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The Discourse on the Brahma Baka

[A High God has wrong view]

(Sarmyutta Nikaya 6.4/1:142-144)
Trandated by Piya Tan ©2004

Introduction
1 The Brahma Baka

The name Baka means “crane” or “heron” in Epic Sanskrit and Pali. In Indian tradition, the craneis
regarded as a bird of cunning and deceit. Since thisisthe Brahma’s name, he probably reflects some of
his namesake’ s quality as evident in the Brahma Nimantanika Sutta (M 49).! His past lives, however,
were quite illustrious.

The Baka Brahma Jataka (J 405) contains the same stanzas as those in the Brahma Baka Sutta [6-
10], mentioning a number of Baka s past good deeds that brought him to be reborn as a Brahma:

(1) Once, on seeing acaravan in distressin a desert, he used his supernatural powersto redirect a

river into the dry desert which saved the travellers. [9 = v575]

(2) On another occasion, while he was staying on the bank of the river Eni, near a frontier village, he
found the village being attacked by dacoits (bandits), whom he drove away by causing them to
seethe royal authorities approaching with him at the head [9 = v576].

(3) Anincensed naga once attacked some merry-makers in boats, but Baka assumed the form of a
garuda’® and frightened the naga away. [9 = v577].

(4) The fourth incident mentioned above is related with more details in the K esava Jataka (J 346),
which says that Baka was born into a kshatriya (noble) family, but he renounced the world as an
ascetic named K esava. The Bodhisattva, then known as Kappa, was Kesava' s pupil. [9 = v578]

The Commentaries—including Baka Brahma Jataka (J 405)—relate how Kesava, practising medi-
tation, devel oped the fourth dhyana and was reborn in the Veha-p,phala Brahma world. At the end of his
life-span there, he fell (cavati) into the third-dhyana Subhakinna world. Passing away from there, he was
reborn in the second-dhyana Abhassara Brahma world (where the lifespan is eight aeons), and, later,
falling into the first dhyana, he was reborn in the same world, but with alife-span of only a single aeon.
Baka, while living in Abhassara, forgot that he had fallen from higher Brahma planes and had been reborn
there and that he had |apsed into wrong view.*

The Majjhima Commentary and its Porana Tika say that the Brahma Baka holds an eternalist view
with regard to both his own personal individuality (sakkaya) and the world over which he lords.” His
claim that there is “no escape beyond” [4] isaregection of the higher dhyana planes, the paths and fruits,
and nirvana, none of which he even knows exists!

1 SeeSD 11.7.

2 In Buddhist mythology, the naga is a spirit of the earth or water, when in physical form appears as a giant
serpent, usualy a cobra (and in Chinese mythol ogy, evolved into the dragon, a spirit of the sky). The garuda, also
called supanna or suvanna, isaspirit of the air and sky (similar to the harpies of Greek mythology). During the 6™
week of the Great Awakening, it is said that the serpent-king (naga,raja) Mucalinda emerged from his subterranean
abode and coiled around the meditating Buddha' s body seven times, spread his hood over him to shelter him from a
violent storm that had arisen (V 1:2). The garudaisthe naga' s mortal enemy and the naga’ s greatest joy if to be free
from attacks from the garuda (J 4:463). See

% See next section.

* J405/3:359-363; MA 2:409; SA 1:208 f.

> MA 2:409; MAT:Be 2:311.
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2 Kesava Jataka

The K esava Jataka (J 346)° says that Baka was born into a kshatriya (noble) family, but he re-
nounced the world as an ascetic named Kesava, who lived in Himava (Himalayas) with five hundred
pupils. The Bodhisattva, having been born as Kappa, a brahmin of Kasi, joined him and became his senior
pupil. When the ascetics went to Benares for salt and vinegar, the king lodged them in his park and fed
them. When they returned to Himava, the king persuaded K esava to stay behind. Soon, Kesavafell ill out
of loneliness, and the five royal physicians could not heal him. At his own request, he was taken to the
Himava by the king’s minister, Narada. On once again seeing his familiar haunts and his pupil Kappa, he
immediately recovered, though his medicine was but a broth of wild rice.

The king of the Jataka isidentified as Ananda, Naradais Sariputta, and K esava, Baka Brahma.

The story was related to Pasenadi. Having discovered that Anathapindika daily fed five hundred
monks in his house, the king gave orders that the same should be done in his palace. One day, he dis-
covered that the monks would take the food from the palace, but would, after receiving their aimsfood, eat
it at another place where they are loved. When the king reported this to the Buddha, the Buddha pointed
out to him that the best food was that which was given with love: love was the best flavouring for food (J
3:142-145, 3:362).

According to the Dhammapada Commentary, the king personally looked after the monks for seven
days, after which he forgot about them and they were uncared for. So they stopped going to the palace
(DhA 1:342 ff). The story of the past as given in the Dhammapada Commentary differs considerably from
the Jataka account. In the Dhammapada Commentary, K esava is described as a king who had left the
world and become an ascetic. The ascetics |eft the royal park, disliking the noise there, but they left
Kappawith Kesava. Soon after, Kappa went away, and it was then that Kesava fell ill.

Kesavaisidentified with the Bodhisattva, Kappa with Ananda, the king of Benares with Moggallana,
and Narada with Sariputta.

It was this reluctance of the Sakya monks to accept Pasenadi’ s hospitality which led him to seek an
aliance through marrying a Sakya maiden; but the Sakyas gave him Vasabha K hattiya, Mahanama's
daughter by an outcaste.”

3 Brahma Nimantanika Sutta

This suttarelates the Buddha' s visit to Baka in the Brahma world and their ensuing conversation.
Both the sutta openings [1] are identical, except that the former is set at Ukkattha. The incidents of Baka's
previous life are briefly referred to. The prose section of the sutta[1-5] isidentical to the Brahma
Nimantanika Sutta (M 49),% which however contains more dramatic details.

It isinteresting to see that the Majjhima Reciters (majjhima bhanaka) set the Brahma Baka story (the
Brahma Nimantanika Sutta, M 49) at Ukkattha,® while the Sarmyutta Reciters (majjhima bhanaka) give
the setting of the Baka Brahma Sutta as Jetavana, near Savatthi. While the Samyutta account is brief and
related in the third person, the Majjhima suttais put in the mouth of the Buddha himself as a more engag-
ing first-person narration. The Brahma Baka Suttais most probably the core around which the Brahma
Nimantanika Sutta was built, or more likely, both accounts were based on a shorter urtext.

4 How wrong view arose in the Brahma Baka

Both the Brahma Nimantanika Sutta (M49), its Commentary (MA 2:409) and the Sarmyutta
Commentary to the Baka Brahma Sutta (SA 1:208-212) give an interesting account of how the Brahma
Bakafallsinto wrong view. While the Sutta briefly recounts it, the Commentaries give a more detailed
account. In an earlier human birth, Baka had devel oped the dhyanas and was reborn in the Veha-p,phala

® J346/3:141-145.

" See SD 10.8 Introd (7).

8SeeSD 11.7.

® See Brahma Nimantanika S (M 49) = SD 11.7 Introd (2).
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(Abundant Fruit) Brahma world, a fourth-dhyana plane with alife-span of 500 aeons (world-cycles).
After that, he was reborn in the Subhakinna or Subhakinha (Resplendent Glory) Brahma world, athird-
dhyana plane with alife-span of 64 aeons.

When he fell from there, he was reborn in the Abhassara (Streaming Radiance) Brahma plane, a
second-dhyana with alife-span of 8 aeons. Thereafter, he was reborn in the lowest of the first-dhyana
Brahma planes with alife-span of only one aeon. At first, he knew his own past karma and planes of
rebirth, but as time passed, he forgot both and Iapsed into an eternalist view (M 49.10/1:329). It is during
this time, that the Buddha visits the Brahma Baka and corrects his wrong view.

5 Apara,ditthi Sutta

There isanother Brahma Sutta mentioned in the Thera,gatha Commentary and quoted therein full
(ThaA 3:175f). It is said that once when the Buddhaiis staying at Jetavana, a certain Brahma conceives
the view that no monk or recluse could come to hisworld. The Buddha, aware of this, goesto that
Brahma world and stands mid-air enveloped in flames. He is followed by Moggallana, Maha Kassapa,
Maha Kappina and Anuruddha, each standing at one of the cardina points. east, south, west and north
respectively. Moggallana then asks Brahma if he still holds the same view, to which he repliesthat he no
longer thinks that heis eternal. This particular episode very likely identifies the Brahma of this story as
the Brahma Baka.

When the Buddha and the arhats have left, Brahma sends one of his retinue to Moggallanato find out
if there are other disciples of the Buddha as mighty as he. Moggallana s answer is that there are many
such saints. The suttais actually the Apara,ditthi Sutta (S 6.5/1:144-146), which follows immediately
after the Brahma Baka Sutta.
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The Discourse to the Brahma Baka
(S 6.4/1:142-144)

1 [142] Thus have | heard.”
At onetime the Blessed One was staying in Anatha,pindika’ s Park in Jeta,vana[Prince Jeta' s Grove],
near Savatthi.

The Brahma Baka swrong view

2 Now at thetime, this evil wrong view had arisen in the Brahma Baka, thus:

“This[Brahma realm]** is permanent; thisis everlasting; this is eternal; this is everything [complete
in itself]; thisis not subject to passing away, nor isthis born, nor doesit decay, nor die, nor pass away
(from the heavens), nor reappear; and there is also no escape beyond this.” 2

3 TheBlessed One, having known with his mind the thought in the Brahma Baka s mind, just as a
strong man would stretch his bent arm or would bend his stretched arm, vanished from Jeta,vana, and
reappeared in the Brahmaworld.

4 The Brahma Baka saw the Blessed One coming in the distance. Seeing the Blessed One, he said
this (to him):

“Come, good sir! Welcome, good sir! It has been along time since the good sir has gone out of his
way [taken the trouble] to come here.™®

THE BRAHMA’SETERNALIST VIEW. Now, good sir, this [Brahma world] is permanent; thisis ever-
lasting; thisis eternal; thisis everything [completein itself]; thisis not subject to passing away, nor isthis
born, nor doesit decay, nor die, nor pass away (from the heavens), nor reappear; and thereis also no
escape beyond this.”

5 When thiswas said, the Blessed One said this to the Brahma Baka:

“Alas! The worthy Brahma Baka has fallen into ignorance™ in that he says

of the impermanent that it is permanent;

of the non-everlasting that it is everlasting;

of the non-eternal that it is eternal; [142]

of the incomplete that it is everything;

of what is subject to passing away as being not subject to passing away;

of where oneis born and decays and dies and passes away (from the heavens) and reappears, that this
iswhere oneis not subject to passing away, nor is born, nor decays, nor dies, nor passes away (from the
heavens), nor reappears,

and when thereis an escape beyond this, he say that there is no escape beyond this.”

19 This sutta opening is the same as that of Brahma Nimantanika S (M 49), except that the latter is set at
Ukkattha. See Introd (3) above.

M MA 2:405: “This’ refers to Brahma-1,thana.

12\ dari niccari idari dhuvarn idavi sassatavi idavi keval ar idarn acavana,dhammavi, idam hi na jayati na jivati
ba miyati na cavati na upapajjati, ito ca pan’afifiam uttarim nissarapam n’atthi ti. Comy gives an account of why
he holds this wrong view: see Introd (4) above.

13 “Come, good sir!...to come here” ehi kho marisa, sagatam marisa,cirassani kho marisa imavi pariyayarn
akasi yadidan idh’ agamanaya, which is cold formality. In Udumbarika Stha,nada S (D 25), the wanderer
Nigrodha says, etu kho bhante Bhagava sagatar: bhante Bhagavato.. .,  Please come, venerable Blessed Onel
Welcome to the Blessed One!” using the 3" imp sg etu (“Let ...come!”) as a polite formality (D 25.7a/ 3:39): so too
in Potthapada S (D 9.5/1:179). Thisis stock: D 1:90, 179, 2:270, 3:2, 39; M 1:252, 326, 481, 2:2, 30, 3:7; S 1:142;
U 13.

14 «“Falleninto ignorance,” avijjagato, alt tr “steeped in ignorance” (M:H 1:389).
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Jataka stanzas®
[The Brahma Baka]
6 Because of seventy-two meritorious deeds, Gotama,™®
Now we are lords of power, gone beyond birth and decay.
This, knowledge-master, is our final Brahma birth.*’
Many are the people who long for us.*® 572

[The Buddha]
7 Shortisthelife-span here, not long at al,
That you, Baka, think islong—
| know it, O Brahma, to be but
A hundred thousand nirabbudas.* 573

[The Brahma Baka]

8 “l amtheoneof infinite vison,” (so you say), Blessed One,
“Who has overcome birth and decay and sorrow.”
What was my ancient devotion to virtue and vow?*°
Tell methis so that | might understand. 574

[The Buddha:]
9 You gave drink to many people
Who were thirsty, oppressed by the heat™—
That was your ancient devotion to virtue and vow,
That | recollect asif just awakening.? 575

% The ensuing stanzas are all found in K esava J (J 405/3:359-363).

16 Dva,sattati Gotama puriiia,kamma. Bhikkhu Bodhi in tr this pada (line) follows the SA (paraphrased):
“Master Gotama, we seventy-two men of meritorious karma [SAPt: ie, doers of meritorious deeds] have been reborn
here through that meritorious karma (bho Gotama mayari dva,sattati jana puiiia,kamma [SAPYt: puriiia karino] tena
puiiia,kammena idha nibbatta).” | have kept to the Pali text which clearly makes good sense on its won.

" Bhikkhu Bodhi reads brahma,patti in pada c following Ee2 (PTS ed 1998) rather than brahm' uppatti or
brahm upapatti asin the other eds: “This, knowledge-master, is our fina attainment of Brahma.” | have kept to the
Pali text.

18 Asmabhi jappanti jana aneka ti. Comy however has the reading abhijappanti with patthenti pihenti, “yearn
for, desirefor” (SA 1:209). Baka Brahma J (J 405) has 3 verbs. “Many people, with their hands joined in rever-
ence, yearn for us, desire us (namassanti patthenti pihayanti), saying “Heisthe Lord Brahma, Maha Brahma, and so
forth. They wish, ‘Oh, that we too might become thus!’” (J405/3:359). It should he noted that being reborn as a
Brahma is a Buddhist teaching. The ancient brahminical belief was that the faithful are only reborn in “companion-
ship” (sahavyata) with Brahma, ie, in his heaven: seeeg Dhanaijani S(M 97.31/2:195 = SD 4.9; seeaso D 1:118,
2:206; M 3:199; S4:306; A 3:192). As such, here, “Many are the people who long for us” refers to those faithful
who desire for rebirth in Brahma’s presence (as a God-believer today would desire to be reborn in God' s presence).

19 Nirabbuda. SA explains the time measurements as follows: 1 koti = 10 million years (10" years); akori of kori
= pakori (10" years); akori of pakori = koti,pakori (107 years); akori of kori,pakori = nahuta (10%° years); akori of
nahuta = ninnahuta (10* years); akori of ninnahuta = abbuda (10" years); 20 abbuda = 1 nirabbuda (10*° years).
SA saysthat here the duraction refers to the remainder of Baka's life-span (SA 1:209; J 3:360). [I thank Melvyn Sim
Soon Suan, National University of Singapore mathematician, for his assistance here, and who remarks that these
numbers are astronomically too huge to be of any “mathematical use.”]

2 Comy glosses vata,sila, vattan ti vuccati silam eva, “1tismoral virtueitself that is called ‘ devotion to virtue
and vow’” (SA 1:209f). SAPt: “Itis avow (vata,bhitar) becauseit is formally undertaken, and a practice of
virtuous conduct, but the two terms actually refer to one thing. Thus the commentator says, ‘It is virtue itself.’”
(SAPt:Be 1:243)

2 Comy says that, using his psychic powers, he diverted a river in to the desert, and so saved the thirsty travel-
lers. (SA 1:211)
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When people were seized at Eni, kula [Antelope Bank],

Y ou released these captives who were being led away>—

That was your ancient devotion to virtue and vow,

That | recollect asif just awakening. 576

When a ship was seized on the Ganges currents,

By afierce naga, craving for human flesh,

By your power you subdued it, freeing the ship®—

That was your ancient devotion to virtue and vow,

That | recollect asif just awakening. [144] 577

And | was your apprentice,”® K appa.

Whom you thought to be wise”®—

That was your ancient devotion to virtue and vow,

That | recollect asiif just awakening.?’ 578

[The Brahma Baka]
10 Surely you know this life-span of mine:
The others, too, you know—thus you are the Buddha!
Thus this blazing majesty of yours
Shines and remainsin the Brahma world! 579

—evam—

v1.23a
050311; rev 060221

2 Comy gives detailed accounts behind each of the incidents referred to in vv 575-577. See also DPPN 2:259 f.
Bodhi notes. “Mal alasekera errs, however, in stating that al the incidents occurred during the incarnation as K esava.
It seems[SA] ascribesv 578 aloneto thelife as Kesava.” (S:B 436 n390).

2 Comy: When afrontier village near Eni kula was attacked by dacoits, he projected a vision of royal authoriti-
es approaching headed by himself to rescue the village. (SA 1:211)

% Comy: An incensed naga attacked some merry-makersin boats, but he assumed the form of a garuda and
frightened the naga away. (SA 1:211)

% « ppprentice,” baddha,cara, which Comy glosses as antevasika (SA 1:212). See S:B 412 n268.

% Sambuddhivantasi va ti nam amadiiin (PTS). Bodhi reads the verb here as amaiiiii—or amaiiiia (Ee 1998)—
as against amavisiin, “| thought” (Ce PTS): “Though [SA] takes the line to mean that K appa thought thus of his
teacher, | follow the Jataka, in which the teacher K esava esteems his pupil Kappa as intelligent and devout while
Kesava himself appears almost maudlin.” (S:B 436 n391). | follow Bodhi here.

" This stanza (and only this) refersto K esava J (J 346; cf DhA 1:342-344). See also DPPN 2:259 f. Bodhi
notes: “Malalasekera errs, however, in stating that all the incidents occurred during the incarnation as Kesava. It
seems [SA] ascribes v 578 doneto the life as Kesava.” (S:B 436 n390).
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