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ABSTRACT—Three canonical Pali Suttas tell the stories of early
Buddhist bhikkhus who committed suicide: Channa, Vakkali and
Godhika. Each text concludes that all three were arahants, but the
accounts are not what they seem. Two texts treat the suicidal bhikkhus
as unenlightened before concluding with their final Nirvana, whereas
the other is deeply unorthodox. This article argues that the Suttas are
not really about suicide, but rather the developing understanding of
Nirvana, under the influence of non-Buddhist ideas.
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Three Suttas from the Pali Canon record the suicides of early Buddhist
bhikkhus: MN 144/SN 35.87 on Channa, SN 22.87 on Vakkali and SN 4.23 on
Godhika.! All three texts have parallels in the Chinese Canon, and all versions
conclude by stating that the three bhikkhus had attained liberation. Most
academic studies have concluded that this sets an important precedent: early
Buddhism condones the suicide of arahants.? But all three texts on suicide, in

! In the main text of this article, I follow the text numbering system of the Pali Canon for
individual Suttas. All citations are from Pali Text Society (Ee) editions, cited by volume and page
number in the footnotes. In the Ee, the three texts on suicide are found at MN III 263ff/SN IV 55ff,
SN III 119ff and SN I 120ff respectively.

2 See Analayo 2010 and 2011, Delhey 2009, La Vallée Poussin 1921, Lamotte 1987, Wiltshere
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their Pali and Chinese recensions, are more complicated than at first appears.
The texts on Channa and Vakkali contain much that deviates from the
conclusions, whereas the account of Godhika’s suicide is based on unorthodox
meditative ideas. To understand the texts requires focusing not simply on
their “enlightenment” conclusions, but also explaining the structure(s) and
ideas of the texts as a whole, and in comparison with each other. A useful point
of comparison is the acount of Assaji’s final illness (SN 22.88), which shares
important features with the three texts without recording Assaji’s death.
What follows pays little attention to what has hitherto been the focus
of most academic studies on the three texts, namely, suicide as an ethical
problem. Early Buddhists would obviously have been deeply troubled by any
case of bhikkhu suicide, even if the precept not to kill applies only to killing
other beings.> Strangely, however, the three texts make no serious attempt to
justify suicide by claiming that this is permissible for arahants, for two texts
—on Channa and Vakkali—imply that the suicidees were not arahants. But if
not normative justifications of suicide, then what are they saying? A different
solution, considered here, is that the texts are really about doctrinal history, or
rather, doctrinal creation. This study will argue that the real focus of the three
texts is the idea of final Nirvana at death, which emerged through a process of
doctrinal transformation under the influence of non-Buddhist values.

1. Channa (MN 144, SN 35.87)

The Sutta begins with the Buddha staying in the Bamboo Grove of Rajagaha,
and with two prominent disciples, Sariputta and Mahacunda, residing on
Vulture’s Peak. Sariputta and Mahacunda visit Channa, who tells them in
stereotypical terms that he is in pain, getting worse and cannot go on. Thus he
has decided to commit suicide: “I will inflict the knife (upon myself), venerable
Sariputta, I do not wish to live”.* When Sariputta asks Channa not to do this,
even offering to look after him by himself, Channa says he is being well looked
after and adds:

1983; Keown (2005) differs by arguing that the accounts do not condone suicide. See also Sujato
2022, in this issue of the journal.

3 See Delhey 2009: 72, n. 11. Analayo (2010: 131) notes that suicide is a dukkata offence
according to the Pali Vinaya (111 73), but only because by jumping off a cliff a bhikkhu may harm
another person.

* SN IV 57: sattham avuso sariputta aharissami navakankhami jivitun ti.
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Moreover, venerable sir, for a long time I have attended the
teacher quite willingly, not unwillingly, and it is appropriate,
sir, that a disciple should attend the teacher quite willingly, not
unwillingly. “The bhikkhu Channa inflicts the knife blamelessly”:
remember it thus, venerable Sariputta.®

Sariputta then questions Channa on doctrinal points, asking if the sense
faculties, the corresponding types of cognition and things cognised (dhamma)
should be regarded in terms of “self” (“this is mine”, etc.).® Channa replies
that he does not understand things in this way, but sees cessation in them
and so views them in terms of “this is not mine”, etc. Immediately after this,
Mahacunda gives the following teaching:

For the dependent there is trembling, but for the independent
there is no trembling. When there is no trembling, there is
tranquillity. When there is tranquillity, there is no inclination.
When there is no inclination, there is no coming and going. When
there is no coming and going, there is no falling away and arising.
And when there is no falling away and arising, there is no here,
yonder or anywhere in between. Just this is the end of suffering.”

Sariputta and Mahacunda then leave and Channa commits suicide;
according to the commentary, this was achieved by cutting the jugular
vein.! When Sariputta informs the Buddha and asks about Channa’s rebirth
destiny,’ the Buddha in turn asks Sariputta whether Channa had declared
his blamelessness to him."® Rather than affirm that Channa had stated his
blamelessness, Sariputta replies that there is a Vajjian village, Pubbavijjhana,

° SN IV 57: api ca me avuso sattha paricinno digharattam manapen’ eva, no amanapena. etam hi
avuso savakassa patirtipam, yam sattharam paricareyya mandpen’ eva, ho amandpend. tam anupavajjam
channo bhikkhu sattham daharissati ti: evam etam avuso sariputta dharehi ti.

¢ See for example, SN IV 58: cakkhum avuso channa cakkhuvififianam cakkhuvififianavififiatabbe
dhamme, etam mama eso "ham asmi eso me atta ti samanupassasi [...].

7 SN 1V 59: nissitassa calitam, anissitassa calitam n’ atthi. calite asati passaddhi hoti. passaddhiya
sati nati na hoti. natiya asati dgatigati na hoti. dgatigatiyd asati cutupapato na hoti. cutupapdte asati n’
ev’ idha na huram na ubhaya-m-antarena. es’ evanto dukkhassa ti. Reading agati- with Be instead of
agati- in Ee.

® SN-a 11 373: sattham aharesi ti jivitahdarakasattham ahari, kanthanalam chindi.

° SN IV 59: tassa ka gati ko abhisamparayo.

19 SN 1V 59: nanu te sariputta channena bhikkhuna sammukhd yeva anupavajjata vyakata ti.
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where there are blameworthy families (upavajja-kulani) who are friendly to
Channa and “close to his heart” (suhajja-kulani)."* Sariputta seems to imply
that Channa was blameworthy because of the company he kept, contrary to
Channa’s claim of being blameless because of willingly attending the Buddha
for along time. However, the Buddha then states that despite his blameworthy
lay associates, Channa was not blameworthy in a more fundamental way:

Sariputta, the one who lays down his body and takes up another,
him I call blameworthy. But that does not apply to the bhikkhu
Channa. “The bhikkhu Channa inflicted the knife blamelessly”:
remember it thus, venerable Sariputta.'?

The Sutta thus ends with this strange but clear statement of Channa being
blameless because he did not take up another body (afifiafi ca kayam upadiyati).
In other words, the Buddha implies that Channa was an arahant at the time of
his death.

Analysis

Everything in this Sutta apart from the conclusion suggests that Channa was
not an arahant. At first Channa stresses his severe pain and states his wish
to live no longer (navakankhami jivitan ti), and then Sariputta and Mahacunda
guide him through early Buddhist teachings; this is not a normal way of
depicting an arahant. Sariputta then asks the Buddha about Channa’s rebirth,
and assumes that he is “blameworthy” (upavajja) because of the company
he kept. In this context, Channa’s declaration of service to the Buddha can
be understood as an attempt to set the record straight: claiming to have
“willingly attended the Buddha for a long time” (sattha paricinno digharattam
mandpen’ eva), and therefore that he will “inflict the knife blamelessly”
(see above), looks like a tacit acknowledgement by Channa that he was in
a problematic position but tried to explain it away by virtue of his service
to the Buddha. All this points towards Channa’s unenlightened and even
problematic disciplinary status.

' SN 1V 59: atthi bhante pubbavijjhanam nama vajjigamo. tatth’ dyasmato channassa mittakulani
suhajjakulani upavajjakulani ti.

12 SN IV 60: yo kho sariputta tafi ca kayam nikkhipati afifiari ca kayam upadiyati, tam aham saupavajjo
ti vadami. tam channassa bhikkhuno n’ atthi. anupavajjam channena bhikkhuna sattham aharitan ti,
evam etam sariputta dharehi ti.
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We should add that early Buddhist accounts of enlightenment are clear
and unambiguous, and leave no room for doubt. Why was this not done
here? Why not add a section in which Channa contemplates the not-self
teaching and attains insight, as in one of the Chinese accounts of Vakkali’s
suicide (see below)? The text could easily contain such a section. The
argument from silence is here important: the lack of an explicit statement
of enlightenment matters. Even when the Buddha concludes by implying
Channa’sarahantship, itis hard to take it seriously: “being worthy of blame”,
which here refers to Vinaya matters, is hardly an appropriate metaphor
by which to speak of rebirth in general. If the Buddha cannot even bring
himself to state Channa’s liberation directly, the text should be regarded
as an uncomfortable fudge: despite treating Channa as unenlightened
throughout, the text’s conclusion implies that he was enlightened at the
time of death.

The Chinese Agama parallel (SA 1266)

According to Analayo’s translation (2010), the Samyukta-agama (SA) version of
the Sutta follows its Pali parallel closely. But it differs in several respects, the
most important of which are as follows:

¢ The monks who visit Channa are Sariputta and Mahakotthita,
not Sariputta and Mahacunda (2010: 126).

¢ Channa’s statement of having completed his service to the
Buddha occurs after the teachings given by Sariputta and
Mahakotthita, rather than beforehand, and differs from it,
which creates a slightly different effect (2010: 129).

* Sariputta’s discussion with the Buddha about Channa’s
rebirth also differs, although the Buddha similarly equates
being blameworthy with someone who “gives up this body to
continue with another body”, and defines a blameless person
as “someone who has given up this body and does not continue
with another body” (2010: 130).

+ SA 1266 concludes its narrative with an explicit statement of
liberation: “In this way, the Blessed One declared the venerable
Channa to [have reached] the supreme” (2010: 130).
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The order of narration and other features of the SA text result in a subtly
different presentation of Channa’s status. SA 1266 is far less equivocal than
MN 144/SN 35.87, as can be seen in Channa’s statement of service to the
Buddha:

Venerable Mahakotthita, my service to the Blessed One is now
completed, my following the Well-gone One is now completed,
being in conformity with his wishes, not contrary to his wishes.
What is to be done by a disciple, I have now already done |[...]
(transl. Analayo 2010: 129; my emphasis in bold).

Channa’s statement that “what is to be done by a disciple,  have now already
done”, according to Bhikkhu Analayo “involves an implicit claim to being an
arahant” (2010: 131). He notes (2010: 129, n. 23) that the “expression ‘having
done what is to be done’, PT{EE21F, is a standard pericope in the Samyukta-
dgama to describe the attainment of full liberation, being the counterpart
to katam karaniyam in Pali discourses [...]”. The fact that this occurs after the
teachings of Sariputta and Mahakotthita is also significant. It reads almost
as a rebuke, as if Channa is telling these two distinguished bhikkhus that he
has completed the holy life and is in no further need of instruction. Channa’s
statement of having completed his service to the Buddha is notable in one
more respect. In the Pali version this statement concludes with Channa’s claim
that he is blameless (“The bhikkhu Channa inflicts the knife blamelessly”:
remember it thus, venerable Sariputta). But the SA parallel in Chinese makes
no reference to Channa’s blameworthiness:

What is to be done by a disciple, I have now already done.
If other disciples are to serve the teacher, they should serve
the great teacher like this, in conformity with his wishes, not
contrary to his wishes. Yet now my body is sick and in pain, it is
difficult to bear it up. I just wish to take a knife and kill myself,
[since] I do not delight in a life of pain (transl. Analayo 2010: 129;
my emphasis in bold).

The SA text thus makes no mention of Channa’s claim to inflict the
knife “blamelessly”, but instead stresses how Channa had conformed to the
Buddha’s wishes. The section where Sariputta raises the subject of Channa’s
blameworthiness, shortly after asking about his rebirth, is also different in
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this respect. In the SA version, the Buddha prefaces his statement—about
blameworthiness being due to being reborn—as follows: “A clansman with right
wisdom who is rightly and well liberated [can] have families as his supporters,
be intimate with families and be spoken well of in families. Sariputta, I do
not say that in this he has committed a serious fault” (Analayo 2010: 130). In
speaking of a “clansman with right wisdom who is rightly and well liberated”,
the SA suggests that Channa is liberated.

Analayo recognises (2010: 132) that the two versions of Channa’s suicide
suggest a “degree of ambiguity, evident in the description of how the two
monks who had come to visit Channa try to dissuade him from his plan”.
In other words, ambiguity occurs because Sariputta and his companion
(Mahacunda/Mahakotthita) treat Channa as unenlightened. But Analayo
(2010: 132, n. 40) cites de Silva’s judgement (1987: 41) that “this episode clearly
shows that Sariputta, who was the most eminent disciple of the Buddha, and
who was renowned for his wisdom, did not have vision into the mental make-
up of a colleague regarding his emancipation”. Needless to say, Sariputta is
not usually presented in a foolish guise, and it is implausible to imagine that
a canonical discourse would represent the second most important figure in
the Canon as being deficient in terms of understanding. Instead, we should
view Sariputta as a voice of scepticism in the account of Channa’s suicide. This
agrees with the Pali representation of Channa as unenlightened throughout;
it is not merely Sariputta’s judgement.

It is also important to note that SA 1266 makes no indication of Channa’s
enlightenment before Sariputta and Mahakotthita deliver their teachings
(Analayo 2010: 127): Channa simply complains about his pain and affirms his
wish to kill himself, a position that remains the same even after Sariputta’s
teaching. Moreover, the statement “What is to be done by a disciple, I have now
already done”, given in response to Mahakotthita’s teaching (Analayo 2010:
129), is delivered in the context of his service to the Buddha, and concludes
with a statement which implies that he is depressed: “it is difficult to bear it
up. I just wish to take a knife and kill myself, [since] I do not delight in a life
of pain” (Analayo 2010: 129). Then, after the suicide, Sariputta again plays the
role of a sceptic by asking about Channa’s rebirth (Analayo 2010: 130), and
mentioning Channa’s problematic relationship with the laity of Pubbavijjhana
(Analayo 2010: 130).
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Both texts are deeply ambiguous, in other words, even if SA 1266 more
clearly implies Channa’s liberation. What earlier source lies behind both
versions of the text: an ambiguous Sutta, in which Channa’s mundane status
is contradicted by an enlightenment conclusion (the Pali SN text), or a similar
account which contains stronger suggestions of his enlightenment (the
Chinese SA text)? The principle of lectior potior difficilior (“the more difficult
reading is the stronger”) surely suggests that the Chinese SA account, with
its slightly improved and clearer representation of Channa’s situation, is an
elaboration of a more ambiguous original similar to the Pali account. As we
will now see, this tentative conclusion is supported by the presence of a similar
structure in the accounts of the Vakkali’s suicide.

2. Vakkali (SN 22.87)

This Sutta finds Vakkali staying in a potter’s shed in R3jagaha, requesting that
the Buddha visit him. When the Buddha arrives, Vakkali wishes to maintain
the proper rules of decorum, but the Buddha tells him not to get up. The text
then has a stereotypical formula, found also in MN 144/SN 35.87, indicating
that Vakkali is seriously ill. The difference is that whereas Channa uses several
similes describing the severity of his illness, here the Buddha asks whether
Vakkali has any remorse or regret, a different way of implying that he is
seriously ill, perhaps terminally so. Vakkali’s regret, which he claims is not
trifling, turns out to have nothing to do with virtue (sila), but concerns having
wanted to visit the Buddha for a long time and not being able to do so. To this
the Buddha replies with an iconic statement:

Enough, Vakkali, what’s the point of you seeing this putrid body?
He who sees Dhamma, Vakkali, sees me, and he who sees me sees
Dhamma. For, Vakkali, seeing Dhamma one sees me, and seeing
me one sees Dhamma.”

The Buddha then leads Vakkali through the not-self teaching, asking if
the five aggregates should be understood as self and so on, before concluding
with the enlightenment of the bhikkhu who understands this. As in MN 144/

13 SN III 120: alam vakkali, kim te imina putikdayena ditthena? yo kho vakkali dhammam passati so
mam passati, yo mam passati so dhammam passati. dhammam hi vakkali passanto mam passati, mam
passanto dhammam passati.
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SN 35.87, the not-self theme would seem to be a timely meditation on death.
Vakkali, indeed, seems to find some solace in it, for when the Buddha then
returns to Vulture’s Peak, he has his helpers put him on his cot and take him
out to the black rock on Mount Isigili, since how can someone like him consider
“making his time” inside a building?" During the night two deities visit the
Buddha with messages: one says that Vakkali is “intent on release”," the other
says that “being well released, he will be released”.* The next day, the Buddha
sends some bhikkhus to tell Vakkali what the deities said, adding this: “Do not
fear, Vakkali, do not fear! Your death will not be bad!”."”

When the messengers arrive Vakkali asks his attendants to take him off
his cot, it being improper to listen to the Buddha’s words on a raised seat.
After receiving the message Vakkali tells them to tell the Buddha that he has
understood the impermanence and unsatisfactoriness of the five aggregates,
and is in no doubt that he has no desire, passion or fondness for them.®
As soon as the bhikkhus leave Vakkali “inflicts the knife”, and when the
messengers report back to the Buddha, he immediately takes them back to the
scene of Vakkali’s suicide. In the final scene, the Buddha asks the bhikkhus if
they can see a dark cloud of smoke, moving here and there.” This, he says, is
Mara searching in vain for Vakkali’s consciousness.” But his consciousness is
unestablished, the Buddha says: Vakkali has attained final Nirvana.”

4 SN III 121: etha mam avuso maficakam aropetva yena isigilipassakalasila ten’ upasarikamatha.
katham hi nama madiso antaraghare kalam kattabbam mafifieyya ti. Perhaps Vakkali’s wish to die
outside explains the Buddha’s question about Vakkali having regrets about his virtue/habitual
lifestyle (sila): the question could refer to the fact that Vakkali has been forced to relinquish the
ascetic habit of living outdoors.

15 SN III 121: ekamantam thita kho ekd devatd bhagavantam etad avoca: vakkali bhante bhikkhu
vimokkhdya cetet ti.

16 SN 111 121: apara devata bhagavantam etad avoca: so hi niina bhante suvimutto vimuccissati ti.

7 SN III 122: bhagavad ca tam avuso vakkali evam aha: ma bhayi vakkali, ma bhayi. apapakan te
maranam bhavissati, apapika kalakiriyd ti.

8 SN III 122: yad aniccam dukkham viparinamadhammam, n’ atthi me tattha chando va rago va
pemam va ti na vicikicchami.

1 SN III 124: passatha no tumhe bhikkhave etam dhimadyitattam timirdyitattam gacchat’ eva
purimam disam ... la ... gacchati anudisan ti. evam bhante.

20 SN 111 124: eso kho bhikkhave maro papima vakkalissa kulaputtassa vififianam samannesati.

21 SN 111.124: appatitthitena ca bhikkhave vififidnena vakkali kulaputto parinibbuto ti.
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Analysis

Correctly understood, this account does not treat Vakkali as liberated until the
Sutta’s conclusion. The Buddha asks Vakkali whether he has any regrets, and
Vakkali states that he does (not visiting the Buddha); neither is appropriate
behaviour for or with regard to an arahant. Furthermore, the not-self
instruction from the Buddha looks like a guided meditation to a person in
need, rather than a discussion with an arahant. What of the deities’ messages
to the Buddha? These could be understood to mean that Vakkali had just
attained, or is about to attain, liberation. But this is not the case. The Buddha’s
response to them assumes that Vakkali is not an arahant, for he goes on to
reassure Vakkali that “his death will not be bad”, which is only plausible if the
Buddha is speaking to an unenlightened bhikkhu. The Buddha apparently does
not understand the deities’ messages as statements of Vakkali’s impending
enlightenment. If so, we should try to see if they can be interpreted in a way
which does not imply spiritual liberation.

The first deity reports that “the bhikkhu Vakkali is intent on release”
(vakkali bhante bhikkhu vimokkhaya ceteti ti), and the second says that “being
well released, he will be released” (suvimutto vimuccissati). It is important to
note that derivatives of the verb Ymuc do not necessarily refer to spiritual
liberation. They can even be used in the sense of being released from illness.
For example, in the Magandiya Sutta (MN 75), the verb \/pari—muc—which can
also refer to spiritual liberation—refers to release from leprosy (kutthehi
parimucceyya).” With regard to Vakkali, the statement that “Vakkali is intent
on release” could mean nothing more than that Vakkali will soon end his life
and be “released” from pain.

The message of the second deity is more complicated. But the statement
“being well released, he will be released” (so hi nina bhante suvimutto
vimuccissati ti) once again need not refer to spiritual liberation. It looks like
an elaboration of what the first deity states: the future tense verb “he will be
released” (vimuccissati) is a more emphatic way of stating what the first deity
has said, i.e., that Vakkali “is intent on release”; both indicate something that
Vakkali will achieve in the near future, that is, his own death. This leaves the
adjective “well released” (suvimutto) as a possible indication that Vakkali has,

2 MN 1 506: tassa so bhisakko sallakatto bhesajjam kareyya. so tam bhesajjam dgamma kutthehi
parimucceyya, arogo assa sukhi seri sayamvasi yena kamangamo.
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through receiving the Buddha’s guidance, attained spiritual liberation. But
this too is not necessarily the case.

In a number of canonical Pali texts, (su-)vimutta means concentrated or
absorbed, for example at SN 46.6 (Ee V 73ff), where the definition of sense
restraint (indriyasamvaro) includes the statement that the bhikkhu’s “body is
still, his mind is still, well composed internally (ajjhattam susanthitam) and well
released (suvimuttam)”. Being “well released” is here equivalent to the mind
being “well composed”, in other words concentrated. A similar sense of the
term suvimutta is found in the Buddha’s teaching to Sariputta at Sn 975:

Warding off desire for these things, the bhikkhu, being mindful
and well released in mind (suvimuttacitto), investigating the
Dhamma thoroughly, at the right time, and being one-pointed,
would dispel the darkness.*

Being “well released in mind” (suvimuttacitto) is here the same as being
concentrated, which leads to “dispelling the darkness”. Being “well released”
can only be a meditative state achieved prior to spiritual liberation, in other
words. Another Sutta (SN 2.2) similarly uses the compound “released in mind”
(vimuttacitto) in the sense of a concentration that precedes spiritual liberation:

A bhikkhu should be a meditator, released in mind (vimuttacitto), if
he longs for his heart’s fulfilment. When he understands the rise
and fall of the world, being joyful in mind (sucetaso) and without
dependency, that (fulfilment) is his reward.”

The compound vimuttacitto is here equivalent to sucetaso: the bhikkhu who
is “released” and “joyful in mind” is able to attain spiritual liberation. The
commentary confirms that being “released in mind” refers to nothing more
than meditative proficiency: “the bhikkhu seeking arahantship should become
a meditator, he should become well released in mind”.* It also interprets
vimuttacitto in the sense of “with mind released (vimuttacitto) through release

% SNV 74: tassa thito ca kayo hoti thitam cittam ajjhattam susanthitam suvimuttam.

% Sn 975 (pp. 188-189): etesu dhammesu vineyya chandam, bhikkhu satima suvimuttacitto, kalena
so samma dhammam parivimamsamano, ekodibhiito vihane tamam so ti bhagava ti.

% SN I 46: bhikkhu siya jhayi vimuttacitto, akarnkhe ce hadayassanupattim. lokassa fiatva
udayabbayarl ca, sucetaso asito tadanisamso ti.

%6 SN-a 1104: [...] bhikkhu arahattam patthento jhayi bhaveyya, suvimuttacitto bhaveyya ...].

93



SUICIDE: AN EXPLORATION OF EARLY BUDDHIST VALUES

on the object of meditation (kammatthanavimuttiya)”.”’ The commentary on
SN 22.87 similarly assumes that Vakkali attains spiritual liberation shortly
after the suicidal act of severing his jugular vein (see n. 32 below). This means
that the SN 22.87 commentarial interpretation of suvimutto vimuccissati must
refer to a meditative state prior to attaining arahantship: “well released, he
will be released: he will be released (vimuccissati) having become (meditatively)
released (vimutto hutva) on the meditative release (-vimuttiya) leading to the
fruit of arahantship (arahattaphala-)” .2

We should finally note that the use of the verb Vvi-muc in the sense of being
concentrated is attested in one of the most important Suttas on meditation. In
the Anapanasatipatthana Sutta, one of the practices is that the bhikkhu should
breathe in and out concentrating (samadaham) the mind, and should breathe
in and out releasing (vimocayam) the mind.” Being an aspect of the bhikkhu’s
way of training himself (sikkhati), vimocayam does not here refer to attaining
the liberated goal.

These observations suggest that the most obvious way of interpreting the
statements of the deities, given the context, is that Vakkali is determined to
commit suicide (“intent on release”, “will be released”), and that as a prelude
to this he has attained meditative state of ease (“is well released”) based on the
Buddha’s not-self teaching. If this was not the intended meaning, the Buddha’s
response to the deities would be different. The narrative demands that Vakkali
is not yet liberated: he is not so when the Buddha first visits him, is still not
liberated when the Buddha leaves, and must be the same when the Buddha
gives the message that Vakkali’s death will not be bad. Within this narrative,
the deities messages only make sense as statements of his impending suicide;
if the Pali use of the verb \vi-muc sometimes refers to meditative release, it
must have that meaning here.

Even when Vakkali tells the Buddha that he does not doubt the
impermanence of the five aggregates (ripam aniccam. taham bhante na
karikhami), or is not perplexed about the fact that what is impermanent is
unsatisfactory (yad aniccam tam dukkhan ti na vicikicchami), and further is not
perplexed about the fact that he lacks passion for the five aggregates (n’ atthi

7 SN-a I 104: vimuttacitto ti kammatthanavimuttiya vimuttacitto. hadayass’ anupattin ti arahattam.

% SN-a II 314: suvimutto vimuccissati ti arahattaphalavimuttiyd vimutto hutva vimuccissati.

# MN 111 83: samdadaham cittam assasissami ti sikkhati, samadaham cittam passasissami ti sikkhati,
vimocayam cittam assasissami ti sikkhati, vimocayam cittam passasissami ti sikkhati.
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me tattha chando vd rago va pemam va ti na vicikicchami ti), this is not a statement
of spiritual liberation. Vakkali does not actually say he is liberated, does
not state anything along the lines that his “corruptions have waned away”
(khinasava), and does not even say that he has ended passion for good. Rather,
Vakkali is simply affirming that he has understood the teaching and that it has
had the required effect: Vakkali understood the timely meditation on not-self,
and was ready to die.

The same observations made in relation to the account of Channa’s suicide
apply here: a text which gives every impression that Vakkali is not spiritually
liberated, before strangely ending with this conclusion, is not to be taken at
face value. The implicit message would appear to be that although the bhikkhu
in question was not liberated, for some reason or other he eventually came to
be regarded as an arahant.

Chinese Agama parallel (1): SA 1265

Two Chinese Agama parallels to Vakkali’s suicide, SA 1265 and EA 26.10, have
been the subject of detailed studies by Martin Delhey (2009) and Bhikkhu
Analayo (2011). According to Analayo’s translation, SA 1265 differs in several
respects from SN 22.87, the most important of which are as follows:

+ Immediately after describing his pain to the Budddha, Vakkali
states his wish to kill himself (ibid.: 157).

+ The Buddha does not rebuke Vakkali’s wish to see this “putrid
body”, and does not utter the enigmatic statement that “he
who sees Dhamma sees me [....]” (ibid.).

¢ The Buddha’s not-self teaching to Vakkali is slightly expanded:
“If one does not have greed for this body, or have desire for
it, then one’s death will be good and one’s future will also be
good” (ibid.: 157-158).

+ The report of the first deity to the Buddha is also slightly
different. It states that “the venerable Vakkali, being ill and
afflicted,isgivingattentiontoliberation. He wishestotakeaknife
andkillhimself,ashe doesnotenjoylivinganylonger” (ibid.: 158).
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¢ The second deity says “The venerable Vakkali is already well
liberated and attaining liberation” (ibid.: 158).

+ The Buddha’s message for Vakkali, after the deities have visited
him, is that “If greed or desire for this body do not arise in you,
then your death will be good and your future will be good” (ibid.).

¢ The narrative of Vakkali’s death—being taken out, his
conversation with other bhikkhus, his reception of the Buddha’s
message, his response to it and so on—is expanded. For example,
Vakkali kills himself while the messengers are said to still be
there, and this is then reported to the Buddha (ibid.: 158-159).

+ The conclusion of Mara as a dark cloud searching for the
consciousness of Vakkali is essentially the same, but the narrative
adds that “Vakkali had [reached] the ultimate” (ibid.: 160).

Analayo’s comparative analysis of SA 1265 and SN 22.87 focuses on the
fact that both the SN and SA “clearly indicate that Vakkali passed away as an
arahant, resembling in this respect the Samyukta-agama and Samyutta-nikaya
versions of Channa’s suicide” (ibid.). Strangely, however, Analayo is unable to
explain exactly how Vakkali attained arahantship. The first deity’s message
to the Buddha—“venerable Vakkali, being ill and afflicted, is giving attention
to liberation. He wishes to take a knife and kill himself, as he does not enjoy
living any longer”—is obviously an expanded version of the Pali parallel.
But the expansion merely makes clear Vakkali’s suicidal intentions. Analayo
recognises this by noting that the “first deva indicates that Vakkali is ill, that
he is giving attention to liberation and that he wishes to kill himself. The deva’s
message thus appears to be that he is intending to ‘liberate” himself from his
sick and painful situation by suicide” (ibid.).

Analayo (ibid.: 161) proposes two ways of interpreting the statement of
the second deity: either it means “that Vakkali will still become an arahant,
i.e., he will be liberated in a way that is well”, or “the passage could be affirming
that vakkali is already well liberated mentally and now is about to liberate
himself also from his painful situation by putting an end to his life”. Analayo
does not make clear which reading he prefers, although neither makes any
sense. The SA statement that “venerable Vakkali is already well liberated and
attaining liberation” is surely a translation of something very much like the
Pali suvimutto vimuccissati. Analayo does not consider the possibility that the
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underlying (su)-vimutta could simply mean Vakkali is in a state of meditative
release, short of spiritual liberation, although he claims that this use of the
verb Wvi-muc as meditative release also occurs in the account of Godhika’s
suicide, where the compound ceto-vimutti occurs.*

More importantly, Analayo does not read the deities’ statements in the
wider context of the narrative, which before and afterwards assumes Vakkali
is not an arahant. In SA 1265, the Buddha concludes his not-self teaching to
Vakkali with a statement that he will be reborn: “If one does not have greed
for this body, or have desire for it, then one’s death will be good and one’s
future will also be good” (Analayo, 2011: 157-158). After he has received the
two deities, the Buddha’s message to Vakkali concludes in exactly the same
way: “If greed or desire for this body do not arise in you, then your death will
be good and your future will be good” (ibid.: 158). The messenger then delivers
the same words to Vakkali (ibid.: 159), leaving us in no doubt about Vakkali’s
lack of liberation at this point.

To support his argument, Analayo (2011: 160) refers back to the Pali text:
“That Vakkali indeed believed himself to be liberated could be gathered from
his last message to the Buddha, in which according to both versions he affirms
his insight and detachment in regard to the five aggregates”. As we have seen,
Vakkali’s statement in SN 22.87 about understanding the not-self teaching, and
being in no doubt about having no passion for the five aggregates, stops short
of stating his liberation. In fact, the parallel part of SA 1265 is much clearer
about Vakkali’s lack of liberating insight. It states Vakkali’s last message to the
Buddha, delivered to a messenger bhikkhu just before his suicide, as follows:

Venerable one, the great teacher well knows what is to be known,
he well sees what is to be seen. Those two devas well know what
is to be known, well see what is to be seen. Now for me there
is definitely no doubt that this body is impermanent; there is
definitely no doubt that what is impermanent is dukkha; there is
definitely no doubt that is it not proper to let oneself have greed
or let oneself have desire for what is impermanent, dukkha, of a

% Analayo (2010: 162): “In discourses in the Pali Nikayas and their parallels in the Chinese
Agamas, the expression liberation of the mind (cetovimutti)—when occurring on its own and
without the qualification ‘unshakeable’, akuppa—does not stand for the type of liberation
gained through the different levels of awakening, but only for the experience of deep levels of
concentration”.
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nature to change [...] (similarly for feeling, perception, formations and
consciousness) [...]. The disease is now troubling my body just as
before, I wish to [take] a knife and kill myself, as I do not enjoy
living any longer (transl. Analayo 2011: 159; his emphasis).

In short, Vakkali does not state that his understanding of the not-self
teaching has liberated him. He says the teaching has had a different effect:
it has settled his mental state, and prepared him for the final step of
committing suicide.

According to Delhey (2009: 98-99) the SN and SA accounts “can hardly be
explained in other ways than to assume that Vakkali was already an arhat when
he killed himself. The Samyuktagama recension, especially, is quite explicit in
this regard”. He further claims that:

[...] it seems that the Buddha unconditionally assures that
Vakkali’s death—and his fate after death as well—will be good,
since he has no desire for the skandhas anymore. So it seems that
the Buddha also confirms that Vakkali is already released (2009:
87).

The exact opposite is quite obviously the case. Assuring Vakkali that his
future state will be good is an explicit statement that he will continue in the
realm of transmigration. An arahant cannot have a good “fate” after death: he
has no fate after death. Delhey further claims that:

[...] it is very well possible that according to the Samyuktagama
recension Vakkali is released right from the beginning. This
assumption seems to be corroborated by another sitra of the
Samyuktagama in which it is related how Vakkali finds release on
another—and obviously earlier—occasion in his life (2009: 88).

The Pali tradition too has a canonical account of Vakkali’s liberation at
an earlier point in his life, in the relatively late Apadana,’* but such accounts
are secondary to the canonical account of his suicide. Neither the SN nor the
SA text can be read in any reasonable way that presumes Vakkali’s liberation
from the start. And as we have seen, in both versions of the story Vakkali is

3t Ap 11 465ff,
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not regarded as an arahant even after the Buddha has received the two deities’
messages. With regard to these messages, Delhey (2009: 76-77) points out,
correctly, that the first message states only Vakkali’s wish to kill himself: “it
becomes quite clear from the context that this expression is an allusion to
his intention to commit suicide: release (vimokkha) means in this expression
and in this text passage obviously—at least primarily—: release from his grave
incurable disease by death from his own hand”. But Delhey interprets the
second message differently:

[...] the expression “being well-released, he will attain release”
(suvimutto vimuccissati) [...] makes only good sense when both
expressions refer to two different kinds of release which follow
each other in chronological order. And in my view it is most
natural to assume that these two kinds are the liberation from
the fetters which bind Vakkali to samsara (suvimutto) and, like in
the term vimokkha used in the first part of the deities’ message,
liberation from his disease by death (vimuccissati) (2009: 77).

Just like Analayo, Delhey is seemingly unaware of the semantic range of
Middle Indic forms of the verb Wvi-muc, and ignores the overall context in
which the Buddha does not regard the messages as an indication of Vakkali’s
spiritual liberation. He also fails to understand the importance of the Pali
commentary on SN 22.87, which reads as follows:

“He inflicted the knife”. The elder was apparently overconfident—
not seeing that the operation of the defilements had (merely) been
suppressed, through concentration and insight, he thought “I have
destroyed the corruptions, so what is the point with this miserable
life? I will inflict the knife and die”. He cut his jugular vein with a
sharp knife. Then a painful sensation arose, and at that moment he
understood that he was merely an ordinary person. But because he
had not let go of his meditative object, by mastering his subject of
meditation he attained arahantship and then died.*?

2 SN-a 1l 314: sattham aharesi ti thero kira adhimaniko ahosi. so samddhivipassanahi
vikkhambhitanam kilesanam samudacaram apassanto, khinasavo 'mhi ti hutva, kim me imina dukkhena
jivitena? sattham aharitva@ marissami ti. tikhinena satthena kanthanalam chindi. ath’ assa dukkha
vedand uppajjati. so tasmim khane attano puthujjanabhavam fiatva, avissatthakammatthanatta sigham
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This commentary indicates what the canonical account lacks, and what it
really should contain, if it wishes to make clear that Vakkali was an arahant
before death: a formula stating Vakkali’s liberation. Delhey’s summary of the
commentary unfortunately misses the point:

Buddhaghosa says in his commentary on the Vakkalisutta that
Vakkali, while committing suicide, wrongly conceived himself
to be an arhat without actually being one. Rather he was still
a common person (puthujjana) at that point in time. Only
immediately after cutting his throat did vakkali realize that he
had not yet been released and passed the stages of the way to
salvation, so that he became an arhat in the last moments of his
life. The problem with this interpretation is that the wording of
the sutra contains neither any hint whatsoever regarding the
possibility of a salvific experience while committing suicide
or dying, nor regarding the possibility that Vakkali wrongly
conceived himself to be an arhat before killing himself (2009: 78;
his emphasis).

Delhey is correct to point out that the Pali Sutta gives no indication of
liberation at the time of suicide, which necessitates acommentarial exegesis along
these lines. But he fails to note that this is the only option the commentary has,
in the circumstances: if the Buddha continues to treat Vakkali as unenlightened
even after the deities’ messages, Buddhaghosa can only situate liberation at
the time of death. Not seeing this, Delhey claims that Vakkali actually attained
liberation after the Buddha’s teaching to him:

[...] it is indeed somewhat unclear when exactly Vakkali attained
release according to the Pali recension. It seems that he is not
yet an arhat in the beginning of the sermon, and there is no
explicit reference to his liberating experience in the later parts of
the sermon. I assume, however, that he already attained release
immediately, or at least shortly, after the Buddha’s instruction
on the unsatisfactoriness of the skandhas. Regarding this topic,
Tilmann Vetter [2000: 234] points to the fact that the Buddha’s

kammatthanam adaya sammasanto arahattam papunitvd va kalam akasi. Reading kanthanalam with
Be instead of kandandlim in Ee.
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sermon on the five skandhas which can also be found in many
other places of the canon “is here not depicted as directly
resulting in an experience of release” and suggests that Vakkali
“achieved the result a little later, when he no longer clung to the
wish to see the Buddha and felt free to dispose of a body that
caused him unbearable pain” (2009: 78, n. 29).

Vetter’s point about liberating conclusions to accounts of the not-self
teaching merely highlights its absence in SN 22.87. Given the overall context,
Delhey’s assumption “that he already attained release immediately, or at
least shortly, after the Buddha’s instruction on the unsatisfactoriness of
the skandhas” is unwarranted. The most significant fact about the Buddha’s
instruction to Vakkali is its lack of a formula describing his liberation: the ease
of including such a formula, and the presence of such formulae in so many
other occurrences of the not-self teaching, is surely a glaring and meaningful
omission, one certainly noticed by Buddhaghosa, and one which in the
SN and SA versions agrees with the Buddha continuing to treat Vakkali as
unenlightened after he has received the deities.

Delhey misses the point that the Pali commentary deals with a received
tradition quite logically: if Vakkali was unenlightened after receiving the
Buddha’s teaching, and was thus when the deities delivered their messages to
the Buddha, and yet is somehow regarded as a liberated arahant in the Sutta’s
conclusion, the moment of enlightenment can only be placed around the time
of his suicide. This is exactly what another Chinese version of the Sutta states,
to which we will now turn.

Chinese Agama parallel (2): EA 26.10

According to Analayo’s translation (2011: 164-166), the Chinese account in
the Ekottara-agama at EA 26.10 is quite different from the SN/SA versions of
Vakkali’s suicide. Set in Jeta’s Grove in Savatthi, Vakkali is ill and lying in his
own excrement, and states his desire to kill himself. He claims that no other
disciple “liberated by faith” is superior to him, and that in this life he cannot
“get from this shore to the other shore”. Vakkali’s unenlightened status is thus
the initial focus of the narrative. Provided a knife by his attendant, Vakkali
stabs himself but immediately realises it is “contrary to the Dharma”. But by
contemplating the rise and fall of the five aggregates he attains liberation,
and the account concludes by saying that he attained final Nirvana “in the
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element of Nirvana without remainder” (Analayo 2011: 164-165). The account
then moves slightly back in time, by stating that the Buddha heard with his
divine ear that Vakkali was “seeking a knife to kill himself”. After having
Ananda gather the monks for a discourse, they go to Vakkali’s dwelling and an
expanded version of the episode with Mara seeking Vakkali’s consciousness

occurs. At this point the text is worth citing in full:

Then the venerable Ananda said to the Blessed One: “May the Blessed
One declare it. Where has the consciousness of the monk Vakkali
become established?”. The Blessed One said: “The consciousness of
the monk Vakkali is forever without attachment. That clansman has
taken final Nirvana. You should remember it like this”. Then, the
venerable Ananda said to the Blessed One: “On which day did the
monk Vakkali attain [full insight into] the four truths?”. The Blessed
One said: “He attained [full insight into] the four truths today”.
Ananda said to the Buddha: “This monk had been ill for a long time,
originally he was a worldling”. The Blessed One said: “That is so,
Ananda, it is as you said. That monk had been dissatisfied with
being in great pain for a very long time, yet, among disciples of the
Buddha Sakyamuni, who have been liberated by faith, this person
was the foremost. Though his mind had not yet been liberated from
the influx of becoming, [he thought]: ‘I shall now seek a knife and
stab myself’. Then, just when that monk was about to stab himself,
he gave attention to the qualities of the Tathagata. On the day when
he gave up his life, he gave attention to the five aggregates [affected
by] clinging: ‘This is reckoned to be the arising of form, this is the
cessation of form [...]. Then, having given attention to this, that
monk [realised that] whatever is of a nature to arise is of a nature to
cease. This monk has attained final Nirvana” (trans. Analayo 2011:
165-166).

This account is obviously very different from the SN/SA parallels, starting
with its location in Savatthi. It is striking that the Buddha does not visit Vakkali,
does not give him a not-self teaching, and does not receive any messages from
visiting deities. Even more importantly, this text contains an actual account of
Vakkali’s liberation, which is said to occur through contemplation immediately
after the suicidal act. As a parallel to the Pali commentary, this episode can
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perhaps be regarded as a late addition to the EA text; on the other hand, it
could show that the Pali commentary reworks material of great antiquity.

Apart from its general difference from the SN/SA accounts, EA 26.10 also
shares certain features in common with them. The not-self contemplation of
the five aggregates, while not part of a teaching delivered by the Buddha, is
once again the doctrinal focus of the story. And just as in the SN/SA parallels,
the EA text has an account of Mara searching for the consciousness of the
suicidee. Most strikingly, the theme of a disciple asking the Buddha about the
fate of a suicidal bhikkhu is encountered: EA 26.10 uses the figure of Ananda,
of all people, to introduce a note of scepticism into the story. Ananda’s first
questions the Buddha on where Vakkali had been reborn, then asks when
exactly he attained liberation, and finally points out that Vakkali “had been
ill for a long time, originally he was a worldling”. Ananda’s scepticism goes
against the text’s claim that Vakkali died an arahant, and mirrors Sariputta’s
queries to the Buddha after Channa’s death. This section of the text thus
comes close to the ambivalence of the SN/SA accounts. But whereas the SN/
SA versions contrast Vakkali’s unenlightened status in the main body of text
with enlightenment conclusions, EA 26.10 contrasts a straightforward account
of Vakkali’s liberation with a sceptical conclusion, in which Ananda—hardly a
tigure of unorthodoxy in early Buddhism—voices his doubts.

All in all, the EA treatment of Vakkali’s suicide appears to draw from the
same stock of tradition about early Buddhist suicidees, but puts the pieces
of tradition together very differently from the SN/SA. Somehow this was not
seen by Delhey (2009: 99, followed by Analayo, 2011: 166-167) who claims the
EA account “can best be understood as a secondary reinterpretation of the
original account”, i.e., “an exegetical recension of the Vakkalisutta” (2009: 81;
his emphasis). This is surely an exaggeration. There is nothing “exegetical”
about the EA text, which is in the old Sutta style; its account of Vakkali’s
liberation, although parallel to the Theravadin exegesis of Buddhaghosa, is
much simpler than it and clearly belongs to the Sutta period of composition.
Even if this parallel highlights a later addition to EA 26.10, there is no reason to
regard its basic account as any earlier or later than the SN/SA parallels.

A final peculiar feature of the accounts of Vakkali’s suicide, contained in
all three versions (SN, SA, EA), is the episode involving Mara as a dark cloud
searching for Vakkali’s consciousness. This conclusion is extremely peculiar, just
as strange, in fact, as the peculiar ending of the Pali and SA accounts of Channa’s
suicide, where blameworthiness is equated with being reborn. But the same
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motif of Mara seeking a suicidee’s consciousness also occurs in the Pali account
of Godhika’s suicide, the most peculiar text of all, to which we will shortly turn.
Before doing this we must first consider a different text, on Assaji’s final illness,
which sheds further light on the accounts of Channa’s and Vakkali’s suicides.

3. Assaji (SN 22.88)

So far, we have seen that the texts on Channa’s and Vakkali’s suicides are not
normative endorsements of arahant suicide. If they were, we could expect
them to be unequivocal in their account of these bhikkhus’ liberation, in a
fashion similar to the EA, albeit without Ananda’s scepticism. The peculiarity
of the enlightenment conclusions to these texts can be seen by comparing
them to a text which shares numerous points in common with them, but
without actually recording the suicide of a bhikkhu. This Sutta (SN 22.88) deals
with Assaji’s illness,** and the action once again takes place in Rajagaha: the
Buddha is in the Bamboo Grove, and Assaji, ill and staying nearby in “Kassapa’s
Park” (kassapakarame), sends messengers to ask the Buddha to visit, out of
compassion.* The Buddha visits in the evening, after emerging from seclusion,
and on seeing him approach Assaji tries to get up from his cot, but the Buddha
tells him not to bother. In the same stereotypical style of the texts on Channa
and Vakkali, the Buddha asks if Assaji is getting better, and Assaji replies that
he is not.

As in his discussion with Vakkali, the Buddha then asks if Assaji has any
regret. Being answered that he does and that it is not trifling (anappakam),
the Buddha enquires if it concerns virtue (sila). Assaji denies this but points
out that when previously ill, he was able to repeatedly pacify (passambhetva
passambhetva) his bodily “volitions” or “activities” (kaya-sarnkhare), but being
now unable to do so, he worries “May I not fall away”.** In using vocabulary

3 On the wider context of this Sutta, see Wynne 2019: 123ff.

3 SN III 124: etha tumhe avuso yena bhagava ten’ upasarkamatha, upasankamitva mama vacanena
bhagavato pade sirasa vandatha: assaji bhante bhikkhu abadhiko dukkhito balhagilano. so bhagavato
pade sirasa vandati. evai ca vadetha: sadhu kira bhante bhagava yena assaji bhikkhu ten’ upasarikamatu
anukampam upadaya.

35 SN I 125: pubbe khvaham bhante gelafifie passambhetva passambhetva kayasarkhdre vippatisari
viharami, so tam samadhim na patilabhami. tassa mayham bhante tam samadhim appatilabhato evam
ti, kacci nu kho aham sasanato na parihdyami. tassa kira abadhadosena appitappita samapatti parihayi,
tasma evam cintesi. Reading cassaham with Be for ca khvaham in Ee (in the text and commentary).
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similar to that found in accounts of the mindfulness of breathing,* the text
seems to refer to Assaji’s ability to attain meditative absorption through
practising mindfulness of breath,”” and so abide without feeling the effects
of ill-health (gelafifia). But although Assaji cannot attain absorption (samadhi),
and is worried about regression (parihayami), the Buddha tells him that only
ascetics and Brahmins for whom “absorption is the essence” (samadhi-saraka)
think like this.*® The Buddha duly delivers the not-self teaching, concluding
with the liberation of the bhikkhu who understands it. To conclude the Sutta
the Buddha then elaborates the not-self teaching as follows:

If he (the bhikkhu) feels a pleasant sensation, he understands it
is impermanent, and that it is neither clung to (anajjhosita) nor
welcomed (anabhinandita) [The same is repeated for an unpleasant
feeling (dukkham) and a neither pleasant nor unpleasant feeling
(adukkhamasukham)]. 1f he feels a pleasant sensation, he feels
it in a state of detachment (visamyutto) [The same is repeated
for an unpleasant feeling (dukkham) and a neither pleasant nor
unpleasant feeling (adukkhamasukham)].

Feeling a sensation limited by the body (kayapariyantikam),
he understands: “I feel a sensation limited by the body”. Feeling
a sensation limited to life (Jivitapariyantikam), he (the bhikkhu)
understands: “I feel a sensation limited to life”. He understands:
“With the breaking up of the body, after the consumption of life,
all sensation, not being welcomed, will become cool right here”.

Just as, Assaji, an oil lamp would burn dependent on oil and
a wick, but when both are consumed, no longer having any fuel,
it would be blown out, thus when he feels a sensation limited by
the body (kayapariyantikam), he understands: “I feel a sensation
limited by the body” [...] [The text repeats “Feeling a sensation
limited to life [...] will become cool right here”].*®

36 DN 11 291 = MN I 56: passambhayam kdyasarikharam assasissami ti [...].

37 SN-a II 315: kdyasarikhdre ti assdsapassase. so hi te catutthajjhanena passambhitva vihasi. The
commentary thus understands Assaji to be referring to the fourth jhana, although its claim
that by attaining this Assaji “pacifies” i.e., stops his breathing is of course a commentarial
understanding of what attaining the fourth jhdna involves.

38 SN III 125: ye te assaji samanabrahmana samadhisaraka samadhisamafna, tesan tam samadhim

% SN III 126: so sukham ce vedanam vediyati, s anicca ti pajandti. anajjhosita ti pajandti.
anabhinandita ti pajanati. dukkham ce vedanam vediyati, sa anicca ti pajanati. anajjhosita ti pajanati.
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Analysis

Although no final outcome is reported, the text’s conclusion implies that
Assaji’s death is impending; this seems to be the meaning of the simile of
the oil lamp exhausting its fuel. Just like Channa and Vakkali, Assaji appears
to be ill and with no possibility of recovery. The Buddha’s response to him
is the same as his response to Channa and Vakkali, but adapted to Assaji’s
worries about meditative failure: he chides Assaji for valuing absorption, and
duly delivers the not-self teaching supplemented by further teachings on the
correct spiritual attitude to experience, apparently in relation to death.

The text does not tell us what happened to Assaji. But it is worth
speculating on this absence. If it had concluded with Assaji’s suicide, would
his situation have been treated just like that of Channa and Vakkali, by
adding an enlightenment conclusion? To be sure, Assaji does not appear
to be enlightened: he is worried that he will fall away from his earlier
meditative attainment. But in the case of his suicide, there would at least
be some assumed meditative basis from which to fashion an enlightenment
conclusion. This account therefore gives us further reason to suspect the
conclusions to the accounts of Channa’s and Vakkali’s suicides. Since the
text knows nothing of Assaji’s suicide, a similar conclusion was not required,
and hence is not found. The same would probably be true had Channa and
Vakkali not committed suicide. The texts would probably have ended with
the not-self teachings given to them: there would have been no reason to
elaborate any further.

anabhinandita ti pajanati. adukkhamasukham ce vedanam vediyati, sa anicca ti pajandti ... la ...
anabhinandita ti pajanati. so sukham ce vedanam vediyati, visafifiutto nam vediyati. dukkham ce
vedanam vediyati, visafifutto nam vediyati. adukkhamasukham ce vedanam vediyati, visafifiutto
nam vediyati. so kayapariyantikam vedanam vediyamano, kayapariyantikam vedanam vedayami ti
pajanati. jivitapariyantikam vedanam vediyamano, jivitapariyantikam vedanam vediyami ti pajanati.
pajanati. seyyathapi assaji telafi ca paticca vattim ca paticca telapadipo jhayeyya, tass’ eva telassa ca
vattiyd ca pariyadana anahdro nibbayeyya. evam eva kho assaji bhikkhu kayapariyantikam vedanam
vedayimano, kayapariyantikam vedanam vediyami ti pajanati. jivitapariyantikam vedanam vediyamano,

sabbavedayitani anabhinanditani sitibhavissanti ti pajanati ti.
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4. Godhika (SN 4.23)

The account of Godhika’s suicide is entirely different from those of Channa
and Vakkali. It is, however, similar to the account of Assaji’s illness in that
it concerns Godhika’s meditative problems, although the Buddha strikes an
entirely different tone from his response to Assaji. As we have seen, Assaji
is criticised for entertaining the non-Buddhist idea that “absorption is the
essence”. But Godhika’s meditative beliefs are even more unorthodox than
this, and yet are endorsed by the Buddha. The Sutta begins with the Buddha
staying at the Bamboo Grove in Rajagaha, and Godhika living nearby on
Mount Isigili. Godhika is said to have “touched a temporary liberation
of mind” (samayikam cetovimuttim), before “falling away” from it.** This
happens six times; on the seventh occasion, he contemplates “inflicting
the knife” on himself."

At this point Mara enters the narrative and plays a surprising role: reading
Godhika’s mind, Mara tells the Buddha that a disciple is intent on death
and should be stopped.”? For how can a bhikkhu in training, unrealised but
delighting in the sasana, die (through suicide)?® But before anything else
happens Godhika actually commits suicide,* and the Buddha addresses Mara
as follows:

The wise act thus, they do not long for life; Godhika has uprooted
thirst, along with its roots, and attained final Nirvana.*

% SN 1120: atha kho ayasma godhiko appamatto atapi pahitatto viharanto samayikam cetovimuttim
phusi. atha kho dyasma godhiko tamha samayikaya cetovimuttiya parihayi. Both here and in the next
note, reading samayikam/samayikaya with Be instead of samadhikam/samadhikdya in Ee; on these
variants, see below.

1 SN I 121: atha kho dayasmato godhikassa etad ahosi: yava chattham khvaham samayikaya
cetovimuttiyd parihino. yam nianaham sattham dhareyyan ti? The commentary views Godhika’s
plight (SN-a 1.183: tena samadhissa sappdye upakdarakadhamme piiretum na sakkoti, appitappitaya
samdpattiya parihdyati) in a way similar to that of Assaji (SN-a II 315: thitdya kira abadhavasena
appitappitd samapatti parihdyi, tasma evam cintesi).

%2 SN 1121: savako te mahavira maranam maranabhibhi, akarikhati cetayati, tam nisedha jutindhara.

8 SN 1121: katham hi bhagava tuyham savako sasane rato, appattamanaso sekho, kalam kayird jane
suta ti.

# SN 1121: tena kho pana samayena ayasmata godhikena sattham aharitam hoti.

% SN I 121: evam hi dhira kubbanti navakankhanti jivitam, samilam tanham abbuyha godhiko
parinibbuto ti.
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The Buddha then takes a group of bhikkhus to Isigili, where they see
Godhika, who is “lying on his cot, his shoulders twisted around”,* apparently
an indication that he has cut his jugular vein.”” The Buddha points out a dark
cloud moving all about, which he says is Mara looking for the consciousness
of Godhika. Just as in the story of Vakkali’s suicide, the Buddha comments
“with his consciousness unestablished, Godhika, son of good family, has
attained final Nirvana”.® When Mara asks questions the Buddha about
where Godhika has gone,*” the Buddha elaborates his previous statement to
him as follows:

That wise meditator endowed with resolve, ever delighting in
meditation, exerting himself day and night, with no desire for life,
he conquers the army of death and does not return to continued
existence. Godhika has uprooted thirst, along with its roots, and
attained final Nirvana.*®

The Sutta then ends with a final verse on Mara’s plight:

Overcome with sorrow, his lute (vina) fell from his armpit, and
then that pathetic spirit disappeared, right there.*

Chinese and Sanskrit parallels

A parallel to SN 4.23 is found in the Samyukta-Agama (SA 1091) and has been
mentioned in some publications by Analayo (2011: 162-163; 2015: 247ff). He
points out that “[u]nlike Vakkali, the monk Godhika had not been sick or in
pain, but had resorted to suicide because he had several times lost a temporary
liberation of the mind” (2015: 247). Given that illness is a major theme in the
accounts of the Channa’s and Vakkali’s suicides, its absence in the SN/SA texts

% SN I 121: addasa kho bhagava ayasmantam godhikam diirato va maricake vivattakkhandham
semanam.

7 SN-a I 183: sattham aharitam hoti ti thero kira, kim mayham imind jivitend ti, uttano nipajjitva
satthena galanalim chindi, dukkha vedana uppajjimsu.

8 SN 1 122: appatitthitena ca bhikkhave vififianena godhiko kulaputto parinibbuto.

9 SN 1 122: anvesam nadhigacchami, godhiko so kuhim gato.

% SN 1122: so dhiro dhitisampanno jhayi jhanarato sadd, ahorattam anuyufijam jivitam anikamayam,
jetvana maccuno senam andgantvd punabbhavam, samiilam tanham abbuyha godhiko parinibbuto ti.

51 SN I 122: tassa sokaparetassa vina kaccha abhassatha, tato so dummano yakkho tatth’ ev’
antaradhdyatha ti. Reading tatth’ ev’ with Be rather than tath’ ev’ in Ee.
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must surely indicate that it was not part of early traditions about Godhika. The
Pali commentary in fact claims that Godhika had an underlying illness,* but
this must be regarded as a later way of interpreting the text.

The Chinese SA parallel also helps confirm the correct way of referring
to Godhika’s meditative attainment. The Pali Text Society (PTS) edition
(SN I 120-121) reads samadhikam cetovimuttim, which is clearly wrong, whereas
the Burmese Chatthasangayana (SN I 122, Be) reads samayikam cetovimuttim and
the Siamese Syamaratthassa (SN 1176, Se) reads samayikam cetovimuttim. Either
the Burmese or Siamese edition reading make good sense: Godhika attains a
“temporary” liberation of mind, a fact confirmed by SA 1091 (Analayo 2011: 162,
n. 36). According to La Vallée Poussin (1936), the same account is mentioned in
the Abhidharmakosa and its Vibhdsa, where it refers to Godhika’s attainment of
a samayiki vimukti, “a temporary or occasional emancipation”. La Vallée Poussin
also draws attention to samayikam pi vimuttim at AN III 349ff; the notion of a
“temporary liberation” (samayikam [...] cetovimuttim) is also found in a couple of
other Suttas, even in their PTS editions.

Analysis

This Sutta is striking for several reasons. Godhika is not ill but still commits suicide;
his meditative beliefs are difficult to understand and certainly unorthodox; but
these beliefs are endorsed by the Buddha, directly contrary to his rejection of
Assaji’s more orthodox meditative ideas; and finally, the conclusion is identical to
the account of Vakkali’s suicide, where Mara is imagined as a dark cloud searching
in vain for his consciousness. The commentary supplies an interpretation of
Godhika’s liberation that is similar to the commentarial account of Vakkali’s
liberating insight: it says that liberation was achieved through paying attention
mindfully to the pain which arose after severing his jugular vein, and returning to
the object of meditation.* In the circumstances, this insight interpretation is even
more implausible than the account of Vakkali’s suicide. Instead, we must take the
account at face value as the work of an unorthodox wing of the early Sangha.

2 SN-a 1 183: parihayi ti kasma yava chattham parihayi? sabadhatta. therassa kira
vatapittasemhavasena anusdyiko abadho atthi, tena samadhissa sappaye upakarakadhamme piretum
na sakkoti, appitappitdya samapattiya parihayati.

3 MN 111 110-111, AN V 139ff.

% SN-a 1 183: [..] satthena galandlim chindi. dukkhd vedana uppajjimsu. thero vedanam
vikkhambhetva tam yeva vedanam pariggahetva satim upatthapetva milakammatthanam sammasanto
arahattam patva samasisi hutva parinibbayi.
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Godhika apparently believes that dying in a state of meditative absorption
will be liberating. He must therefore have the highest possible regard for the
state of meditation he has attained; his problem is that he cannot sustain it.
If so, we should perhaps understand the terminology “temporary liberation
of mind” (samayikam cetovimuttim) literally: for Godhika, the state literally is a
temporary escape from samsara, and not merely a meditative absorption short
of spiritual liberation. Since all states of meditative absorption (cetovimuttim)
are temporary, why specify the point here? Godhika cannot be unhappy because
his concentrated state is temporary, for this is an inescapable fact of meditative
practice.His problemis rather the fading away of a state he believes is tantamount
to liberation. Thus he wishes to die in the state while the attainment persists.

The appearance of Mara as a dark cloud searching for Godhika’s
consciousness, which occurs also in the account of Vakkali’s suicide, reinforces
the impression that Godhika’s ideas are entirely unorthodox. In fact, the idea
of being unable to locate a liberated person’s consciousness at death occupies
an extremely marginal position in the Pali Canon: it only occurs in these two
texts. If we therefore conclude that it is a relatively late aspect of the Pali
discourses, as we surely must, it should be regarded as a reworking of a more
widespread early Buddhist teaching. In the Alagaddipama Sutta (MN 22), the
Buddha states that “Despite searching, the gods including Indra, Brahma
and Pajapati cannot find the bhikkhu thus liberated in mind (as follows): ‘the
consciousness of the Tathagata is supported by this™”.** This teaching states the
idea of ineffability in a poetic form; but the idea of ineffable liberation in the
present is a more widespread idea, famously articulated in the Aggivacchagotta
Sutta (MN 72), where the Buddha applies the metaphor of a fire gone out to the
person liberated in life.* It is reasonable to assume that SN 4.23 has adapted
the idea of ineffability in life, and especially the idea in MN 22 of the gods
being unable to find the consciousness of a liberated person, to a new end, of
stating the ineffability of the liberated person at death.

SN 4.23 therefore seems to adapt an old idea to anew end based on unorthodox
meditative ideas. A further feature of the text suggests that this unorthodox
tradition was in conflict with the Sangha in general. This would seem to be the
only the only way of explaining the curious reversal of roles played by the Buddha

% MN I 140: evam vimuttacittam kho bhikkhave bhikkhum sainda deva sabrahmaka sapajapatika
anvesam nadhigacchanti: idam nissitam tathdgatassa vififianan ti.
% On the interpretation of this Sutta, see Wynne 2007: 95-96.
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and Mara. The Sutta portrays the Buddha and Mara against type: it really should
be Mara tempting Godhika to commit suicide, just as he tempts the Buddha to
enter final Nirvana at certain points in his life. On the other hand, we should
expect the Buddha to intervene and stop an “ardent meditator” killing himself.”
It is remarkable, indeed, that the Buddha’s justification of Godhika’s suicide
is directly contrary to the tradition of Mara tempting the Buddha to enter
final Nirvana. According to the Mahaparinbbana Sutta, when the Buddha was at
Uruvela, immediately after the enlightenment, Mara spoke to him as follows:
“May, sir, the Blessed One, the Sugata, now enter final Nirvana; now is the
time, sir, for the Blessed One’s final Nirvana” (parinibbatu dani bhante bhagava
parinibbatu sugato, parinibbanakalo dani bhante bhagavato ti).”* But in SN 4.23
exactly the opposite happens: rather than being keen to accelerate a bhikkhu
towards death, Mara tries to stop Godhika killing himself, whereas the Buddha
does not intervene and then defends Godhika’s suicide by twice stating that the
wise do not desire life. Had the Buddha followed his own advice, he would surely
have entered final Nirvana immediately after the enlightenment at Uruvela.
How is this reversal of roles to be explained? Why does the Buddha defend
suicide, whereas Mara, the god of death, implores the Buddha to save Godhika’s
life? Why is the Buddha for death and Mara for life? The strange form of the
text, and the peculiar ideas it expresses, can only be regarded as a direct
challenge to early Buddhist orthodoxy. The tradition represented by Godhika
believed it better to attain final Nirvana sooner, rather than later, as soon as
a temporary meditative escape from samsara has been realised, apparently

57 Wiltshere (1983: 134) claims that the role played by Mara in SN 4.23 is ironic: “Mara gets
very excited at the prospect that Godhika will commit suicide. He thinks that, as Godhika is
only a sekha (trainee), he will acrue bad kamma (papa) from his act and fall into Mara’s hands
(literally qua death and metaphorically qua apotheosis of evil). Convinced that the Buddha can
do nothing to save Godhika, Mara, with his tongue in cheek, taunts the Buddha and urges him
to ‘dissuade’ (nisedha, S 1 121) his disciple from committing the fatal act”. This overlooks the
changed role of the Buddha in the text, however, and nothing in the text indicates that Mara
speaks “tongue in cheek”.

* DN II 112: ekam idaham ananda samayam uruveldyam viharami najja nerafijaraya tire
ajapalanigrodhe pathamabhisambuddho. atha kho ananda mdro papima yenaham ten’ upasamkami,
upasamkamitva ekamantam atthasi. ekamantam thito kho ananda maro papima mam etad avoca:
parinibbatu dani bhante bhagava parinibbatu sugato, parinibbanakalo dani bhante bhagavato ti. evam
vutte aham ananda maram papimam etad avocam: na tavaham papima parinibbayissami. In the Pali
account (MN I 168ff), Mara does not intervene at this point to tempt the Buddha to enter final
Nirvana.
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paying little heed to the important ideal of liberation in life. Where did these
ideas come from?

Although the text does not elaborate Godhika’s beliefs, his position seems
to reflect the presuppositions of the meditative tradition articulated in the
early Upanisads and Moksadharma. According to this tradition, a meditative
adept first realises the cosmic essence (Skt., brahman) through meditation,
before finalising this attainment at death by merging into it.* In other words,
the experiential anticipation of brahman in meditative absorption leads to a
final, irreversible, release into it at death. As far as I am aware, no text of this
tradition actually states that death must be attained in a state of meditative
realisation. Nevertheless, we must try to understand what a realised adept of
this tradition, or a neo-Vedantic Buddhist version of it, would do if he could
not stabilise a meditative attainment believed to be liberating. If this adept
assumes that prior meditative realisation guarantees liberation at death,
it is easy to imagine that, if the stabilisation of the meditation is proving
problematic, he might well wish to proceed rapidly towards final liberation.
This would explain why Godhika committed suicide whilst in a meditative
absorption he considered to be tantamount to liberation.

Godhika’s suicide suggests that a non-Buddhist tradition of meditation,
ideologically related to the early Upanisads, somehow found followers among
the early Buddhist Sangha and was at odds with the emerging mainstream. The
idea of Mara searching for a deceased arahant’s consciousness surely belongs
here: it is part of this school of thought’s distinct signature. Delhey (2009: 98)
has raised the possibility that this motif belonged originally to SN 4.23, before
migrating to the account of Vakkali’s suicide. This is a likely scenario. But if
so, we might suppose that the same applies to the enlightenment conclusion:
it originated in SN 4.23 was then was added to the text on Vakkali, with the
account of Channa’s suicide caught up in the same development.

We have now reached a tentative solution to the problem posed by the
ambiguous texts on suicide. What is at stake in the accounts of suicide is the
understanding of Nirvana, prompted by the meditative pessimism of Godhika.
Suicide per se is not the problem: when a bhikkhu commits suicide it is not
a breach of Buddhist ethics, but simply a tragic fact of life that occasionally
happens. If the account of Godhika’s suicide was a polemical work of neo-

* For a detailed analysis of this tradition and its philosophical basis, see Wynne 2007,
especially the appendix to Chapter 4.
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Vedantic Buddhist meditators, we can suppose that the accounts of Channa’s
and Vakkali’s suicides were in some way a response to it. Older stories of their
suicides as unenlightened worldlings (puthujjanas) were adapted to the idea
that they achieved arahansthip at death, perhaps for a number of reasons, but
motivated at least in part to the polemical account of Godhika’s meditative
suicide. However, the adaptation of the texts on Channa and Vakkali was done
half-heartedly, without any wish to change the historical record, and the
general awareness of the fact that they had not achieved enlightenment.

5. Suicide and the transformation of early Buddhist values

The three texts on suicide, when studied carefully as a group, are not really trying
to condone suicide in certain circumstances, even if that is the logical consequence
of them. The accounts of Channa’s and Vakkali’s suicides, in particular, fail to
say how either attained liberation, and generally present both as unenlightened
throughout. Sariputta’s questions about Channa (MN 144/SN 22.87) and Ananda’s
about Vakkali (EA 26.10) can be regarded as voicing the general scepticism of the
early Sangha, who doubted that they attained arahantship at death, because they
knew that they had not. The idea of final Nirvana was probably added to these
accounts as an afterthought, prompted by the account of Godhika’s suicide, the
real focus of which is the doctrine of Nirvana, rather than an ethical problem.
The Godhika Sutta can only be regarded as a strange sort of neo-Vedantic polemic,
but even if so, it is not as unusual as it might seem. In the wider context of the
doctrinal development of early Buddhism, it should be regarded as a radical
version of a more general process.

We have seen that the motif of Mara seeking the consciousness of a dead
arahant, found in the accounts of Godhika’s and Vakkali’s suicides, was most
likely an adaptation of the earlier notion that the gods cannot locate the
consciousness of a person liberated and indefinable in life (MN 22). To this we
can add that the doctrine of ineffable liberation in life is stated as the ultimate
ideal in texts which the Pali tradition presents as among its oldest records:
the Atthakavagga and Parayanavagga.*® These collections focus entirely on the
realisation of Nirvana in life, and some of their individual texts even reject
the idea of final release at death. This can be seen in the Kalahavivada Sutta

% On the antiquity of these collections, see Wynne 2007: Chapter 5.
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(Sn 4.11). Questioned about how “form, pleasure and pain disappear”,* the
Buddha describes such a state of as follows:

Neither perceiving perceptions nor misperceptions, neither
without perception nor perceiving what is not: form disappears
for the one who has realised this state, for conceptualisation and
reckoning depend on perception.®

This enigmatic statement can be interpreted in a number of ways, but it
can at least be said that the Buddha is talking about a transformed state of
consciousness in life. What he fails to add is the metaphysical significance of
the state: is it tantamount to liberation, and if so, what does this liberation
entail? Attempting to get the Buddha to fill in this gap, his interlocutor asks
the following question:

Do indeed some learned men here say that the purity of a yakkha
is this much, or do they say it is something different from this?¢

This indirect question asks the Buddha to clarify his position on liberation.
But the Buddha refuses to place his statement on the “disappearance of form”
within a metaphysical framework:

Some wise men here indeed say that the purity of a yakkha is
only this much, but some of them, claiming to be experts, say
there is an attainment® of that which is without a remainder of
material substratum.

But understanding (this as) “dependent”, through that
understanding the sage enquires into (states of) dependency.
Released through understanding, he does not get involved in
disputes: the wise one does not encounter existence or non-
existence.®

61 Sn 873 (p. 170): kathamsametassa vibhoti ripam, sukham dukhafi capi katham vibhoti,

%2 Sn 874 (p. 170): na safifiasafifii na visafifiasafiiii, no pi asafifii na vibhiitasafifii, evamsametassa
vibhoti ripam, safifianidand hi paparicasamkha.

8 Sn 875 (p. 171): [...] ettavat’ aggam no vadanti h’ eke, yakkhassa suddhim idha panditase, udahu
afifiam pi vadanti etto.

¢ 1 take the term samayam as a nominal equivalent of the past participle sameta, which is used
in the immediately preceding verses (vv. 873-874) in the sense of meet with, encounter, enter,
i.e., attain, realise. A similar meaning must be understood for sameti in v. 877 (see note below).

% Sn 876-877 (p. 171): ettavat’ aggam pi vadanti h’ eke, yakkhassa suddhim idha panditdse. tesam
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It is again difficult to understand the meaning of these two verses, which
conclude the Sutta. The Buddha apparently regards the notion “purity”, or
spiritual realisation in life, and the “attainment of that which is without a
remainder of material substratum”, as forms of “dependency”. Perhaps what
is meant is that the two ideas are conceptually interdependent, and closely
related to the conceptual interdependence of life and death, all of which must
be transcended. Whatever the case, the notion of final liberation at death is
certainly rejected, for liberation means being liberated precisely from such
concepts. There can be little doubt that this text rejects what was to become
a standard early Buddhist doctrine: Nirvana with and without a remainder of
material substratum.

The Buddha’s approach in the Kalahavivada Sutta reflects the teachings of
the Atthakavagga in general. The same approach is also found in its sister text,
the Parayanavagga, as can be seen in the Buddha’s dialogue with the Brahmin
Upasiva (Sn 5.7). The Buddha is asked (v. 1073) about what happens to the
liberated adept who “becomes cool”, a metaphor which draws on fire imagery:
“becoming cool” refers to an extinguished fire, an image which belongs to
the same metaphorical world as the concept of Nirvana “without a remainder
of material substratum” (anupddisesa), where the term upadi is equivalent to
upadana, the basic meaning of which is “basis, esp. said of a fire, = fuel” (CPD, sv.
upadi). “Becoming cool” thus refers to being finally liberated at death, just as
a fire ceases when its “material (fuel)” is consumed. But the Buddha refuses to
accept the presuppositions of the question, and instead continues to consider
only the ineffable state of transformation in the present:

Just as a flame thrown back by the force of the wind goes out
and cannot be reckoned, so the sage released from the category
“name” goes out and cannot be reckoned.®

This verse does not state the liberated person’s release from “name and
form”, but rather his release (vimutto) from the “category name” (namakaya).
The sage is in an ineffable state beyond “reckoning” (samkha) and cannot be

pun’ eke samayam vadanti, anupadisese kusald vadana (v. 876). ete ca fiatva upanissita ti, fiatva muni
nissaye so vimamsi. fiatva vimutto na vivadam eti, bhavabhavaya na sameti dhiro ti (v. 877).

% Sn 1074 (pp. 206-207): acci yatha vatavegena khitto, Upasiva ti Bhagava, attham paleti na upeti
samkham, evam muni namakdya vimutto attham paleti na upeti samkham.
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defined.®” As such, spiritual value is placed entirely on the ideal of living in a
transformed manner. A different way of expressing this ideal is stated in the
Dhammacetiya Sutta (MN 89) by King Pasenadi of Kosala:

Moreover, venerable sir, when I stroll about from park to park,
and from garden to garden, I see some ascetics and Brahmins
there who are thin, wretched, off-colour, very pale and with their
veins popping out—as if not capturing the eyesight for people to
see them, methinks. It occurred to me that these venerable ones
clearly lead the spiritual life dissatisfied, or else some bad deed
they have committed is concealed, and that is why they are thin,
wretched, off-colour, very pale and with their veins popping out—
as if not capturing the eyesight for people to see them, methinks.
I went up to them and spoke thus: “Venerable sirs, why are you so
thin, wretched, off-colour, very pale and with your veins popping
out—as if not capturing the eyesight for people to see you,
methinks?” And they said this: “We have jaundice, great king”.
But here I see mendicants, happy and joyful, elated and exultant,
clearly delighted, with satiated sense faculties, unburdened,
pacified, living off the gifts of others, with minds like wild deer.
This occurred to me: “Clearly these venerable sirs have gradually
realised a lofty distinction in that Blessed One’s instruction [...]”.%

Quite different from the conceptual subtleties of the Atthakavagga and
Parayanavagga, this statement describes what the doctrine of liberation in life

5 For a detailed analysis of this verse and the Upasivamanavapucchd, see Wynne 2007: Chapter 5.

% MN II 121: puna ¢’ aparahar bhante aramena dramarn uyyanena uyydnam anucarkamami
anuvicarami, so 'ham tattha passami eke samanabrahmane kise liikhe dubbanne uppanduppandukajate
dhamanisanthatagatte, na viya mafifie cakkhum bandhante janassa dassandya. tassa mayham bhante
evam hoti: addhd ime ayasmanto anabhirata va brahmacariyam caranti, atthi va tesam kifici papam
kammam katam paticchannam, tatha ime ayasmanto kisa likha dubbanna uppanduppandukajata
dhamanisanthatagatta, na viya mafifle cakkhum bandhanti janassa dassanaya ti. tyaham
upasamkamitva evam vadami: kin nu kho tumhe ayasmante kisa litkha dubbanna uppanduppandukajata
dhamanisanthatagatta, na viya marfie cakkhum bandhatha janassa dassandya ti? te evam ahamsu:
bandhukarogo no maharaja ti. idha panahari bhante bhikkhii passami hatthapahatthe udaggudagge
abhiratartipe pinindriye appossukke pannalome paradattavutte migabhtitena cetasa viharante. tassa
mayham bhante evam hoti: addhd ime ayasmanto tassa bhagavato sdsane uldaram pubbendpararn
visesarh safijananti [...J; reading paradattavutte with Be instead of paravutte in Ee.
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means in actual terms: living freely and naturally, with meditative flourishing
alleviating the burdens of life. What happened to this ideal? There is a strong
argument that it was subsumed in a widespread and comprehensive influence
from an early meditative tradition based on early Vedantic ideas, the same
general tradition to which Godhika belonged. The formless meditations (artipa/
aruppa), the eight “meditative releases” (vimokkhas), the “spheres of totality”
(kasinayatanas) and the “cessation of sensation and perception” (safifiavedayita-
nirodha) probably all stem from this tradition.® To this list we can probably add
cosmology, the twelvefold doctrine of Dependent Origination,” the doctrine of
four “foods” (ahdra),”* and the appropriation of the deity Brahma as further
influences from early Brahmanism. But the Vedantic impact was perhaps
most significant in the area of speculation on which our three texts on suicide
focus: the doctrine of Nirvana. The Buddhist idea of final Nirvana at death, or
“Nirvana without a remainder of (material) substratum” (anupadisesa nibbana-
dhatu), is not only rejected in the Atthakavagga and Pardyanavagga, but is also
formulated in a Vedantic fashion in the Udana:

Just as, bhikkhus, streams flow into the great ocean and rain falls
down from the sky, and yet not because of this is any deficit or
excess discerned in the great ocean, in just the same way many
bhikkhus attain final Nirvana into the Nirvana realm without
a remainder of substratum, and yet not because of this is any
deficit or excess discerned in the Nirvana realm without a
remainder of substratum.”

The image of streams running into the sea is a Buddhist adaptation of an
early Brahmanical motif, stated as follows in the Mundaka Upanisad (I11.2.8):
“Just as flowing rivers sink into the ocean, abandoning name and form, so the
wise man, released from name and form, reaches the divine person, beyond

¢ See Wynne 2007: Chapter 3.

7 Jurewicz (2000) has shown that the twelvefold version of Dependent Origination adapts the
terminology of late Vedic cosmology.

7 On the later addition of the twelvefold version of Dependent Origination, and the doctrine
of four foods, to MN 38, see Wynne 2018.

72Ud 5.5 (p. 55): seyyathdpi bhikkhave ya ca loke savantiyo mahasamuddam appenti, ya ca antalikkha
dhara papatanti, na tena mahasamuddassa tinattam va puarattam va pafifiayati, evam eva kho bhikkhave
bahii ce pi bhikkhii anupadisesaya nibbanadhdtuya parinibbayanti, na tena nibbanadhdatuya anattam
va purattam va pafifiayati.
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the other world”.” In this Upanisad, river imagery expresses the idea of
merging into brahman at death, an idea which is the natural counterpart of
the early Vedantic idea that the world is created from and ultimately returns
to a divine source. The logical direction of influence is from Upanisadic
thought to early Buddhism, rather than vice versa. This does not mean that
the Buddhists simply borrowed a metaphor, however. As we have seen, the
very idea of final liberation at death is rejected in some of the oldest texts
of the Pali Canon. This suggests that the twofold doctrine of Nirvana was
created only when the Brahmanical understanding of final liberation was
added to an earlier doctrine: of liberation in life, the ultimate ideal of the
Atthakavagga, Parayanavagga and related texts (MN 22, 73, 89, etc.).

A pervasive Vedantic influence on the early Buddhist Sangha explains
how an early ideal, Nirvana in life, was reformulated in a system of Nirvana
with and without a remainder of material substratum. The Vedantic ideal of
liberation at death was Buddhicised, in other words. The emergent system
was symbolised by the god Brahma, who in the account of the enlightenment
implores the Buddha not to enter final Nirvana yet.” At the other end of
the spectrum, Mara personifies an extreme form of the Vedantic ideal: his
attempts to persuade the Buddha to enter final Nirvana immediately voices
the belief that final liberation from samsara should be realised as soon as
possible. Early Buddhists belonging to the tradition related to Godhika
stuck to the pessimistic meditative beliefs of this neo-Vedantic tradition.
The existence of the Godhika Sutta shows that this tradition was important
enough to be commemorated in textual form: there was a place for it in
the early Sangha, albeit as a minority grouping. The emergent mainstream,
symbolised by Brahma, is better represented by the Channa and Vakkali Suttas,
which were ad hoc responses to the Godhika Sutta. The account of Assaji’s final
illness also looks like an attempts to put Godhika’s unorthodox meditative
tradition in its place. All three texts fit more easily into the emerging
Buddhist system, with their doctrinal focus on the not-self teaching and, in
the case of Channa and Vakkali, the acceptance of final Nirvana only when
death is imminent.

7 MuU 111.2.8: yathd nadyah syandamanah samudre, astam gacchanti namariipe vihdya | tathd
vidvan namaripad vimuktah parat param purusam upaiti divyam || (ed. Olivelle 1998: 452).
Vinl5, MN1168.
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ABBREVIATIONS
All Pali citations refer to Pali Text Society editions, and are either using the
numbering system of the Pali Canon for the individual Suttas in the main text,

or given by volume and page number in the footnotes, using the abbreviations
of the Critical Pali Dictionary. All translations from Pali and Sanskrit are my own.

EA = Ekottara-agama
SA = Samyukta-agama
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