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There’s a passage where a monk is trying to explain the Buddha’s position on the status of an
arahant after death. We all know that the Buddha refused to say whether the arahant existed or
didn’t existed or both or neither, but this monk had said, “There’s another alternative for
dcscribing the arahant.” He didn’t say what the alternative was. He mentioned this to some
sectarians, and they said, “Well, that's not what we've heard from other Buddhist monks. You'd
better go check that with the Buddha.”

So he does. The Buddha givesa iong Cxpianation asto why he took no position at all—
whether you could say that the fuily awakened person existed, didnt exist, both, neither after
death, and there was no other possibility of dcscribing the arahant. He didn't describe that
person at all. He ﬁnaliy cxpiaincd Why until the monk understood.

Then the Buddha concluded by saying, “It’s only stress that I teach and the Cnding of stress.”
Orif you translate dukkha as “suftering’: “It’s only suffering that I teach and the ending of
suchring.” Some pcoplc take that to say, “Well, in that case, all the tcachings we have about
devas and nagas and other levels of being are probably not part of the Buddha's teaching
because thcy have nothing to do with stress and the Cnding of stress.”

Then, in response, there are other people who say, “Maybe the Buddha meant something
clse. Maybc he didn’t say ‘oniy.”’ Butit's there in the text: “072[)/ stress and the Cnding of stress.”
The point s that the Buddha'’s teachings on the cosmos are not totally irrelevant to the ending
of stress. After all, he wants to describe what stress is, and part of stress is birth. And what kind
of births are there? There're lots of different kinds of birth. Wherever there’s birth, there’s
going to be aging, illness, dcath—cxccpt for some of the deva realms where there’s no illness,
no aging, But even so, wherever there’s birth, there’s death, and it’s good to know that. There
were Brahmas who felt that thcy were going to live thrnaiiy because thcy’d been borninto a
world that didn’t seem to change at all. But the fact that they were born there meant that
somcday thcy were going to leave.

All this comes under the truth of stress: all the levels of the cosmos. And it’s good to kccp
that in mind. A lot of us aren’t going to experience those levels in our meditation, but some
peopic willand it’s casy to get Waylaici, casy to get mislead by what you see there. You think
you’vc attained the goal when it’s simpiy alevel of concentration or one of the sensual levels of
pleasure.

So all these tcachings come under stress and thcy all pcrform atunction. It’s good to notice
also, when the Buddha talks about cosmology, that he doesn't talk about it in a lot of detail. It’s
a sketch, justa sketch, just cnough to gain a sense that these are among the possiblc rebirths;
these are the things we're trying to grow out of, trying to go beyond. There were notalot of



other issues like that, in terms of Cosmology, that the Buddha taught. He taught just what was
relevant to the issue of putting an end to stress, and he taught those details only from that
angle. He didn’t go into them beyond that.

So, in looking at his teachings, remember, they're all relevant. He once stated that the only
things that he would say would be true and beneficial and timcly. When he laid out the
different permutations of those three tests, the idea that somcthing could be beneficial but
untrue wasn't even considered asa possibility. There’s no room for useful fictions in his
teachings.

Now, for us, we don't know. As long as we're practicing and haven’t encountered any of
these things, we just file them away for future reference. Focus on what you’rc cloing right now,
but file them away with a sense of appreciation that there is someone who actually went to all
the trouble to discover all this and then to teach it.

There’s that other story in the Canon, where the Buddha, after his awal(cning, was thinking
about tcaching and saw how difficult it was going to be. Think about it: He was going to set out
aDhammaand a Vinaya. And the Vinaya, especially, was going to be difhcult, because it
entailed fighting with people’s defilements. Of course, setting out the Dhamma is fighting with
defilements, too. Pcople took umbrage atwhat he had to say. Thcy gotupsct hy what he had to
say and thcy would come and thcy would argue. In some cases, he saw that thcy were sincere in
their arguments so he would engage in debate with those people.

But there were others who were justout there to cause trouble. There was one guy who
went around with the thought, “I'd like to go out and stir up some trouble. I'll find some
contcmplativc and whatever he has to say, Il argue with it.” There’s alot of that kind of
thinking in the world even today—or maybc I shouldn’t say “even.” So the guy came to the
Buddha, and the Buddha put him in his place.

Think about it: Here’s the Buddha who went to all that trouble to gain awakcning and he
could have not taught atall. Afeerall, once you gain full awakcning like that, you have no debts
to anybody. We sometimes think about the kindness of our parents, the kindness of our
teachers, and part of the mind will say, “Well, thcy had to be kind to us.” If our parents had
aborted us or thrown us away, thcy would have broken the law. So in some cases, thcy tele
compcllcd to look after us. But with the Buddha, there was no compulsion atall. There was no
debratall that he had to repay. That's what the whole point of that story is: He thought of not
teaching after thinking about all the difhculties.

One of the Brahmas got upset, “Oh my gosh, here he has gone to all this trouble to gain
awakcning and now he’s not going to teach!” So he came down and invited him. He said,
“There are those with little dust in their cyes. Thcy will understand the Dhamma.” So the
Buddha contemplated that and said, Yes, there would be.

So out of his totally pure compassion, he gave us the tcaching. He spent 45 years setting up
the Dhamma, setting up the Vinaya, setting up the monastic Sangha, teaching people to



become members of the noble Sangha, so that the Dhamma would last long enough. Here it
is, 2,600 years later, and it’s still with us. So, when you take on his tcachings as working
hypothcsis, we should also taking them on with a sense of appreciation for all that trouble he
went through to bring us these teachings, to find these things out.

So the proper response is gratitude. In fact, this is a proper response for alot of things in the
world, but cspcciaily for the Dhamma. There’s such a iargc sense of entitlement in our world
right now. Pcoplc feel thcy’rc owed this, thcy’rc owed that. And whatever good things come
their way, they just take it for grantcd, without rc‘:alizing all the difhiculties that pcopic have
gone through in order to create a society that works somewhat. It may not be pcrfect, but
think of what society would be like if everyone just decided, “Okay, I've had Cnough of this.”
We wouldn’t be able to live.

So,it'sagood reflect every day: We're dependent on the goodness of alot of people. And
there’s the fact that someone went to all the trouble of going bcyond just making sure that we
could live togcther, but we could live in such a way that we could find meaning in lite. Afterall,
we engage in so much needless suffcring and we cause so much needless suffcring. We ﬁght
one another over that, creating even more suftering. So, here’s the Buddha coming to see how
tofinda way out. He's found the way out and he shows us the way out. Alotof pcoplc don’t
appreciate that.

Remember the case of Ajahn Maha Boowa in Thailand: He went to so much trouble to
defend the Forest Tradition, to defend the Dhamma, from people who were trying to put an
end to it, and there was actualiy someone who tried to kill him one time. You can imagine how
he fele. He didn’t owe anything to anybody. [t was out of the pure goodncss of his heart that he
taught, and yet there were pcoplc who took offense.

Of course, there were pcopic who tried to kill the Buddha, too, and he had nothing but
compassion for them: the hired—you can't call them hired guns, because they didn't have guns
in those days—hut the hired bow and arrows. One guy was hired to kill the Buddha, and then
two people were hired to kill the first one, and then four were hired to kill the two, and cight
were hired to kill the four, and sixteen were hired to kill the cight.

The first one came to see the Buddha and he just couldn’t do it. The Buddha taught him and
actuaily led him to become a stream-enterer. The same with the two and the four and the Cight
and the sixteen. He had that much compassion.

So,it’s good to reflect on that as we practice. Withoutall the Buddha’s efforts, where would
we be? Those six years of austerities and the many years of tcaching difhicult pcopic, justso that
the Dhamma and Vinaya could be established. And here itis, it’s free. We should be

overwhelmed with gratitudc and practice accordingly.



