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I. Stages in the development of the commentaries TEERAIEER
1. Commentaries in the suttas themselves: £8P A&

(1) The Buddha comments on his own terminology. 1#fEsE A% H Y5

Examples: SN 12.2, Vibhanga Sutta on dependent origination, explains the meaning of
the terms used in the formula. SN 45.8 gives definitions of the eight factors of the noble
eightfold path.
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(2) Others comment on statements by the Buddha. E. 1t A 5T #2 FE RV B

Examples: MN 18, MN 138 © Mahakaccana comments on a brief statement by the

Buddha. MN 133Mahakaccana comments on a poem spoken by the Buddha; MN 141,
Sariputta explains the four noble truths.
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2. The emergence of commentarial-style works included in the Pali Canon: the Niddesas,

commenting on two chapters in the Suttanipata. Example from Mahaniddesa, commenting on

the first line of the Atthakavagga: “For one who desires sensual pleasures.” Mahaniddesa
quotes the line, and then explains: “There are two kinds of sensual pleasures: sensual
pleasures as objects, and sensual pleasures as defilements. What are SPs as objects?



Agreeable forms, sounds, odors, tastes, touches, and desirable possessions, etc. What are SPs
as defilements? Sensual desire, sensual lust, sensual thoughts, sensual craving, sensual
delight, etc.” Another type of early commentary would be chapters in the Vibhanga of the
Abhidhamma Pitaka, which give detailed analysis of terms used in the suttas.
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3. The Atthakatha: ancient Indian atthakatha, Sinhala atthakatha, the Pali atthakatha.

Here we will be concerned with the Pali atthakatha to the Sutta Pitaka and the
Visuddhimagga. The Vism is not itself an atthakatha, but it is the foundation for the Pali
atthakatha. Buddhaghosa claims that he composed the Pali atthakatha on the basis of the old
Indian atthakatha, which had been translated into the old Sinhala language and preserve in
Sri Lanka. Buddhaghosa took the essence of those commentaries and translated them into the
language we call Pali. The Vism is his own composition, of course, but it is based on the old
commentaries and serves as the foundation for the Pali commentaries.
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I1. The four origins of a sutta: Why the Buddha spoke a particular sutta
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The commentaries classify suttas into four types based on their origin:
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1. His own inclination (attajjhasaya). Those discourses the Buddha gives on his own initiative,
without being asked by others. Example: the Sabbasava Sutta. the Simile of the Cloth, the

Satipatthana Sutta, etc. Many suttas on dependent origination, the five aggregates, the noble
eightfold path, etc.



(10 ) BCHRE - HleB17 - ABBSRMmaE - (—tTRAL)
(M) ~ (RMEL) F - RIBZE - Al - )\ BERL [ET
Iig] -

2. Because of the inclinations of others (parajjhasaya). When the Buddha sees that a disciple
needs a particular teaching, then he gives a discourse to help that disciple. For example, the
First Sermon (Dhammacakka Sutta) was given out of concern for the five ascetics; the
discourse to Rahula was given to help Rahula attain arahantship. Many suttas where a monk
comes and asks the Buddha for a teaching, without asking a question.

MANEE - EERE—EZFFERRRENEE - REBENS
T TR - W (EARAE) SERB AT OMAIERR ; (H
WAENRZEAL) =& L B EMRERNEER - RIEALLEBRBE - =2
' -

(3) A discourse given in response to a question (pucchavasika): When people come to the
Buddha and ask a question, the Buddha responds with a discourse. There are countless suttas
of this type. A good example is the Samanfiaphala Sutta: King Ajatasattu comes to the
Buddha and asks, “What are the benefits of the monastic life?”” and the Buddha explains the
entire process of monastic training, up to the jhanas, higher knowledges, and liberation.
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(4) Discourse given because of a particular incident (atth ‘uppatti). Sometimes the particular
incident can be seen in the sutta itself. For example, the Brahmajala Sutta (DN no. 1) was
given because the Buddha and the Sangha were being praised by some and criticized by
others. The Discourse on the Simile of the Saw (MN 21) was given because a monk named
Phagguna became angry when the other monks criticized him. The Discourse on the Snake
Simile (MN 22) was given because a monk named Arittha was telling the monks that there is
no harm for a monk to indulge in sensual pleasures. The Mahanidana Sutta was given
because Ananda came to the Buddha and said dependent origination is easy to understand.
But often the story behind the sutta does not appear in the sutta itself. In these cases, the
commentary provides the background the story, the reason for the sutta. A good example: the

Milapariyaya Sutta (MN no. 1). Other examples: the Dhammadayaka Sutta (MN no. 3) and
the Puttamamsa Sutta, “The Simile of Son’s Flesh” (SN 12.63).
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There are texts in verse for which the commentary relates a full story behind each verse.

Each verse of the Dhammapada is said to have been spoken because of a particular incident.
The commentary relates the story behind the verse. So too for the verses in the Rhinoceros
Horn Sutta of the Suttanipata: each verse has a corresponding story about a paccekabuddha.
The commentaries also give us biographies of the great disciples of the Buddha—yparticularly
the Anguttara Nikaya Commentary. These biographies usually go back to their past lives,
showing the occasion when they first made the resolve to become a great disciple of the
Buddha. Thus the commentaries include an abundant literature of stories about the Buddha
and his disciples.
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I11. The explanation of words (padavannana) 52z A B2 4T

1. One of the functions of the commentary is to explain every word occurring in the sutta,
sometimes even ordinary words, but special attention is given to words with doctrinal importance.

AREN—EEEERRELPLENE B  EREEEEENE - B%
R IR B EZEHZEM -

2. An example: The meaning of the word “Tathagata,” a designation for the Buddha. The Digha
Commentary gives eight explanations of the word. The best known are “thus come” and “thus
gone.” It explains the sense in which the Buddha is one who has “thus come” and “thus gone,”
using various doctrinal concepts to explain them. The Vism explains the nine qualities of the
Buddha: araham, samma sambuddho, etc.
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3. Another example: The Simile of the Cloth mentions sixteen upakkilesa, minor defilements.
The meaning of some of these terms is not immediately clear. The Majjhima Commentary
provides definitions of these defilements, sometimes with examples.
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4. The commentary will often take a word that occurs with different meanings in different
contexts. It will explain the different meanings and cite canonical texts where those meanings
occur.
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One example is the word dhamma. The Majjhima Commentary explains that the word
can mean the scriptures, the four noble truths, samadhi, wisdom, nature, phenomena,
merit, things that can be known, etc.
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Another example is the word brahmacariya, “the holy life.” The Suttanipata

Commentary explains that this expression can mean abstinence from sex, the path,
meditation, and the Teaching as a whole.
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7. Sometimes the commentarial explanation of a word is not correct. Example: The
commentaries explain nibbana as “the absence of the forest of craving” (vanasankhataya

tanhdya abhavena nibbananti). But it is well known that nibbana is really derived from the verb
nibbayati, “to go out”, to be extinguished, said of a fire.

BRTEH—(EENEEE A LR - TUEFEEE nibbana BES &
B 7 #H 1 (vanasankhataya tanhaya abhavena nibbananti ) - {B %P E AN
288 nibbana E1¢ &7 nibbayati 2R - HFREE - ERKMNES -



IV. Doctrinal developments in commentaries )+ 1= = P2 IE 5 E

Using as basis the four tasks regarding the Four Noble Truths L B8 5% PU B2 5 2 VUME (75 &
B

1. First noble truth, the truth of dukkha, is to be fully understood (pariiirieyyam) F—E
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Three kinds of full understanding: et = zh 31

(1) Full understanding of the known (siata-pariniiia): knowing the various phenomena in
the five aggregates by way of their specific characteristic (lakkhana).
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Example: the material-form aggregate (riapakkhandha) is divided into the four primary
elements and derived matter. Each of the four elements should be examined by way of its
characteristic, etc. So too for feeling, perception, volitions, consciousness. One should
also know the conditions (paccaya) for the five aggregates.
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(2) Full understanding through investigation (firana-parinisia). Understanding the five
aggregates, or namaripa, by way of their general characteristics, the three
characteristics of impermanence, dukkha, and non-self.
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(3) Full understanding through abandoning (pahana-pariisia). Abandoning wrong ideas
about conditioned phenomena through insight into their true nature: e.g. eliminating
the idea of permanence through perception of impermanence; eliminating the idea of

pleasure through perception of dukkha; eliminating the idea of a self through
perception of non-self. (the seven insights).
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2. The second noble truth is to be abandoned (pahatabbam) 5 E__BESHIERER

The defilements are to be “restrained” and “abandoned.” The commentaries mention five
means of restraint (samvara) and three means of abandonment (pahana).
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(1) Five means of restraint: by observing precepts; by mindfulness (restraint of the sense
faculties), by knowledge (reflection on the requisites), by patience, by energy.
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(2) Three kinds of abandonment: abandoning in a particular respect (by insight
knowledge), abandoning by suppression (through samadhi), abandoning by

eradication (by the wisdom of the path). Some commentaries add abandoning by
tranquilization (by the fruition) and abandoning by escape (= nibbana).
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3. The third noble truth (nibbana) is to be realized. FE—E5F ( R ) FEERE

4. The fourth noble truth (the path) is to be developed. 28 VB2 & fE(E &
Two kinds of development: mundane path (lokiya) and world-transcending (lokuttara) path.
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V. A new development in commentaries: the single-moment path TEEMRE B
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The commentaries apply the Abhidhamma doctrine of four paths and four fruits to
interpretation of the suttas. This leads to the idea of the world-transcending path as a single
mind-moment with four functions: the path consciousness directly experiences nibbana, the
third noble truth, as object (arammanato), but it understands the first noble truth, abandons
the second noble truth, and develops the path, the fourth noble truth by way of function
(kiccato). Simile in Visuddhimagga: Like a lamp that performs four functions: sheds light,
removes darkness, consumes the oil, burns the wick.
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V1. Principles of interpretation: fREN R A
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Using the four noble truths as a “lens” for interpreting sutta passages. FRVEEEH BN A8 2 2R i
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1. Hemavata Sutta {( EF1|7& Y 4L)

171. “There are in the world RS T 4k

five strands of sensual pleasure

with mind as sixth: IR ER7NTE

having eliminated desire for these, P |2 A

one is thereby released from suffering. (19) P A B

172. “This outlet from the world R~ O

has been expounded to you just as it is.

This is what | declare to you: HILNER

one is thereby released from suffering.” RiNES:4H
YN Er A M

Commentary A

171. Thus, when the yakkha asked him questions, the Blessed One said: Five objects of
sensual pleasure. Here, by mentioning the “five objects of sensual pleasure,” the five internal
sense bases that take these as their objects are included (namely, the eye and so forth). With
mind as sixth: by mentioning the mind base, which is the sixth among the internal bases, the
base of mental phenomena, its objective sphere, is included. Thus, the Buddha shows the truth
of suffering by way of the twelve sense bases.
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Having eliminated desire for these: The meaning is this: “One contemplates these things with
insight. When insight reaches the path of arahantship, one has completely eliminated, removed,

desire, namely, craving, for these, for the twelve sense bases, which represents the truth of
suffering.”
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One is thereby released from suffering: “By this means one is released from the suffering of
the round.” The phrase “one is released from suffering” shows the truth of cessation, and the



word thereby indicates the method, the truth of the path. In this way, the four noble truths have
been shown here. He thereby concludes the teaching with its culmination in arahantship.
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2. Siiciloma Sutta {ETFER N L)

272. “Born from affection, arisen from RIS AR
oneself,

like the trunk-born shoots of the banyan tree, | FHOFRE 4 -
manlfolq, att_ached to sensual pleasures, AR IR e
like a maluva creeper stretched across the

woods. (3) EERFEANR

273. il"hose_: wh(_) understand their source, 75 Yy s |
they dispel it—listen, O yakkha!—
they cross this flood so hard to cross, aANETH -
uncrossed before, for no renewed existence.” EASRfaT A -

2 BEER
BEERRT
B

ABERA -

Commentary to Siiciloma Sutta (ETER Y L) FEE

272-273. Those who understand their source, they dispel it—listen, O yakkha! What does

he indicate by this? “Those who understand the source from which the many defilements arise
know: ‘They arise within oneself because of craving.” Abandoning craving with the fire of
knowledge, they dispel it, abandon it, eliminate it. Thus here, by knowledge of the person, he
indicates the full understanding of suffering; and by the dispelling of defilements such as craving,
lust, and so forth, he indicates the abandoning of its origin.
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Those who dispel it cross this flood so hard to cross, uncrossed before, for no renewed
existence. By this he indicates the development of the path and the realization of cessation. For
those who dispel the many defilements necessarily develop the path. And those who develop the
path cross this fourfold flood—the flood of sensual desire and so forth—uncrossed before: not
previously overcome in this long journey of samsara; for no renewed existence: for nibbana.
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3. Ajitamanavapuccha (from the Parayanavagga of Suttanipata) fIZEZR ( (&
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1032. “By what is the world shrouded?” N5 S EE T
What is its great peril?” (1) 1032. UaI R E
MIUEZARHR ?

1033. “The world is shrouded by ignorance,

Suffering is its great peril.” (2) [198] 1033. AR B EE
ERHEAGE -

1034. “Everywhere the streams are flowing,”

(said the Venerable Ajita). 1034 @i AR

“What is the barrier against the streams? ( EEZMZEZZH El)

Speak of the restraint of the streams:

by what are the streams closed off?”” (3) I SHEERE ?
I ZBE -

1035. “Whatever streams there are in the

world, RIS EA ?

mindfulness is the barrier against them.
| speak of this as restraint of the streams. .
They are closed off by wisdom.” (4) 1035. B FEFE -
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1036. “Wisdom and mindfulness,” = 2 i
(said the Venerable Ajita), 1036 BATRBAE




“and name-and-form, dear sir—
when asked this by me please declare:
where does this come to an end?” (5)

1037. “it is by the cessation of consciousness
that this here comes to an end.” (6)
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Commentary to Ajita Sutta of Parayanavagga (vv. 1032, etc.):
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At this point, by the statement, “Suffering is the world’s great peril,” the truth of suffering is

shown; by the phrase, “the streams,”

off by wisdom,” the truth of the path; and by the phrase, “they come to an end without

remainder,” the truth of cessation.
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the truth of the origin; by the statement, “They are closed
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