Sariputta Sutta

the experience of first jhana
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Then Ven. Ananda went to Ven. Sariputta and, on arrival, exchanged courteous greetings with him. After an exchange of friendly greetings & courtesies, he sat to one side. As he was sitting there, he said to Ven. Sariputta, "Friend Sariputta, could a monk have an attainment of concentration such that he would neither be percipient of earth with regard to earth, nor of water with regard to water, nor of fire... wind... the dimension of the infinitude of space... the dimension of the infinitude of consciousness... the dimension of nothingness... the dimension of neither perception nor non-perception... this world... nor of the next world with regard to the next world, and yet he would still be percipient?"

"Yes, friend Ananda, he could..."

"But how, friend Sariputta, could a monk have an attainment of concentration such he would neither be percipient of earth with regard to earth... nor of the next world with regard to the next world, and yet he would still be percipient?"

Commentary:

Here Ananda is asking his friend Sariputra whether he is “percipient”, aware or conscious, during his experience of a meditation in which Sariputra has no awareness of the four elements or the formless realms. Sariputra says he is “percipient”. There is a listing of some of the “formless” realm or jhanas. As dhyana students already know, these states are created by the later scholars of Buddhism and do not exist in any reality. As we see from Buddha's final teaching, he taught four dhyanas, not eight. He died upon entering the fourth dhyana. If he had just entered the formless realms to die, the would have been no Buddha parinirvana, but an entry into the formless realms. So it is my understanding that this was a game played by the scholars to show they had deeper understanding than everybody else, and wrote new suttas and additions to suttas. The game of arrogance and pride is endless, and it started even as soon as suttas were being written by monks into Pali. 

There will be great objections to this by the believers, but rational people need to look at the facts. They want to know the truth, not a belief system. The first objection to what is said here is that there was an oral tradition of memorizing and repeating the suttas in an unbroken fashion until they were written down in Pali.  What is interesting about this theory is that none of the Buddhist monk traditions, where Buddha lived and taught have any knowledge of any oral tradition. It is just a story used to support the validity of the Pali writings. And if there was this memorized oral tradition in Sri Lanka, why did it stop after the suttas were written down. When did monks stop memorizing and repeating all the Pali suttas? It is not very logical or believable to a modern western mind. 

Furthermore, we see King Asoka purging the Buddhist sangha of heretics hundreds of years before suttas were written in Pali. King Asoke killed 1,000 Buddhist monks by chopping off their heads, before he started merely removing heretical monks from the sangha. This is a clear indication that long before the Pali suttas were written down, many people were mistaken about what the suttas,  Buddhism, and meditation were all about. 

The Sutta:

"Once, friend Ananda, when I was staying right here in Savatthi in the Blind Man's Grove, I reached concentration in such a way that I was neither percipient of earth with regard to earth... nor of the next world with regard to the next world, and yet I was still percipient."

"But what, friend Sariputta, were you percipient of at that time?"

"'The cessation of becoming — Unbinding — the cessation of becoming — Unbinding': One perception arose in me, friend Ananda, as another perception ceased. Just as in a blazing woodchip fire, one flame arises as another flame ceases, even so, 'The cessation of becoming — Unbinding — the cessation of becoming — Unbinding': One perception arose in me as another one ceased. I was percipient at that time of 'The cessation of becoming — Unbinding.'"

The Commentary:

Here is the essence of the sutta's story.  We have the author of this sutta revealing everything. We are very lucky to have a detailed insight into the author's experiences. The author states that Sariputra is conscious of “The cessation of Becoming – Unbinding”. Then the author reveals that the experience of “Cessation – Unbinding” was a repetitive experience! It ocurred again and again. In his consciousness, like a woodchip fire. As one flame arises as another flame ceases. 

Students of Jhana and people who understand a little about their mind understand immediately that something is wrong. If there is cessation, why does the experience continue repeatedly? It is a simple question. Cessation means something stops, but nothing has stopped. Unbinding means that the entity is not bound by experience. And here we have an author saying that cessation is without cessation, an unbinding without unbinding, the ending of percipience with percipience. It is really too silly, but here it is in the Pali cannon. 

Students of Buddha jhana know immediately, that what the author is speaking of is not cessation or unbinding. The experience described still has a Sariputra experience. There is still an ego having a perception. 

Here is the initial problem for me. This is supposed to be wisdom, insight. But Sariputra is unaware that his attention is constantly in motion, moving from his heart to his head repeatedly. He is unaware that his Self feeling still exists. It is him having a thought in his head. A mental experience. 

When a person moves toward the first dhyana, he knows this experience, but he hopefully is not so foolish as to say he has found Cessation and Unbinding. When you see a repeated experience over and over again, like a wood-chip fire, you know it is just your thoughts, and not cessation. But many people have some minor experience and think it is everything. 

In the Mahayana “Heart Sutra” you have an author having Sariputra making a similar mistake about third dhyana emptiness, and here you have Sariputra experiencing a first dhyana state and thinking that this is the great goal. What is amazing for me is that any dhyana student can get to this first dhyana state in only a few minutes, and see the nonsense of what is supposedly Sariputra's attainment.  So it is not a great stretch of intelligence to see this sutta was written by a person with a minor experience, and is barely related to anything Buddha would have taught. 

When a dhyana student starts experiencing the first dhyana rapture and bliss throughout the body begin. Sariputra seems to be oblivious of this in this sutta, which leads to further questions about the author. When entering the first dhyana, you can begin to gain wisdom about the nature of mind. One of the first insights is that thoughts are a three dimensional space created by the brain repeatedly created and disappear. You observe the empty space of thought and the ME-feeling within it. That space is not followed or attached to. You know you are having this experience, because the attention moved to the self-feeling in the heart and quickly returned to the creation of the space in and around your head. The author is ignorant of this movement and knowledge, but knows he is having the experience, but doesn't know how this knowledge  happens. 

The author is having a minor first dhyana experience, and makes a bold jump by calling it “Cessation”, but where is the Cessation? He admits   the experience is repeating over and over again. What ceased? He is just experiencing repetitive empty spaces of his thoughts, with the self-feeling, self-knowing, intact. It is just something anyone sees in first dhyana.

This all leads me to the question of why so much of Buddhism knows only the first dhyana corona around the head. This lack of knowledge may be occurring because of suttas like this describe minor first dhyana experiences.  Moreover, this may be the cause of the decline of Buddhism in the world. Most Hindhu teachings describe experiences far beyond this minor experience. Most western people are fairly well educated, and can read and understand English well. This may have been great writing 2,000 years ago in primitive areas, but in these modern times with so much information and knowledge available, this sutta is not going to inspire confidence. 
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