looks as if the ending of suffering is easy enough. On the face 

of it, the passage seems to convey this much. To the one who leans 

on something, there is wavering or movement. He is perturbable. 

Though the first sentence speaks about the one attached, the rest of 

the passage is about the unattached one. That is to say, the one re-

leased. So here we see the distinction between the two. The one at-

tached is movable, whereas the unattached one is not. When there is 

no wavering or perturbation, there is calm. When there is calm, there 

is no inclination. The word nati usually means ‘bending’. So when 

there is calm, there is no bending or inclination. When there is no 

bending or inclination, there is no coming and going. When there is 

no coming and going, there is no passing away or reappearing. When 

there is neither a passing away nor a reappearing, there is neither a 

‘here’, nor a ‘there’, nor any position in between. This itself is the 

end of suffering. 

The sutta passage, at a glance, appears like a jumble of words. It 

starts by saying something about the one attached, nissita. It is lim-
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ited to just one sentence: ‘To one attached, there is wavering.’ But 

we can infer that, due to his wavering and unsteadiness or restless-

ness, there is inclination, nati. The key word of the passage is nati. 

Because of that inclination or bent, there is a coming and going. 

Given the twin concept of coming and going, there is the dichotomy 

between passing away and reappearing, cuti/uppatti. When these two 

are there, the two concepts ‘here’ and ‘there’ also come in. And there 

is a ‘between the two’ as well. Wherever there are two ends, there is 

also a middle. So it seems that in this particular context the word 

nati has a special significance.  

The person who is attached is quite unlike the released person. 

Because he is not released, he always has a forward bent or inclina-

tion. In fact, this is the nature of craving. It bends one forward. In 

some suttas dealing with the question of rebirth, such as the Kutū-

halasālāsutta, craving itself is sometimes called the grasping, upā-

dāna.13 So it is due to this very inclination or bent that the two con-

cepts of coming and going, come in. Then, in accordance with them, 

the two concepts of passing away and reappearing, fall into place.  

The idea of a journey, when viewed in the context of sa�sāra, 

gives rise to the idea of passing away and reappearing. Going and 

coming are similar to passing away and reappearing. So then, there is 

the implication of two places, all this indicates an attachment. There 

is a certain dichotomy about the terms here and there, and passing 

away and reappearing. Due to that dichotomous nature of the con-

cepts, which beings tenaciously hold on to, the journeying in sa�-

sāra takes place in accordance with craving. As we have mentioned 

above, an alternation or transition occurs.  

As for the released person, about whom the passage is specially 

concerned, his mind is free from all those conditions. To the unat-

tached, there is no wavering. Since he has no wavering or unsteadi-

ness, he has no inclination. As he has no inclination, there is no 

coming and going for him. As there is no coming and going, he has 

no passing away or reappearing. There being no passing away or re-

appearing, there is neither a here, nor a there, nor any in between. 

That itself is the end of suffering. 

The Udāna version of the above passage has something signifi-

cant about it. There the entire sutta consists of these few sentences. 
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But the introductory part of it says that the Buddha was instructing, 

inciting and gladdening the monks with a Dhamma talk connected 

with Nibbāna: Tena kho pana samayena Bhagavā bhikkhū nibbāna-

pa�isa�yuttāya dhammiyā kathāya sandasseti samādapeti samutte-

jeti sampaha�seti.14 This is a pointer to the fact that this sermon is 

on Nibbāna. So the implication is that in Nibbāna the arahant’s mind 

is free from any attachments.  

There is a discourse in the Nidāna section of the Sa�yutta Ni-

kāya, which affords us a deeper insight into the meaning of the word 

nissaya. It is the Kaccāyanagottasutta, which is also significant for 

its deeper analysis of right view. This is how the Buddha introduces 

the sermon:  
Dvayanissito khvāya�, Kaccāyana, loko yebhuyyena: 

atthitañceva natthitañca. Lokasamudaya� kho, Kaccāyana, yathā-

bhūta� sammappaññāya passato yā loke natthitā sā na hoti. Loka-

nirodha� kho, Kaccāyana, yathābhūta� sammappaññāya passato yā 

loke atthitā sā na hoti.15 "This world, Kaccāyana, for the most part, 

bases its views on two things: on existence and non-existence. Now, 

Kaccāyana, to one who with right wisdom sees the arising of the 

world as it is, the view of non-existence regarding the world does not 

occur. And to one who with right wisdom sees the cessation of the 

world as it really is, the view of existence regarding the world does 

not occur."  

The Buddha comes out with this discourse in answer to the fol-

lowing question raised by the brahmin Kaccāyana: Sammā di��hi, 

sammā di��hī’ti, bhante, vuccati. Kittāvatā nu kho, bhante, sammā 

di��hi hoti? "Lord, ‘right view’, ‘right view’, they say. But how far, 

Lord, is there ‘right view’?"  

In his answer, the Buddha first points out that the worldlings 

mostly base themselves on a duality, the two conflicting views of 

existence and non-existence, or ‘is’ and ‘is not’. They would either 

hold on to the dogmatic view of eternalism, or would cling to nihil-

ism. Now as to the right view of the noble disciple, it takes into ac-

count the process of arising as well as the process of cessation, and 

thereby avoids both extremes. This is the insight that illuminates the 

middle path.  
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Then the Buddha goes on to give a more detailed explanation of 

right view: Upayupādānābhinivesavinibandho khvāya�, Kaccāyana, 

loko yebhuyyena. Tañcāya� upayupādāna� cetaso adhi��hāna� 

abhinivesānusaya� na upeti na upādiyati nādhi��hāti: ‘attā me’ti. 

‘Dukkham eva uppajjamāna� uppajjati, dukkha� nirujjhamāna� 

nirujjhatī’ti na ka�khati na vicikicchati aparapaccayā ñā�am ev’ 

assa ettha hoti. Ettāvatā kho, Kaccāyana, sammā di��hi hoti. 

"The world, Kaccāyana, for the most part, is given to approach-

ing, grasping, entering into and getting entangled as regards views. 

Whoever does not approach, grasp, and take his stand upon that pro-

clivity towards approaching and grasping, that mental standpoint, 

namely the idea: ‘This is my soul’, he knows that what arises is just 

suffering and what ceases is just suffering. Thus, he is not in doubt, 

is not perplexed, and herein he has the knowledge that is not depend-

ent on another. Thus far, Kaccāyana, he has right view." 

The passage starts with a string of terms which has a deep phi-

losophical significance. Upaya means ‘approaching’, upādāna is 

‘grasping’, abhinivesa is ‘entering into’, and vinibandha is the con-

sequent entanglement. The implication is that the worldling is prone 

to dogmatic involvement in concepts through the stages mentioned 

above in an ascending order.  

The attitude of the noble disciple is then outlined in contrast to 

the above dogmatic approach, and what follows after it. As for him, 

he does not approach, grasp, or take up the standpoint of a self. The 

word anusaya, latency or ‘lying dormant’, is also brought in here to 

show that even the proclivity towards such a dogmatic involvement 

with a soul or self, is not there in the noble disciple. But what, then, 

is his point of view? What arises and ceases is nothing but suffering. 

There is no soul or self to lose, it is only a question of arising and 

ceasing of suffering. This, then, is the right view. 

Thereafter the Buddha summarizes the discourse and brings it to a 

climax with an impressive declaration of his via media, the middle 

path based on the formula of dependent arising: 
‘Sabbam atthī’ti kho, Kaccāyana, ayam eko anto. ‘Sabba� nat-

thī’ti aya� dutiyo anto. Ete te, Kaccāyana, ubho ante anupagamma 

majjhena Tathāgato Dhamma� deseti:  
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Avijjāpaccayā sa�khārā, sa�khārapaccayā viññā�a�, viññā�a-

paccayā nāmarūpa�, nāmarūpapaccayā sa&āyatana�, sa&āyatana-

paccayā phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā ta�hā, 

ta�hāpaccayā upādāna�, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā 

jāti, jātipaccayā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkhadomanassūpā-

yāsā sambhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa sam-

udayo hoti.  

Avijjāya tveva asesavirāganirodhā sa�khāranirodho, sa�khara-

nirodhā viññā�anirodho, viññā�anirodhā nāmarūpanirodho, nāma-

rūpanirodhā sa&āyatananirodho, sa&āyatananirodhā phassanirodho, 

phassanirodhā vedanānirodho, vedanānirodhā ta�hānirodho, ta�hā-

nirodhā upādānanirodho, upādānanirodhā bhavanirodho, bhavani-

rodhā jātinirodho, jātinirodhā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkha-

domanassūpāyāsā nirujjhanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhak-

khandhassa nirodho hoti. 

"‘Everything exists’, Kaccāyana, is one extreme. ‘Nothing exists’ 

is the other extreme. Not approaching either of those extremes, Kac-

cāyana, the Tathāgata teaches the Dhamma by the middle way:  

From ignorance as condition, preparations come to be; from 

preparations as condition, consciousness comes to be; from con-

sciousness as condition, name-and-form comes to be; from name-

and-form as condition, the six sense-bases come to be; from the six 

sense-bases as condition, contact comes to be; from contact as con-

dition, feeling comes to be; from feeling as condition, craving comes 

to be; from craving as condition, grasping comes to be; from grasp-

ing as condition, becoming comes to be; from becoming as condi-

tion, birth comes to be; and from birth as condition, decay-and-death, 

sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair come to be. Such is the 

arising of this entire mass of suffering. 

From the complete fading away and cessation of that very igno-

rance, there comes to be the cessation of preparations; from the ces-

sation of preparations, there comes to be the cessation of conscious-

ness; from the cessation of consciousness, there comes to be the ces-

sation of name-and-form; from the cessation of name-and-form, 

there comes to be the cessation of the six sense-bases; from the ces-

sation of the six sense-bases, there comes to be the cessation of con-

tact; from the cessation of contact, there comes to be the cessation of 
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feeling; from the cessation of feeling, there comes to be the cessation 

of craving; from the cessation of craving, there comes to be the ces-

sation of grasping; from the cessation of grasping, there comes to be 

the cessation of becoming; from the cessation of becoming, there 

comes to be the cessation of birth; and from the cessation of birth, 

there comes to be the cessation of decay-and-death, sorrow, lamenta-

tion, pain, grief and despair. Such is the cessation of this entire mass 

of suffering." 

It is clear from this declaration that in this context the law of de-

pendent arising itself is called the middle path. Some prefer to call 

this the Buddha’s metaphysical middle path, as it avoids both ex-

tremes of ‘is’ and ‘is not’. The philosophical implications of the 

above passage lead to the conclusion that the law of dependent aris-

ing enshrines a certain pragmatic principle, which dissolves the anti-

nomian conflict in the world.  

It is the insight into this principle that basically distinguishes the 

noble disciple, who sums it up in the two words samudayo, arising, 

and nirodho, ceasing. The arising and ceasing of the world is for him 

a fact of experience, a knowledge. It is in this light that we have to 

understand the phrase aparappaccayā ñā�am ev’assa ettha hoti, 

"herein he has a knowledge that is not dependent on another". In 

other words, he is not believing in it out of faith in someone, but has 

understood it experientially. The noble disciple sees the arising and 

the cessation of the world through his own six sense bases. 

In the Sa�yutta Nikāya there is a verse which presents this idea in 

a striking manner: 

Chasu loko samuppanno, 

chasu kubbati santhava�, 

channam eva upādāya, 

chasu loko vihaññati.16 

"In the six the world arose, 

In the six it holds concourse, 

On the six themselves depending,  

In the six it has its woes." 

The verse seems to say that the world has arisen in the six, that it 

has associations in the six, and that depending on those very six, the 

world comes to grief.  
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Though the commentators advance an interpretation of this six, it 

does not seem to get the sanction of the sutta as it is. According to 

them, the first line speaks of the six internal sense bases, such as the 

eye, ear and nose.17 The world is said to arise in these six internal 

sense bases. The second line is supposed to refer to the six external 

sense bases. Again the third line is interpreted with reference to the 

six internal sense bases, and the fourth line is said to refer to the six 

external sense bases. In other words, the implication is that the world 

arises in the six internal sense bases and associates with the six 

external sense bases, and that it holds on to the six internal sense 

bases and comes to grief in the six external sense bases.  

This interpretation seems to miss the point. Even the grammar 

does not allow it, for if it is a case of associating ‘with’ the external 

sense bases, the instrumental case would have been used instead of 

the locative case, that is, chahi instead of chasu. On the other hand, 

the locative chasu occurs in all the three lines in question. This 

makes it implausible that the first two lines are referring to two dif-

ferent groups of sixes. It is more plausible to conclude that the refer-

ence is to the six sense bases of contact, phassāyatana, which in-

clude both the internal and the external. In fact, at least two are nec-

essary for something to be dependently arisen. The world does not 

arise in the six internal bases in isolation. It is precisely in this fact 

that the depth of this Dhamma is to be seen. 

In the Samudayasutta of the Sa&āyatana section in the Sa�yutta 

Nikāya this aspect of dependent arising is clearly brought out:  

Cakkhuñca pa�icca rūpe ca uppajjati cakkhuviññā�a�, ti��a� 

sa�gati phasso, phassapaccayā vedanā, vedanāpaccayā ta�hā, 

ta�hāpaccayā upādāna�, upādānapaccayā bhavo, bhavapaccayā 

jāti, jātipaccayā jarāmara�a� sokaparidevadukkhadomanassūpā-

yāsā sambhavanti. Evametassa kevalassa dukkhakkhandhassa sam-

udayo hoti.18  

"Dependent on the eye and forms arises eye consciousness; the 

coming together of the three is contact; with contact as condition, 

arises feeling; conditioned by feeling , craving; conditioned by crav-

ing, grasping; conditioned by grasping, becoming; conditioned by 

becoming, birth; and conditioned by birth, decay-and-death, sorrow, 
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lamentation, pain, grief and despair. Thus is the arising of this entire 

mass of suffering." 

Here the sutta starts with the arising of contact and branches off 

towards the standard formula of pa�icca samuppāda. Eye conscious-

ness arises dependent on, pa�icca, two things, namely eye and forms. 

And the concurrence of the three is contact. This shows that two are 

necessary for a thing to be dependently arisen.  

So in fairness to the sutta version, we have to conclude that the 

reference in all the four lines is to the bases of contact, comprising 

both the internal and the external. That is to say, we cannot discrimi-

nate between them and assert that the first line refers to one set of 

six, and the second line refers to another. We are forced to such a 

conclusion in fairness to the sutta. 

So from this verse also we can see that according to the usage of 

the noble ones the world arises in the six sense bases. This fact is 

quite often expressed by the phrase ariyassa vinaye loko, the world 

in the noble one’s discipline.19 According to this noble usage, the 

world is always defined in terms of the six sense bases, as if the 

world arises because of these six sense bases. This is a very deep 

idea. All other teachings in this Dhamma will get obscured, if one 

fails to understand this basic fact, namely how the concept of the 

world is defined in this mode of noble usage.  

This noble usage reveals to us the implications of the expression 

udayatthagāminī paññā, the wisdom that sees the rise and fall. About 

the noble disciple it is said that he is endowed with the noble pene-

trative wisdom of seeing the rise and fall, udayatthagāminiyā pañ-

ñāya sammanāgato ariyāya nibbhedikāya.20 The implication is that 

this noble wisdom has a penetrative quality about it. This penetration 

is through the rigidly grasped almost impenetrable encrustation of 

the two dogmatic views in the world, existence and non-existence.  

Now, how does that penetration come about? As already stated in 

the above quoted Kaccāyanasutta, when one sees the arising aspect 

of the world, one finds it impossible to hold the view that nothing 

exists in the world. His mind does not incline towards a dogmatic in-

volvement with that view. Similarly, when he sees the cessation of 

the world through his own six sense bases, he sees no possibility to 

go to the other extreme view in the world: ‘Everything exists’. 
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The most basic feature of this principle of dependent arising, with 

its penetrative quality, is the breaking down of the power of the 

above concepts. It is the very inability to grasp these views dogmati-

cally that is spoken of as the abandonment of the personality view, 

sakkāyadi��hi. The ordinary worldling is under the impression that 

things exist in truth and fact, but the noble disciple, because of his 

insight into the norm of arising and cessation, understands the arising 

and ceasing nature of concepts and their essencelessness or insub-

stantiality.  

Another aspect of the same thing, in addition to what has already 

been said about nissaya, is the understanding of the relatedness of 

this to that, idappaccayatā, implicit in the law of dependent arising. 

In fact, we began our discussion by highlighting the significance of 

the term idappaccayatā.21 The basic principle involved, is itself often 

called pa�icca samuppāda. "This being, this comes to be, with the 

arising of this, this arises. This not being, this does not come to be. 

With the cessation of this, this ceases."  

This insight penetrates through those extreme views. It resolves 

the conflict between them. But how? By removing the very premise 

on which it rested, and that is that there are two things. Though logi-

cians might come out with the law of identity and the like, according 

to right view, the very bifurcation itself is the outcome of a wrong 

view. That is to say, this is only a conjoined pair. In other words, it 

resolves that conflict by accepting the worldly norm.  

Now this is a point well worth considering. In the case of the 

twelve links of the formula of dependent arising, discovered by the 

Buddha, there is a relatedness of this to that, idappaccayatā. As for 

instance already illustrated above by the two links birth and decay-

and-death.22 When birth is there, decay-and-death come to be, with 

the arising of birth, decay-and-death arise (and so on). The fact that 

this relatedness itself is the eternal law, is clearly revealed by the 

following statement of the Buddha in the Nidānasa�yutta of the 

Sa�yutta Nikāya:  

Avijjāpaccayā, bhikkhave, sa�khārā. Ya tatra tathatā avitathatā 

anaññathatā idappaccayatā, aya� vuccati, bhikkhave, pa�iccasam-

uppādo.23 "From ignorance as condition, preparations come to be. 
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That suchness therein, the invariability, the not-otherwiseness, the 

relatedness of this to that, this, monks, is called dependent arising." 

Here the first two links have been taken up to illustrate the princi-

ple governing their direct relation. Now let us examine the meaning 

of the terms used to express that relation. Tathā means ‘such’ or 

‘thus’, and is suggestive of the term yathābhūtañā�adassana, the 

knowledge and vision of things as they are. The correlatives yathā 

and tathā express between them the idea of faithfulness to the nature 

of the world. So tathatā asserts the validity of the law of dependent 

arising, as a norm in accordance with nature. Avitathatā, with its 

double negative, reaffirms that validity to the degree of invariability. 

Anaññathatā, or not-otherwiseness, makes it unchallengeable, as it 

were. It is a norm beyond contradiction.  

When a conjoined pair is accepted as such, there is no conflict 

between the two. But since this idea can well appear as some sort of 

a puzzle, we shall try to illustrate it with a simile. Suppose two bulls, 

a black one and a white one, are bound together at the neck and al-

lowed to graze in the field as a pair. This is sometimes done to pre-

vent them from straying far afield. Now out of the pair, if the white 

bull pulls towards the stream, while the black one is pulling towards 

the field, there is a conflict. The conflict is not due to the bondage, at 

least not necessarily due to the bondage. It is because the two are 

pulling in two directions. Supposing the two bulls, somehow, accept 

the fact that they are in bondage and behave amicably. When then 

the white bull pulls towards the stream, the black one keeps him 

company with equanimity, though he is not in need of a drink. And 

when the black bull is grazing, the white bull follows him along with 

equanimity, though he is not inclined to eat. 

Similarly, in this case too, the conflict is resolved by accepting 

the pair-wise combination as a conjoined pair. That is how the Bud-

dha solved this problem. But still the point of this simile might not be 

clear enough. So let us come back to the two links, birth and decay-

and-death, which we so often dragged in for purposes of clarifica-

tion. So long as one does not accept the fact that these two links, 

birth and decay-and-death, are a conjoined pair, one would see be-

tween them a conflict. Why? Because one grasps birth as one end, 

and tries to remove the other end, which one does not like, namely 
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decay-and-death. One is trying to separate birth from decay-and-

death. But this happens to be a conjoined pair. "Conditioned by birth, 

monks, is decay-and-death." This is the word of the Buddha. Birth 

and decay-and-death are related to each other.  

The word jarā, or decay, on analysis would make this clear. Usu-

ally by jarā we mean old age. The word has connotations of senility 

and decrepitude, but the word implies both growth and decay, as it 

sets in from the moment of one’s birth itself. Only, there is a possible 

distinction according to the standpoint taken. This question of a 

standpoint or a point of view is very important at this juncture. This 

is something one should assimilate with a meditative attention. Let 

us bring up a simile to make this clear. 

Now, for instance, there could be a person who makes his living 

by selling the leaves of a particular kind of tree. Suppose another 

man sells the flowers of the same tree, to make his living. And yet 

another sells the fruits, while a fourth sells the timber. If we line 

them up and put to them the question, pointing to that tree: ‘Is this 

tree mature enough?’, we might sometimes get different answers. 

Why? Each would voice his own commercial point of view regarding 

the degree of maturity of the tree. For instance, one who sells flowers 

would say that the tree is too old, if the flowering stage of the tree is 

past.  

Similarly, the concept of decay or old age can change according 

to the standpoint taken up. From beginning to end, it is a process of 

decay. But we create an artificial boundary between youth and old 

age. This again shows that the two are a pair mutually conjoined. 

Generally, the worldlings are engaged in an attempt to separate the 

two in this conjoined pair. Before the Buddha came into the scene, 

all religious teachers were trying to hold on to birth, while rejecting 

decay-and-death. But it was a vain struggle. It is like the attempt of 

the miserly millionaire Kosiya to eat rice-cakes alone, to cite another 

simile.  

According to that instructive story, the millionaire Kosiya, an ex-

treme miser, once developed a strong desire to eat rice-cakes.24 As he 

did not wish to share them with anyone else, he climbed up to the 

topmost storey of his mansion with his wife and got her to cook rice-

cakes for him. To teach him a lesson, Venerable Mahā Moggallāna, 
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who excelled in psychic powers, went through the air and appeared 

at the window as if he is on his alms round. Kosiya, wishing to dis-

miss this intruder with a tiny rice-cake, asked his wife to put a little 

bit of cake dough into the pan. She did so, but it became a big rice-

cake through the venerable thera’s psychic power. Further attempts 

to make tinier rice-cakes ended up in producing ever bigger and big-

ger ones. In the end, Kosiya thought of dismissing the monk with just 

one cake, but to his utter dismay, all the cakes got joined to each 

other to form a string of cakes. The couple then started pulling this 

string of cakes in either direction with all their might, to separate just 

one from it. But without success. At last they decided to let go and 

give up, and offered the entire string of cakes to the venerable Thera.  

The Buddha’s solution to the above problem is a similar let go-

ism and giving up. It is a case of giving up all assets, sabbūpadhi-

pa�inissagga. You cannot separate these links from one another. 

Birth and decay-and-death are intertwined. This is a conjoined pair. 

So the solution here, is to let go. All those problems are due to taking 

up a standpoint. Therefore the kind of view sanctioned in this case, is 

one that leads to detachment and dispassion, one that goes against the 

tendency to grasp and hold on. It is by grasping and holding on that 

one comes into conflict with Māra.  

Now going by the story of the millionaire Kosiya, one might think 

that the Buddha was defeated by Māra. But the truth of the matter is 

that it is Māra who suffered defeat by this sort of giving up. It is a 

very subtle point. Māra’s forte lies in seizing and grabbing. He is al-

ways out to challenge. Sometimes he takes delight in hiding himself 

to take one by surprise, to drive terror and cause horripilation. So 

when Māra comes round to grab, if we can find some means of foil-

ing his attempt, or make it impossible for him to grab, then Māra 

will have to accept defeat.  

Now let us examine the Buddha’s solution to this question. There 

are in the world various means of preventing others from grabbing 

something we possess. We can either hide our property in an inac-

cessible place, or adopt security measures, or else we can come to 

terms and sign a treaty with the enemy. But all these measures can 

sometimes fail. However, there is one unfailing method, which in 

principle is bound to succeed. A method that prevents all possibilities 
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of grabbing. And that is - letting go, giving up. When one lets go, 

there is nothing to grab. In a tug-of-war, when someone is pulling at 

one end with all his might, if the other suddenly lets go of its hold, 

one can well imagine the extent of the former’s discomfiture, let 

alone victory. It was such a discomfiture that fell to Māra’s lot, when 

the Buddha applied this extraordinary solution. All this goes to show 

the importance of such terms as nissaya and idappaccayatā in under-

standing this Dhamma.  

We have already taken up the word nissaya for comment. An-

other aspect of its significance is revealed by the Satipa��hānasutta. 

Some parts of this sutta, though well known, are wonderfully deep. 

There is a certain thematic paragraph, which occurs at the end of 

each subsection in the Satipa��hānasutta. For instance, in the section 

on the contemplation relating to body, kāyānupasssanā, we find the 

following paragraph:  
Iti ajjhatta� vā kāye kāyānupassī viharati, bahiddhā vā kāye 

kāyānupassī viharati, ajjhattabahiddhā vā kāye kāyānupassī vi-

harati; samudayadhammānupassī vā kāyasmi� viharati, vayadham-

mānupassī vā kāyasmi� viharati, samudayavayadhammānupassī vā 

kāyasmi� viharati; ‘atthi kāyo’ti vā pan’assa sati paccupa��hitā hoti, 

yāvadeva ñā�amattāya pa�issatimattāya; anissito ca viharati, na ca 

kiñci loke upādiyati.25 

"In this way he abides contemplating the body as a body inter-

nally, or he abides contemplating the body as a body externally, or he 

abides contemplating the body as a body internally and externally. 

Or else he abides contemplating the arising nature in the body, or he 

abides contemplating the dissolving nature in the body, or he abides 

contemplating the arising and dissolving nature in the body. Or else 

the mindfulness that ‘there is a body’ is established in him only to 

the extent necessary for just knowledge and further mindfulness. And 

he abides independent and does not cling to anything in the world." 

A similar paragraph occurs throughout the sutta under all the four 

contemplations, body, feeling, mind and mind objects. As a matter of 

fact, it is this paragraph that is called satipa��hāna bhāvanā, or medi-

tation on the foundation of mindfulness.26 The preamble to this para-

graph introduces the foundation itself, or the setting up of mindful-

ness as such. The above paragraph, on the other hand, deals with 
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what pertains to insight. It is the field of insight proper. If we exam-

ine this paragraph, here too we will find a set of conjoined or twin 

terms:  

"In this way he abides contemplating the body as a body inter-

nally, or he abides contemplating the body externally", and then: "he 

abides contemplating the body both internally and externally." Simi-

larly: "He abides contemplating the arising nature in the body, or he 

abides contemplating the dissolving nature in the body", and then: 

"he abides contemplating both the arising and dissolving nature in 

the body." 

"Or else the mindfulness that ‘there is a body’ is established in 

him only to the extent necessary for knowledge and remembrance." 

This means that for the meditator even the idea ‘there is a body’, that 

remembrance, is there just for the purpose of further development of 

knowledge and mindfulness. 

 "And he abides independent and does not cling to anything in the 

world." Here too, the word used is anissita, independent, or not 

leaning towards anything. He does not cling to anything in the world. 

The word nissaya says something more than grasping. It means 

‘leaning on’ or ‘associating’.  

This particular thematic paragraph in the Satipa��hānasutta is of 

paramount importance for insight meditation. Here, too, there is the 

mention of internal, ajjhatta, and external, bahiddhā. When one di-

rects one’s attention to one’s own body and another’s body sepa-

rately, one might sometimes take these two concepts, internal and 

external, too seriously with a dogmatic attitude. One might think that 

there is actually something that could be called one’s own or an-

other’s. But then the mode of attention next mentioned unifies the 

two, as internal-external, ajjhattabahiddhā, and presents them like 

the conjoined pair of bulls. And what does it signify? These two are 

not to be viewed as two extremes, they are related to each other.  

Now let us go a little deeper into this interrelation. The farthest 

limit of the internal is the nearest limit of the external. The farthest 

limit of the external is the nearest limit of the internal. More strictly 

rendered, ajjhatta means inward and bahiddhā means outward. So 

here we have the duality of an inside and an outside. One might think 

that the word ajjhattika refers to whatever is organic. Nowadays 
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many people take in artificial parts into their bodies. But once ac-

quired, they too become internal. That is why, in this context ajjhat-

tika has a deeper significance than its usual rendering as ‘one’s own’.  

Whatever it may be, the farthest limit of the ajjhatta remains the 

nearest limit of the bahiddhā. Whatever portion one demarcates as 

one’s own, just adjoining it and at its very gate is bahiddhā. And 

from the point of view of bahiddhā, its farthest limit and at its pe-

riphery is ajjhatta. This is a conjoined pair. These two are interre-

lated. So the implication is that these two are not opposed to each 

other. That is why, by attending to them both together, as ajjhattaba-

hiddhā, that dogmatic involvement with a view is abandoned. Here 

we have an element of reconciliation, which prevents adherence to a 

view. This is what fosters the attitude of anissita, unattached.  

So the two, ajjhatta and bahiddhā, are neighbours. Inside and 

outside as concepts are neighbours to each other. It is the same as in 

the case of arising and ceasing, mentioned above. This fact has al-

ready been revealed to some extent by the Kaccāyanagottasutta.  

Now if we go for an illustration, we have the word udaya at hand 

in samudaya. Quite often this word is contrasted with atthagama, 

going down, in the expression udayatthagaminī paññā, the wisdom 

that sees the rise and fall. We can regard these two as words bor-

rowed from everyday life. Udaya means sunrise, and atthagama is 

sunset. If we take this itself as an illustration, the farthest limit of the 

forenoon is the nearest limit of the afternoon. The farthest limit of 

the afternoon is the nearest limit of the forenoon. And here again we 

see a case of neighbourhood. When one understands the neighbourly 

nature of the terms udaya and atthagama, or samudaya and vaya, 

and regards them as interrelated by the principle of idappaccayatā, 

one penetrates them both by that mode of contemplating the rise and 

fall of the body together, samudayavayadhammānupassī vā kāyas-

mi� viharati, and develops a penetrative insight.  

What comes next in the satipa��hāna passage, is the outcome or 

net result of that insight. "The mindfulness that ‘there is a body’ is 

established in him only to the extent necessary for pure knowledge 

and further mindfulness", ‘atthi kāyo’ti vā pan’assa sati pacupa��hitā 

hoti, yāvadeva ñā�amattāya pa�issatimattāya. At that moment one 

does not take even the concept of body seriously. Even the mindful-
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ness that ‘there is a body’ is established in that meditator only for the 

sake of, yavadeva, clarity of knowledge and accomplishment of 

mindfulness. The last sentence brings out the net result of that way of 

developing insight: "He abides independent and does not cling to 

anything in the world."  

Not only in the section on the contemplation of the body, but also 

in the sections on feelings, mind, and mind objects in the Satipa�-

�hānasutta, we find this mode of insight development. None of the 

objects, taken up for the foundation of  mindfulness, is to be grasped 

tenaciously. Only their rise and fall is discerned. So it seems that, 

what is found in the Satipa��hānasutta, is a group of concepts. These 

concepts serve only as a scaffolding for the systematic development 

of mindfulness and knowledge. The Buddha often compared his 

Dhamma to a raft: nitthara�atthāya no gaha�atthāya, "for crossing 

over and not for holding on to".27 Accordingly, what we have here 

are so many scaffoldings for the up-building of mindfulness and 

knowledge.  

Probably due to the lack of understanding of this deep philosophy 

enshrined in the Satipa��hānasutta, many sects of Buddhism took up 

these concepts in a spirit of dogmatic adherence. That dogmatic atti-

tude of clinging on is like the attempt to cling on to the scaffoldings 

and to live on in them. So with reference to the Satipa��hānasutta 

also, we can understand the importance of the term nissaya.  
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Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 
Namo tassa bhagavato arahato sammāsambuddhassa 

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

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

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

detachment, cessation, extinction". 

With the permission of the Most Venerable Great Preceptor and 

the assembly of the venerable meditative monks.  

Towards the end of our last sermon, we discussed, to some extent, 

a special mode of attention, regarding the four objects of contempla-

tion in the Satipa��hānasutta - body, feelings, mind, and mind-ob-
jects.2 That discussion might have revealed a certain middle path in-

dicated by the Buddha.  

We drew attention to a thematic paragraph, occurring throughout 

the Satipa��hānasutta, which outlines a method of using objects and 
concepts for satipa��hāna meditation without dogmatic involvement. 
This leads the meditator to a particular kind of attitude, summed up 

by the concluding phrase: "He abides independent and does not cling 

to anything in the world", anissito ca viharati, na ca kiñci loke upā-
diyati.3  
By way of clarification, we brought in the simile of a scaffolding 

for a building, that here the concepts only serve as a scaffolding for 

building up mindfulness and knowledge.4 Talking about the scaffold-

ing, we are reminded of two different attitudes, namely, the attitude 

of leaning on to and dwelling in the scaffolding itself, and the en-

lightened attitude of merely utilizing it for the purpose of erecting a 

building.  

For further explanation of this technique, we may take up the two 

terms parāmasana and sammasana. It might be better to distinguish 
the meanings of these two terms also with the help of a simile. As for 

a simile, let us take up the razor, which is such a useful requisite in 

our meditative life. There is a certain special way in sharpening a ra-

zor. With the idea of sharpening the razor, if one grabs it tightly and 
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rubs it on the sharpening stone, it will only become blunt. Parāma-
sana, grasping, grabbing, is something like that.  
What then is the alternative? A more refined and softer approach 

is required as meant by the term sammasana. There is a proper mode 
of doing it. One has to hold the razor in a relaxed way, as if one is 

going to throw it away. One holds it lightly, ready to let go of it at 

any time. But, of course, with mindfulness. The wrist, also, is not 

rigid, but relaxed. Hand is supple at the joints and easy to swing. 

Then with that readiness, one sharpens the razor, sliding it smoothly 

on the stone. First: up, up, up, then: down, down, down, and then: up 

down, up down, up down. The third combined movement ensures 

that those parts of the blade still untouched by the stone will also get 

duly sharpened.  

It is in the same manner that the razor of insight wisdom has to be 

whetted on the sharpening stone of the Satipa��hānasutta. Inward, 
inward, inward - outward, outward, outward - inward outward, in-

ward outward. Or else: arising, arising, arising - ceasing, ceasing, 

ceasing - arising ceasing, arising ceasing.  

This is an illustration for the method of reflection, or sammasana, 
introduced by the Buddha in the Satipa��hānasutta. Words and con-
cepts have to be made use of, for attaining Nibbāna. But here the aim 
is only the up-building of mindfulness and knowledge. Once their 

purpose is served, they can be dismantled without being a bother to 

the mind. This is the significance of the concluding phrase "He 

abides independent and does not cling to anything in the world". 5 

There is another sutta in which the Buddha has touched upon this 
same point in particular. It is the Samudayasutta in the Satipa��hāna-
sa�yutta of the Sa�yutta Nikāya.6 In that sutta, the Buddha has pro-
claimed the arising and the going down of the four foundations of 

mindfulness. He begins by saying: "Monks, I shall teach you the 

arising and the going down of the four foundations of mindfulness". 
Catunna�, bhikkhave, satipa��hānāna� samudayañca atthagamañca 
desessāmi. 
He goes on to say: Ko ca, bhikkhave, kāyassa samudayo? 

Āhārasamudayā kāyassa samudayo, āhāranirodhā kāyassa 
atthagamo. "What, monks, is the arising of the body? With the 
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arising of nutriment is the arising of the body and with the cessation 

of the nutriment is the going down of the body." 

Similarly: Phassasamudayā vedanāna� samudayo, 
phassanirodhā vedanāna� atthagamo. "With the arising of contact is 
the arising of feeling, and with the cessation of contact is the going 

down of feeling". 

And then: Nāmarūpasamudayā cittassa samudayo, nāmarūpani-
rodhā cittassa atthagamo. "With the arising of name-and-form is the 
arising of the mind, and with the cessation of name-and-form is the 

going down of the mind". 

And lastly: Manasikārasamudayā dhammāna� samudayo, 
manasikāranirodhā dhammāna� atthagamo. "With the arising of 
attention is the arising of mind-objects, and with the ceasing of at-

tention is the going down of mind-objects". 

This, too, is an important discourse, well worth remembering, be-

cause here the Buddha is dealing with the arising and cessation, or 

arising and going down, of the four objects used for establishing 

mindfulness.  

As we know, the concept of nutriment in this Dhamma is much 
broader than the worldly concept of food. It does not imply merely 

the ordinary food, for which the term used is kabali�kārāhāra, or 
material food. Taken in a deeper sense, it includes the other three 

kinds of nutriment as well, namely phassa, or contact, manosañ-
cetanā, or volition, and viññā�a, or consciousness. These four to-
gether account for the concept of body as such. Therefore, due to 

these four there comes to be a body, and with their cessation the 

body ends. So also in the case of feeling. We all know that the aris-

ing of feeling is due to contact.  

The reference to name-and-form in this context might not be clear 

enough at once, due to various definitions of name-and-form, or 

nāma-rūpa. Here, the reason for the arising of the mind is said to be 
name-and-form. Mind is said to arise because of name-and-form, and 

it is supposed to go down with the cessation of name-and-form.  

The fact that the mind-objects arise due to attention is notewor-

thy. All the mind-objects mentioned in the fourth section of contem-

plation arise when there is attention. And they go down when atten-

tion is not there. In other words, attending makes objects out of them. 
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This way, we are reminded that, apart from making use of these 

words and concepts for the purpose of attaining Nibbāna, there is 
nothing worth holding on to or clinging to dogmatically. So if a 

meditator works with this aim in mind, he will be assured of a state 

of mind that is independent and clinging-free, anissita, anupādāna.  
One marvellous quality of the Buddha’s teaching emerges from 

this discussion. A mind-object is something that the mind hangs on 

to as the connotations of the word āramma�a (cp. ālambhana) sug-
gest. But because of the mode of insight wisdom outlined here, be-

cause of the middle path approach, even the tendency to ‘hang-on’ is 

finally done away with and the object is penetrated through. Despite 

the above connotations of ’hanging on’ (āramma�a), the object is 
transcended. Transcendence in its highest sense is not a case of sur-

passing, as is ordinarily understood. Instead of leaving behind, it 

penetrates through. Here then, we have a transcendence that is in it-

self a penetration.  

So the terms anissita and anupādāna seem to have a significance 
of their own. More of it comes to light in quite a number of other sut-
tas. Particularly in the Dvayatānupassanāsutta of the Sutta Nipāta 
we come across the following two verses, which throw more light on 

these two terms:  

Anissito na calati, 
nissito ca upādiya�, 
itthabhāvaññathābhāva�, 
sa�sāra� nātivattati. 

Etam ādīnava� ñatvā, 
nissayesu mahabbhaya�, 
anissito anupādāno, 
sato bhikkhu paribbaje.7 
"The unattached one wavers not,  

But the one attached, clinging on,  

Does not get beyond sa�sāra,  
Which is an alternation between a this-ness and an otherwise-ness  

Knowing this peril,  

The great danger, in attachments or supports  

Let the monk fare along mindfully,  

Resting on nothing, clinging to nothing." 
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Caught up in the dichotomy of sa�sāric existence, which alter-
nates between this-ness and otherwise-ness, one is unable to tran-

scend it, so long as there is attachment and clinging. Nissayas are the 
supports that encourage clinging in the form of dogmatic adherence 

to views. Seeing the peril and the danger in them, a mindful monk 

has no recourse to them. This gives one an idea of the attitude of an 

arahant. His mind is free from enslavement to the conjoined pairs of 
relative concepts.  

This fact is borne out by certain Canonical statements, which at 

first sight might appear as riddles. The two last sections of the Sutta 
Nipāta, the A��hakavagga and the Pārāyanavagga in particular, con-
tain verses which are extremely deep. In the A��hakavagga, one often 
comes across apparently contradictory pairs of terms, side by side. 

About the arahant it is said that: "he neither grasps nor gives up", 
nādeti na nirassati.8 "There is nothing taken up or rejected by him", 
atta� niratta� na hi tassa atthi.9  
By the way, the word atta� in this context is derived from ādātta 

(ā + dā), by syncopation. It should not be mistaken as a reference to 
attā, or soul. Similarly, niratta is from as, to throw, nirasta, convey-
ing the idea of giving up or putting down.  

There is nothing taken up or given up by the arahant. Other such 
references to the arahant’s attitude are: Na rāgarāgī na virāgaratto, 
"he is neither attached to attachment, nor attached to detachment".10 

Na hi so rajjati no virajjati, "He is neither attached nor detached".11  
It is in order to explain why such references are used that we took 

all this trouble to discuss at length the significance of such terms as 

nissaya.12 Probably due to a lack of understanding in this respect, the 
deeper meanings of such suttas have got obscured. Not only that, 
even textual corruption through distorted variant readings has set in, 

because they appeared like riddles. However, the deeper sense of 

these suttas sometimes emerges from certain strikingly strange 
statements like the following found in the Khajjanīyasutta of the 
Sa�yutta Nikāya. The reference here is to the arahant. 
 Aya� vuccati, bhikkhave, bhikkhu neva ācināti na apacināti, 

apacinitvā �hito neva pajahati na upādiyati, pajahitvā �hito neva 
viseneti na usseneti, visenetvā �hito neva vidhūpeti na sandhūpeti.13 
"Monks, such a monk is called one who neither amasses nor dimin-
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ishes; already diminished as he is, he neither gives up nor grasps; al-

ready given up as he is, he neither disbands nor binds together; al-

ready disbanded as he is, he neither exorcizes nor proficiates." 

Even to one who does not understand the language, the above 

quotation would sound enigmatic. Even the rendering of the terms 

used here is not an easy matter, because of the nuances they seem to 

convey. We could perhaps say that such a monk neither amasses or 

accumulates, nor diminishes. Since he is already diminished, pre-

sumably as regards the five aggregates, he neither abandons nor 

grasps anew. Since the giving up is complete, he neither binds to-

gether or enlists (note the word sena, army), nor disbands. Disband-
ing (if not ‘disarmament’), being complete, there is neither exorciz-

ing or smoking out, nor proficiating or inviting. The coupling of 

these terms and their peculiar employment is suggestive of the ara-
hant’s freedom from the dichotomy.  
In the Brāhma�avagga of the Dhammapada too, we come across 

a similar enigmatic verse: 
Yassa pāra� apāra� vā, 
pārāpāra� na vijjati, 
vītaddara� visa�yutta�, 
tam aha� brūmi brāhma�a�.14 
"For whom there is neither a farther shore,  

Nor a hither shore, nor both, 

Who is undistressed and unfettered, 

Him I call a Brahmin." 

In this context the word brāhma�a refers to the arahant. Here too, 
it is said that the arahant has neither a farther shore, nor a hither 
shore, nor both. This might sometimes appear as a problem. Our 

usual concept of an arahant is of one who has crossed over the ocean 
of sa�sāra and is standing on the other shore. But here is something 
enigmatic.  

We come across a similar sutta in the Sutta Nipāta also, namely 
its very first, the Uragasutta. The extraordinary feature of this sutta 
is the recurrence of the same refrain throughout its seventeen verses. 

The refrain is:  

So bhikkhu jahāti orapāra�,  
urago ji��amiva taca� purā�a�.15 
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"That monk forsakes the hither and the tither, 

Like a snake its slough that doth wither". 

This simile of the slough, or the worn-out skin of the snake, is 

highly significant. To quote one instance: 
Yo nājjhagamā bhavesu sāra�, 
vicina� pupphamiva udumbaresu, 
so bhikkhu jahāti orapāra�,  
urago ji��amiva taca� purā�a�.16 
"That monk who sees no essence in existence, 

Like one seeking flowers in Udumbara trees, 
Will give up the hither as well as the thither, 

Like the snake its slough that doth wither". 

The arahant has abandoned his attachment to existence. As such, 
he is free from the bondage of those conjoined terms in worldly us-

age. So the arahant looks at the worldly usage in the same way as a 
snake would turn back and look at the worn-out skin he has sloughed 

off. Sometimes we see a snake moving about with a remnant of its 

slough hanging on. We might even think that the snake is carrying its 

slough around. It is the same in the case of the arahants.  
 Now there is this term sa-upādisesa Nibbāna dhātu. Taking 

the term at its face value, some might think that the clinging is not 

yet over for the arahants - that there is still a little bit left. The ara-
hant, though he has attained release and realized Nibbāna, so long as 
he is living in the world, has to relate to the external objects in the 

world somehow through his five senses, making use of them. Seeing 

it, some might conclude that it is because of some residual clinging. 

But we have to understand this in the light of the simile of the worn-

out skin. In the case of the arahant, too, the sloughed off skin is still 
hanging on.  

As a sidelight we may cite a remark of Venerable Sāriputta: 
Iminā pūtikāyena a��iyāmi harāyāmi jigucchāmi,17 "I am harassed 
and repelled by this body, I am ashamed of it". This is because the 

body is for him something already abandoned. All this goes to show 

that the arahant has an unattached, unclinging attitude.  
Linguistic usage, which is a special feature of existence, is enli-

vened by the cravings, conceits, and views with which it is grasped. 

Worldlings thrive on it, whereas the arahants are free from it. This is 
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the upshot of the above discussion on the terms anusaya and nis-
saya.18  
Yet another important term that should receive attention in any 

discussion on Nibbāna is āsava. This is because the arahant is often 
called a khī�āsava, one whose āsavas are extinct.19 Āsavakkhayo, ex-
tinction of āsavas, is an epithet of Nibbāna.20 So the distinct feature 
of an arahant is his extinction of āsavas.  
Now, what does āsava mean? In ordinary life, this word is used to 

denote fermentation or liquor that has got fermented for a long 

time.21 If there is even a dreg of ferment in a vessel, it is enough to 

cause fermentation for any suitable raw material put into it. So also 

are the āsavas. They are like the residual dregs of the ebullient mass 
of defilements in beings, which have undergone fermentation for a 

long, long time in sa�sāra.  
Very often, āsavas are said to be of three kinds, as kāmāsavā, 

bhavāsavā, and avijjāsavā. The term āsava in this context is usually 
rendered as ‘influxes’. We may understand them as certain intoxicat-

ing influences, which create a world of sense-desires, a stupor that 

gives a notion of existence and leads to ignorance. These influxes are 

often said to have the nature of infiltrating into the mind. Sometimes 

a fourth type of influxes, di��hāsavā, is also mentioned. But this can 
conveniently be subsumed under avijjāsavā.  
The extinction of influxes becomes a distinctive characteristic of 

an arahant, as it ensures complete freedom. One could be said to 
have attained complete freedom only if one’s mind is free from these 

influxes. It is because these influxes are capable of creating intoxica-

tion again and again.  

The immense importance of the extinction of influxes, and how it 

accounts for the worthiness of an arahant, is sometimes clearly 
brought out. The ultimate aim of the Buddha’s teaching is one that in 

other systems of thought is generally regarded as attainable only after 

death. The Buddha, on the other hand, showed a way to its realiza-

tion here and now.  

As a matter of fact, even brahmins like Pokkharasāti went about 
saying that it is impossible for a human being to attain something su-

pramundane: Katham’hi nāma manussabhūto uttarimanussadhammā 
alamariyañā�adassanavisesa� ñassati vā dakkhati vā sacchi vā 
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karissati?22 "How can one as a human being know or see or realize a 
supramundane state, an extraordinary knowledge and vision befitting 

the noble ones?" They thought that such a realization is possible only 

after death. Immortality, in other systems of thought, is always an 

after death experience.  

Now the realization of the extinction of influxes, on the other 

hand, gives a certain assurance about the future. It is by this extinc-

tion of influxes that one wins to the certitude that there is no more 

birth after this. Khī�ā jāti, 23 extinct is birth! Certitude about some-
thing comes only with realization. In fact, the term sacchikiriya im-
plies a seeing with one’s own eyes, as the word for eye, akśi, is im-
plicit in it.  

However, everything cannot be verified by seeing with one’s own 

eyes. The Buddha has pointed out that there are four ways of realiza-

tion or verification:  
Cattāro me, bhikkhave, sacchikara�īyā dhammā. Katame cat-

taro?Atthi, bhikkhave, dhammā kāyena sacchikara�īyā; atthi, bhik-
khave, dhammā satiyā sacchikara�īyā; atthi, bhikkhave, dhammā 
cakkhunā sacchikara�īyā; atthi, bhikkhave, dhammā paññāya sac-
chikara�īyā.24 
"Monks, there are these four realizable things. What four? There 

are things, monks, that are realizable through the body; there are 

things, monks, that are realizable through memory; there are things, 

monks, that are realizable through the eye; there are things, monks, 

that are realizable through wisdom." 

By way of explanation, the Buddha says that the things realizable 

through the body are the eight deliverances, the things realizable 

through memory are one’s former habitations, the things realizable 

through the eye are the death and rebirth of beings, and what is real-

izable through wisdom, is the extinction of influxes.  

One’s former lives cannot be seen with one’s own eyes by run-

ning into the past. It is possible only by purifying one’s memory and 

directing it backwards. Similarly, the death and rebirth of beings can 

be seen, as if with one’s fleshly eye, by the divine eye, by those who 

have developed it. So also the fact of extirpating all influxes is to be 

realized by wisdom, and not by any other means. The fact that the in-

fluxes of sensuality, existence, ignorance, and views, will not flow in 



Nibbāna Sermon 5 

 104

again, can be verified only by wisdom. That is why special mention 

is made of Nibbāna as something realizable.25 
Because Nibbāna is said to be something realizable, some are of 

the opinion that nothing should be predicated about it. What is the 

reason for this special emphasis on its realizability? It is to bring into 

sharp relief the point of divergence, since the Buddha taught a way 

of realizing here and now something that in other religions was con-

sidered impossible.  

What was it that they regarded impossible to be realized? The 

cessation of existence, or bhavanirodha. How can one be certain here 
and now that this existence has ceased? This might sometimes appear 

as a big puzzle. But all the same, the arahant experiences the cessa-
tion of existence as a realization. That is why he even gives expres-

sion to it as: Bhavanirodho Nibbāna�,26 "cessation of existence is 
Nibbāna".  
It comes about by this extinction of influxes. The very existence 

of ‘existence’ is especially due to the flowing in of influxes of exis-

tence. What is called ‘existence’ is not the apparent process of exist-

ing visible to others. It is something that pertains to one’s own men-

tal continuum.  

For instance, when it is said that some person is in the world of 

sense desires, one might sometimes imagine it as living surrounded 

by objects of sense pleasure. But that is not always the case. It is the 

existence in a world of sense desires, built up by sensuous thoughts. 

It is the same with the realms of form and formless realms. Even 

those realms can be experienced and attained while living in this 

world itself.  

Similarly, it is possible for one to realize the complete cessation 

of this existence while living in this very world. It is accomplished 

by winning to the realization that the influxes of sense desires, exis-

tence, and ignorance, no longer influence one’s mind. 

So all this goes to show the high degree of importance attached to 

the word āsava. The Sammādi��hisutta of the Majjhima Nikāya 
seems to pose a problem regarding the significance of this term. At 

one place in the sutta it is said that the arising of ignorance is due to 
the arising of influxes and that the cessation of ignorance is due to 



Nibbāna Sermon 5 

 105

the cessation of influxes: Āsavasamudayā avijjāsamudayo, āsavani-
rodhā avijjānirodho.27  
If the sutta says only this much, it will not be such a problem, be-

cause it appears as a puzzle to many nowadays, why ignorance is 

placed first. Various reasons are adduced and arguments put forward 

as to why it is stated first out of the twelve factors. The fact that there 

is still something to precede it could therefore be some consolation.  

But then, a little way off, in the selfsame sutta, we read: Avij-
jāsamudayā āsavasamudayo, avijjanirodhā āsavanirodho, 28 "with 
the arising of ignorance is the arising of influxes, with the cessation 

of ignorance is the cessation of influxes". Apparently this contradicts 

the previous statement. The preacher of this discourse, Venerable 

Sāriputta, is not one who contradicts himself. So most probably there 
is some deep reason behind this.  

Another problem crops up, since ignorance is also counted among 

the different kinds of influxes. This makes our puzzle all the more 

deep. But this state of affairs could best be understood with the help 

of an illustration. It is in order to explain a certain fascinating be-

haviour of the mind that even arahants of great wisdom had to make 
seemingly contradictory statements.  

We have to draw in at this juncture a very important discourse in 

the Sa�yutta Nikāya, which is a marvel in itself. It comes in the sec-
tion on the aggregates, Khandhasa�yutta, as the second Gaddula-
sutta. Here the Buddha makes the following impressive declaration:  
‘Di��ha� vo, bhikkhave, cara�a� nāma cittan’ti?’ ‘Eva�, 

bhante.’ ‘Tampi kho, bhikkhave, cara�a� nāma citta� citteneva 
cintita�. Tenapi kho, bhikkhave, cara�ena cittena cittaññeva cittata-
ra�. Tasmātiha, bhikkhave, abhikkha�a� saka� citta� paccavek-
khitabba�: Dīgharattam ida� citta� sa�kili��ha� rāgena dosena 
mohenā’ti. Cittasa�kilesā, bhikkhave, sattā sa�kilissanti, cittavo-
dānā sattā visujjhanti.  

Nāha�, bhikkhave, añña� ekanikāyampi samanupassāmi eva� 
citta�, yathayida�, bhikkhave, tiracchānagatā pā�ā. Tepi kho, bhik-
khave, tiracchānagatā pā�ā citteneva cintitā. Tehipi kho, bhikkhave, 
tiracchānagatehi pā�ehi cittaññeva cittatara�. Tasmātiha, bhik-
khave, bhikkhunā abhikkha�a� saka� citta� paccavekkhitabba�: 
Dīgharattam ida� citta� sa�kili��ha� rāgena dosena mohenā’ti. 
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Cittasa�kilesā, bhikkhave, sattā sa�kilissanti, cittavodānā sattā vi-
sujjhanti.’ 29 
"‘Monks, have you seen a picture called a movie (cara�a)?’ ‘Yes, 

Lord.’ ‘Monks, even that picture called a movie is something thought 

out by the mind. But this mind, monks, is more picturesque than that 

picture called a movie. Therefore, monks, you should reflect moment 

to moment on your own mind with the thought: For a long time has 

this mind been defiled by lust, hate, and delusion. By the defilement 

of the mind, monks, are beings defiled. By the purification of the 

mind, are beings purified. 

Monks, I do not see any other class of beings as picturesque as 

beings in the animal realm. But those beings in the animal realm, 

monks, are also thought out by the mind. And the mind, monks, is far 

more picturesque than those beings in the animal realm. Therefore, 

monks, should a monk reflect moment to moment on one’s own 

mind with the thought: For a long time has this mind been defiled by 

lust, hate, and delusion. By the defilement of the mind, monks, are 

beings defiled. By the purification of the mind, are beings purified." 

Here the Buddha gives two illustrations to show how marvellous 

this mind is. First he asks the monks whether they have seen a pic-

ture called cara�a. Though the word may be rendered by movie, it is 
not a motion picture of the sort we have today. According to the 

commentary, it is some kind of variegated painting done on a mobile 

canvas-chamber, illustrative of the results of good and evil karma.30 

Whatever it may be, it seems to have been something marvellous. 

But far more marvellous, according to the Buddha, is this mind. The 

reason given is that even such a picture is something thought out by 

the mind. 

Then, by way of an advice to the monks, says the Buddha: 

‘Therefore, monks, you should reflect on your mind moment to mo-

ment with the thought: For a long time this mind has been defiled by 

lust, hate, and delusion.’ The moral drawn is that beings are defiled 

by the defilement of their minds and that they are purified by the pu-

rification of their minds. This is the illustration by the simile of the 

picture.  

And then the Buddha goes on to make another significant decla-

ration: ‘Monks, I do not see any other class of beings as picturesque 
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as beings in the animal realm.’ But since those beings also are 

thought out by the mind, he declares that the mind is far more pictur-

esque than them. Based on this conclusion, he repeats the same ad-

vice as before. 

At first sight the sutta, when it refers to a picture, seems to be 
speaking about the man who drew it. But there is something deeper 

than that. When the Buddha says that the picture called cara�a is 
also something thought out by the mind, he is not simply stating the 

fact that the artist drew it after thinking it out with his mind. The ref-

erence is rather to the mind of the one who sees it. He, who sees it, 

regards it as something marvellous. He creates a picture out of it. He 

imagines something picturesque in it.  

In fact, the allusion is not to the artist’s mind, but to the specta-

tor’s mind. It is on account of the three defilements lust, hate, and 

delusion, nurtured in his mind for a long time, that he is able to ap-

preciate and enjoy that picture. Such is the nature of those influxes.  

That is why the Buddha declared that this mind is far more pic-

turesque than the picture in question. So if one turns back to look at 

one’s own mind, in accordance with the Buddha’s advice, it will be a 

wonderful experience, like watching a movie. Why? Because reflec-

tion reveals the most marvellous sight in the world.  

But usually one does not like to reflect, because one has to turn 

back to do so. One is generally inclined to look at the thing in front. 

However, the Buddha advises us to turn back and look at one’s own 

mind every moment. Why? Because the mind is more marvellous 

than that picture called cara�a, or movie.  
It is the same declaration that he makes with reference to the be-

ings in the animal realm. When one comes to think about it, there is 

even less room for doubt here, than in the case of the picture. First of 

all, the Buddha declares that there is no class of beings more pictur-

esque than those in the animal realm. But he follows it up with the 

statement that even those beings are thought out by the mind, to draw 

the conclusion that as such the mind is more picturesque than those 

beings of the animal realm.  

Let us try to sort out the point of this declaration. Generally, we 

may agree that beings in the animal realm are the most picturesque. 

We sometimes say that the butterfly is beautiful. But we might hesi-
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tate to call a blue fly beautiful. The tiger is fierce, but the cat is not. 

Here one’s personal attitude accounts much for the concepts of 

beauty, ugliness, fierceness, and innocence of animals. It is because 

of the defiling influence of influxes, such as ignorance, that the 

world around us appears so picturesque.  

Based on this particular sutta, with its reference to the cara�a 
picture as a prototype, we may take a peep at the modern day’s 

movie film, by way of an analogy. It might facilitate the under-

standing of the teachings on pa�icca samuppāda and Nibbāna in a 
way that is closer to our everyday life. The principles governing the 

film and the drama are part and parcel of the life outside cinema and 

the theatre. But since it is generally difficult to grasp them in the 

context of the life outside, we shall now try to elucidate them with 

reference to the cinema and the theatre. 

Usually a film or a drama is shown at night. The reason for it is 

the presence of darkness. This darkness helps to bring out the dark-

ness of ignorance that dwells in the minds of beings. So the film as 

well as the drama is presented to the public within a framework of 

darkness. If a film is shown at day time, as a matinee show, it neces-

sitates closed windows and dark curtains. In this way, films and dra-

mas are shown within a curtained enclosure.  

There is another strange thing about these films and dramas. One 

goes to the cinema or the theatre saying: "I am going to see a film 

show, I am going to see a drama". And one returns saying: "I have 

seen a film show, I have seen a drama". But while the film show or 

the drama is going on, one forgets that one is seeing a show or a 

drama.  

Such a strange spell of delusion takes over. This is due to the in-

toxicating influence of influxes. If one wishes to enjoy a film show 

or a drama, one should be prepared to get intoxicated by it. Other-

wise it will cease to be a film show or a drama for him.  

What do the film producers and dramatists do? They prepare the 

background for eliciting the influxes of ignorance, latent in the minds 

of the audience. That is why such shows and performances are held 

at night, or else dark curtains are employed. They have an intricate 

job to do. Within the framework of darkness, they have to create a 
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delusion in the minds of their audience, so as to enact some story in a 

realistic manner.  

To be successful, a film or a drama has to be given a touch of re-

alism. Though fictitious, it should be apparently real for the audi-

ence. There is an element of deception involved, a hoodwink. For 

this touch of realism, quite a lot of make-up on the part of actors and 

actresses is necessary. As a matter of fact, in the ancient Indian soci-

ety, one of the primary senses of the word sa�khāra was the make-up 
done by actors and actresses.  

Now in the present context, sa�khāra can include not only this 
make-up in personal appearance, but also the acting itself, the de-

lineation of character, stage-craft etc.. In this way, the film producers 

and dramatists create a suitable environment, making use of the dark-

ness and the make-up contrivances. These are the sa�khāras, or the 
‘preparations’.  

However, to be more precise, it is the audience that make prepa-

rations, in the last analysis. Here too, as before, we are compelled to 

make a statement that might appear strange: So far not a single cin-

ema has held a film show and not a single theatre has staged a drama.  

And yet, those who had gone to the cinema and the theatre had 

seen film shows and dramas. Now, how can that be? Usually, we 

think that it is the film producer who produced the film and that it is 

the dramatist who made the drama.  

But if we are to understand the deeper implications of what the 

Buddha declared, with reference to the picture cara�a, a film show 
or drama is produced, in the last analysis, by the spectator himself. 

When he goes to the cinema and the theatre, he takes with him the 

spices needed to concoct a film or a drama, and that is: the influxes, 

or āsavas. Whatever technical defects and shortcomings there are in 
them, he makes good with his influxes.  

As we know, in a drama there is a certain interval between two 

scenes. But the average audience is able to appreciate even such a 

drama, because they are influenced by the influxes of sense desire, 

existence, and ignorance.  

With the progress in science and technology, scenes are made to 

fall on the screen with extreme rapidity. All the same, the element of 

delusion is still there. The purpose is to create the necessary envi-
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ronment for arousing delusion in the minds of the audience. What-

ever preparations others may make, if the audience does not respond 

with their own preparations along the same lines, the drama will not 

be a success. But in general, the worldlings have a tendency to pre-

pare and concoct, so they would make up for any short comings in 

the film or the drama with their own preparations and enjoy them. 

Now, for instance, let us think of an occasion when a film show is 

going on within the framework of darkness. In the case of a matinee 

show, doors and windows will have to be closed. Supposing the 

doors are suddenly flung open, while a vivid technicolour scene is 

flashing on the screen, what happens then? The spectators will find 

themselves suddenly thrown out of the cinema world they had cre-

ated for themselves. Why? Because the scene in technicolour has 

now lost its colour. It has faded away. The result is dejection, disen-

chantment. The film show loses its significance.  

That film show owed its existence to the dark framework of igno-

rance and the force of preparations. But now that the framework has 

broken down, such a vast change has come over, resulting in a disen-

chantment. Now the word rāga has a nuance suggestive of colour, so 
virāga, dispassion, can also literally mean a fading away or a decol-
ouration. Here we have a possible instance of nibbidā virāga, disen-
chantment, dispassion, at least in a limited sense.  

A door suddenly flung open can push aside the delusion, at least 

temporarily. Let us consider the implications of this little event. The 

film show, in this case, ceases to be a film show because of a flash of 

light coming from outside. Now, what would have happened if this 

flash of light had come from within - from within one’s mind? Then 

also something similar would have happened. If the light of wisdom 

dawns on one’s mind while watching a film show or a drama, one 

would even wonder whether it is actually a film or a drama, while 

others are enjoying it.  

Speaking about the film show, we mentioned above that the spec-

tator has entered into a world of his own creation. If we are to ana-

lyse this situation according to the law of dependent origination, we 

may add that in fact he has a consciousness and a name-and-form in 

line with the events of the story, based on the preparations in the 
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midst of the darkness of ignorance. With all his experiences in seeing 

the film show, he is building up his five aggregates.  

Therefore, when the light of wisdom comes and dispels the dark-

ness of ignorance, a similar event can occur. One will come out of 

that plane of existence. One will step out of the world of sense de-

sires, at least temporarily.  

Now, with regard to the arahants, too, the same trend of events 
holds good. When their ignorance ceases, leaving no residue, avij-
jāya tveva asesavirāganirodhā, exhausting the influxes as well, pre-
parations also cease. Why? Because the preparations owe their exis-

tence to ignorance. They have the ability to prepare so long as there 

is ignorance.  

Sa�khāra generally means preparations. It is the make-up and the 
make-believe which accounted for the delusion. The darkness of 

ignorance provided the setting for it. If somehow or other, the light 

of wisdom enters the scene, those preparations, sa�khāra, became 
no-preparations, visa�khāra, and the prepared, sa�khata, becomes a 
non-prepared, asa�khata.  
So what was true with regard to the film show, is also true, in a 

deeper sense, with regard to the events leading up to the attainment 

of arahant-hood. With the dawn of that light of wisdom, the prepa-
rations, or sa�khāra, lose their significance and become visa�khāra.  
Though for the world outside they appear as preparations, for the 

arahant they are not preparations, because they do not prepare a 
bhava, or existence, for him. They are made ineffective. Similarly, 
the prepared or the made-up, when it is understood as something 

prepared or made-up, becomes an un-prepared or an un-made. There 

is a subtle principle of un-doing involved in this.  

Sometimes, this might be regarded as a modernistic interpreta-

tion. But there is Canonical evidence in support of such an interpre-

tation. For instance, in the Dvayatānupassanāsutta of the Sutta 
Nipāta, we come across the following verse: 

Nivutāna� tamo hoti,  
andhakāro apassata�, 
satañca viva�a� hoti, 
āloko passatāmiva, 
santike na vijānanti, 
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magā dhammassa akovidā.31 
"Murk it is to those enveloped, 

As darkness unto the undiscerning, 

But to the good wide ope’ it is, 

As light is unto those discerning, 

So near, and yet they know not, 

Fools, unskilled in the Norm." 

It is all murky to those enveloped by the hindrance of ignorance, 

like the darkness for those who are unable to see. But for the noble 

ones, it is visible like an open space, even as the light to those with 

vision. Though it is near at hand, fools, inexpert in the Dhamma, do 
not understand. This same impression of the Buddha comes up again 

in the following verse in the Udāna: 
Mohasambandhano loko, 
bhabbarūpo va dissati, 
upadhibandhano bālo, 
tamasā parivārito, 
sassatoriva khāyati, 
passato n’atthi kiñcana�.32 
"The world, enfettered to delusion, 

Feigns a promising mien, 

The fool, to his assets bound, 

Sees only darkness around, 

It looks as though it would last, 

But to him who sees there is naught." 

The world appears as real to one who is fettered to delusion. He 

imagines it to be reliable. And so the fool, relying on his assets, is 

encompassed by the darkness. To him the world appears as eternal. 

But the one who has the right vision, knows that in reality there is 

nothing.  

All this goes to show that the life outside is not much different 

from what goes on within the four walls of the cinema and the thea-

tre. Just as, in the latter case, an enjoyable story is created out of a 

multitude of scenes, relayed at varying degrees of rapidity, backed by 

the delusive make-up of actors and actresses, so that one may lose 

oneself in a world of fantasy, even so, according to the point of view 



Nibbāna Sermon 5 

 113

of Dhamma, the lifestyle outside is something made up and con-
cocted.  

However, the darkness within is much thicker than the darkness 

outside. The darkness outside may be dispelled even by a door flung 

open, as we saw above. But not so easily the darkness within. That is 

why, in the psalms of the Theras and Therīs, it is said that they split 
or burst asunder the mass of delusion, tamokkhandha� padāliya, ta-
mokkhandha� padālayi�.33 The pitchy black darkness of ignorance 
in the world is one that is thick enough to be split up and burst asun-

der. So it seems, the darkness within is almost tangibly thick. But the 

first incision on this thick curtain of darkness is made by the path 

knowledge of the Stream-winner. 

As a side-light, we may cite an episode from the lives of the Ven-

erables Sāriputta and Mahā Moggalāna, the two chief disciples of 
the Buddha. Formerly, as brahmin youths, they were known as Upa-
tissa and Kolita. These two young men once went to see a hill-top 
festival, called giraggasamajja.34 Since by then, their discerning wis-
dom was already matured, they suddenly developed a dejection about 

the entertainment going on. The hill-top festival, as it were, lost its 

festivity for them. They understood the vanity of it and could no 

longer enjoy it as before.  

They may have already had a distant glimpse of the similarity be-

tween the two levels of experience, mentioned above. But they on 

their own could not get at the principles underlying the delusion in-

volved.  

Much later, as a wandering ascetic, when Upatissa met the Ven-
erable Assaji Thera on his alms-round, he begged the latter to preach 
the Dhamma to him. Venerable Assaji said: "I know only a little". 
Upatissa also assured him: "I need only a little". Venerable Assaji 
preached ‘a little’ and Upatissa, too, heard ‘a little’, but since there 
was much in it, the latter attained the Fruit of Stream-winning even 

on hearing the first two lines of the following verse: 
Ye dhammā hetuppabhavā, 
tesam hetu� Tathāgato āha, 
tesañca yo nirodho, 
eva� vādi mahāsama�o.35 
"Of things that proceed from a cause, 
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Their cause the Tathāgata has told, 
And also their cessation, 

Thus teaches the great ascetic." 

The verse gives in a nutshell the law of dependent arising. From 

it, Upatissa got the clue to his riddle of life.  
Some interpret the word hetu, cause, in this verse, as avijjā, or ig-

norance, the first link. But that is not the case. It refers to the basic 

principle known as idappaccayatā, the relatedness of this to that.36 
Hetuppabhavā dhammā is a reference to things dependently arisen. 
In point of fact, it is said about a Stream-winner that he has seen well 

the cause as well as the things arisen from a cause: Hetu ca sudi��ho, 
hetusamuppanā ca dhammā.37 That means that he has seen the law of 
dependent arising as also the dependently arisen phenomena.  

We have already discussed the significance of these two terms.38 

What is called pa�icca samuppāda is the basic principle itself. It is 
said that the wandering ascetic Upatissa was able to arouse the path 
of Stream-winning on hearing just the first two lines,39 and these 

state the basic principle as such.  

The word tesa�, plural, clearly implies that the reference is to all 
the twelve factors, inclusive of ignorance. The cessation, also, is of 

those twelve, as for instance it is said in the Udāna: Khaya� pac-
cayāna� avedi,40 "understood the cessation of conditions", since all 
the twelve are conditions.  

To sum up: Whatever phenomena that arise from a cause, their 

cause is idappaccayatā, or the law of relatedness of this to that.  
This being, this exists,  

With the arising of this, this arises.  

This not being, this does not exist,  

With the cessation of this, this ceases.  

And then the cessation of things arisen from a cause is ultimately 

Nibbāna itself. That is the implication of the oft recurrent phrase 
avijjāya tveva asesavirāganirodhā,41 "with the complete fading away 
and cessation of that very ignorance".  

So then, from this discussion it should be clear that our illustra-

tion with the help of the simile of the cinema and the theatre is of 

much relevance to an understanding of the law of dependent arising. 

With this much, we shall wind up today. 
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