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5 (Atthaka) Marana,sati Sutta 1

Or, Pathama (Atthaka) Marana-s,sati Sutta

The First (Eights) Discourse on the Mindfulness of Death | A 8.73
Theme: The meditation of death should be done with every breath
Translated & annotated by Piya Tan ©2008, 2015

1 Sutta summary and highlights

1.1 SUTTA SUMMARY. The Sutta opens with the Buddha exhorting the monks to practise the mindfulness
of death,! declaring that it can lead to nirvana [§§1-4]. The monks respond individually, each saying how
dedicated he is to the practice.

The first monk declares that for “a night and a day,” and seven other monks, too, respond, each with
progressively greater dedication than the preceding [§§5-20]. It is important for us to understand the
meaning of such statements and their progression [1.2]. The idea is essentially that of reflecting on the
shortness or uncertainty of life.

The Buddha then declares that those monks who reflect on the brevity of life and possibility of dying
as being only a night and a day [§6], as only a day [§8], as only half a day [§10], as just the duration of a
single meal [§12], as just the duration of half a meal-time [§14], as just the time to chew 4-5 morsels [§16]
—that is, the first 6 monks—as not putting in enough effort for the purposes attaining arhathood [§22].

Those practitioners who reflect on the brevity of life and possibility of death as being just the time
to chew and swallow a single morsel [§18], and as just the time to breathe in and out (a single breath)
[§20] —they truly practise for the sake of attaining arhathood in this life itself [§25]. The Sutta closes
with the Buddha admonishing monastics to practise the mindfulness of death in this way [§26].

1.2 TEACHING COMMENTARY

1.2.1 Not enough diligence. We need to understand the drift of the Dharma as regards the mindfulness
of death in this Sutta. The Buddha declares that the first 6 methods are not “diligent” enough. In other
words, the practice is not sustained enough for the full benefit (awakening) that the mindfulness has to
offer.

(1) When the first monk says that he practises mindfulness of death for “a night and a day,” it is like
our saying in modern idiom: “l will be mindful of death everyday.” [§6]

(2) The monk who says that he practises mindfulness of death for “only a day” [§8], means that he
will be mindful of death during the day (that is, from dawn to dusk). By extension, we can say that “day,”
in this case, can also refer to “a whole night.” In other words, the duration is about 12 hours.

(3) “Only half a day” [§10], then, can mean either half of the day-time, or half of the night, that is,
about 6 hours. The notion of time in terms of a day should be understood relative to the context of the
teachings here. The timing here is not in absolute terms, but to help us envision a sense of impermanence
and urgency of practice.

(4) “Just the time it takes to eat a single alms-meal” [§12]. The Subcommentary notes that the
almsfood should be sufficient to sustain him for a day.? Following the context or drift of the Sutta, we
must say that (1) he would reflect on the mindfulness of death while he is taking his day’s meal, and (2)

! For details on the theories about death and the practice of the mindfulness of death, see Death and Buddhism,
SD 48.1.
2 Ekam divasam yapana-p-pahonakam pindapatam (AAT:Be 3:98).
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he would reflect that his meal would only sustain him for a day, and if he keeps on missing his meal (say,
for more than a week), he would surely die.?

(5) “Just the duration of half a meal-time” [§14], which is, clearly, much shorter than a full meal-
time. The import here is probably the meal is unfinished for any reason. The (Atthaka) Marana,sati Sut-
ta 2 (A 8.74), for example, gives this reflection: “My food might not agree with me...that would be the
death of me, or, this would be an obstacle to me!” (A 8.74,6).%

(6) “Just the time to chew 4-5 morsels” [§16], which would take only about 5-10 minutes, even at
the slow mindful rate at which a contemplative monastic would chew his food. The monk is saying that
even if he were to live for that long, or have such a short time of living consciousness left, he would
dedicate it to the mindfulness of death.

1.2.2 Watching the moment. The Buddha, however, declares that all such approaches are not diligent
enough for the purpose of attaining arhathood in this life itself [§22]. Only the last two practitioners are
keenly practising for the sake of arhathood here and now. The reason for this is important for us to
understand: it is not the quantity or length of time that we take to reflect on death, but the quality, that
is, the presence of our mind with every mouthful that we chew and swallow, and every moment that we
breathe in and out. In short, it works best when the mindfulness of death, as with any meditation
practice, when we sustain it every waking moment, as far as possible.

(7) “Just the time it takes to chew and swallow a single morsel” [§18]. Even as we chew a single
morsel of food, and swallow a single morsel of food—a moment of chewing, a moment of swallowing—
we should be mindful of death. Buddhaghosa calls this “the shortness of the moment” (khana,parittata),
which he explains as follows.

“In the ultimate sense, the life-moment of beings is extremely short, being only just the passing of a
single moment of consciousness (eka, citta-p,pavattimatta). Just as a chariot wheel, when it is rolling,
rolls on only a single point (the tangent), and when it is at rest, rests only on a single point, so, too, the
life of living beings lasts only just the passing of a single moment of consciousness.” (Vism 8.38)

This moment (khana) is not a unit of time, but simply when our attention is fixed on what is occurr-
ing right now before us (that is, the mind). This is the “non-self” of the moment, whose reality is
dependent of what has arisen just before, and is the condition for what arises after that.

(8) “Just the time it takes to breathe in and then out, to breathe out and then in” [§20]. This is, of
course, a variation of the mindfulness of breath (Gndpdna,sati), the key early Buddhist meditation, used
by the Buddha himself to bring about his full self-awakening.®> Buddhaghosa, continuing his commentary
on death and the breath, says:

“When that mind (citta; that is, a moment of consciousness) has ceased, the being is said to have
ceased. Thus it is said: ‘In a past conscious moment, he lived, neither he lives nor he will live. In the
present conscious moment, he did not live, he lives, not he will live.

Jivitam atta,bhavo ca sukha,dukkha ca kevala
eka,citta,samayutta lahuso vattate khano

ye niruddha marantassa titthamanassa va idha
sabbe pi sadisa khandha gata appatisandhiya

3 Cf Bodhi’s interpretation at A:B 1753 n1286.

4A8.74,6 @ SD 48.6.

5> See the first dhyana episode (M 26,31 f/1:246 f), during the ploughing festival (vappa,margala), when the boy
Siddhattha practises the mindfulness of the breath (MA 2:290 f; J 1:57). See Satipatthana S (M 10/1:55-63), SD
13.3; called the noble abode, perfect abode, Tathagata’s abode: Iccha,nangala S (S 54.11/5:326), SD 44.9; Ana-
pana,sati S (M 118), SD 7.13. It leads to the eightfold path (MA 1:236).
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anibbattena na jato, paccuppannena jivati
citta,bhanga mato loko, pafifiatti paramatthiya’ti (Nm 42)

Life, personhood,® and pleasure and pain—all these

join in one same conscious moment that flickers quickly by,

the ceased aggregates, whether of the dead or the living, here,

are all alike, gone, never to link back again.

Without arising (of consciousness), there is no birth; one lives only in the present.

When consciousness [the mind] ceases, the world is dead—in the ultimate sense of the concept.

”

This is the way to reflect on the shortness of the moment. (Vism 8.38)

1.3 DEATH AND THE BREATH. In this connection, the Maha Rahul’ovada Sutta (M 62) closes with the
Buddha declaring: “Rahula, when the mindfulness of in-and-out-breathing is cultivated and continuously
developed in this manner, even the last breath leaves [ends] with your knowledge, not without it.”’
When a dying person is mindful of his breath, he dies calmly with mindfulness and clear comprehension.

The Visuddhi,magga says: “Herein there are 3 kinds of final breaths on account of cessation, that is
to say, final in becoming, final in dhyana, final in death. For, among the various kinds of existence, in-
breaths and out-breaths occur only in the sense-sphere existence, not in the form-existence nor the
formless existence. That is why there are final ones in existence. They occur in the first three dhyanas
but not in the fourth. That is why there are final ones in the dhyanas. Those that arise along with the
sixteenth consciousness-moment preceeding the death-consciousness cease together with the death-
consciousness. They are called ‘final in death.” “Final” here refers to these last moments (Vism
8.241/2911).2

2 Related suttas

2.1 The (Atthaka) Marana,sati Sutta 1 (A 8.73), which lists 8 ways of cultivating the mindfulness of
death, is an expanded version of the (Chakka) Marana,sati Sutta 1 (A 6.19), which gives the key list of 6
ways of cultivating it. In both Suttas, all except the last two methods, are declared by the Buddha to be
not as effective as the last two methods [§§21-22].

The closing sections (§§17-22) of the (Chakka) Marana,sati Sutta 1 (A 6.19), the shorter of the two
Suttas, are quoted in the Visuddhi,magga in its chapter on the mindfulness of death (Vism 8.36 f/237 f).°
They illustrate the practice of the mindfulness of death by way of the brevity of the human condition,
which is the seventh of the 8 methods it prescribes.*®

2.2 The (Atthaka) Marana,sati Sutta 2 (A 8.74) immediately follows its first namesake, and is an
expanded version of the (Chakka) Marana,sati Sutta 2 (A 6.20). The former, which is an extended
version of the latter, lists 8 ways in which a meditator (or any of us) could die. Hence, we should not

6 “Personhood,” atta,bhava, a late term for “personal existence.”

7 Ye pi te carimaka ass@sa te pi viditva nirujjhanti no aviditd ti (M 62,30/1:426 f) n, SD 3.11.

8 On the 17 thought-moments, see Abdhs 4.6, rev tr Bodhi 2" ed 1999:153 ff. For a brief explanation, see G P
Sumanapala, An Introduction to Theravada Abhidhamma, Singapore, 1998:137 (ch 8). For a comparative study of
the closing, see Intro (5)

9A6.19 (SD 48.11).

10 The 8 methods for practising mindfulness of death are (1) it is like the appearance of a murderer, (2) it is like
the ruin of success, (3) by comparing oneself to others, (4) the sharing of the body with many, (5) the frailty of life,
(6) being signless, (7), the brevity of life; and (8) the shortness of the moment. (Vism 8,36 f/237 f), SD 48.11.
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waste any effort or time in practising the mindfulness of death for the attaining of liberation. The latter
gives only the 6 key conditions for death, omitting the last two conditions, that is,

(7) death arising from an attack by humans, and

(8) death arising from an attack by non-humans.

(Atthaka) Marana,sati Sutta 1
The First (Eights) Discourse
on the Mindfulness of Death

A8.73

The Buddha exhorts the monks

1 Atonetime, the Blessed One was staying in the brick house®* at Nadika [Natika].'?

2 There, the Blessed One addressed the monks, [317] “Bhikshus!”

“Bhante!” the monks replied to the Blessed One in assent.

3 “Bhikshus, the mindfulness of death, when cultivated, grown, is of great fruit, great benefit,
plunging towards nirvana, whose goal is nirvana.’

4 You, bhikshus, cultivate the mindfulness of death!”*

The monks’ responses
5 (1) When this was said, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:
“1, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”
6 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?
“Here, bhante, | do it thus:
‘Indeed, should | live'® only a night and a day,’

11 The brick house (gifijak’dvasatha) is mentioned in Maha,parinibbana S (D 16,2.5/2:91 + 2.10/2:96), SD 9;
Jana,vasabha S (D 18,1/2:200), SD 62.3; Cila Go,singa S (M 31,1/1:205), SD 41.11; V 1:232. It is specially mention-
ed because generally other buildings are made of wood (MA 2:235).

12 Nadika or Natika (according to Buddhaghosa, two villages of the same name on the same river bank) was on
the highroad between Koti,gama and Vesalt (V 1:230 ff; D 2:90 f, 200; M 1:205). The Buddha’s instructions to Anan-
da given here are also recorded in the Samyutta, which has Natika as the place-name (S 5:356 ff.). Comys to both
the Digha and the Sarnyutta confirm it as “Natika,” explaining that “There were two villages close by the same
pond, inhabited by the sons of two brothers. Thus, both of them were called Natika (‘of the relatives’)” (DA 2:543;
SA 2:74).

13 Marana-s,sati bhikkhave bhavita bahull,katd maha-p,phala hoti mahénisamsa amat’'ogadha amata, pariyo-
sana. Significantly, the mindfulness of death, properly done, can lead to the attaining of nirvana: see [§3].

14 Bhavetha no tumhe bhikkhave marana-s,satin’ti.

15 “Indeed,” aho vata, which Comy explains as an indeclinable expressing longing (patthdn,atthe nipato) (AA
3:351). Here, clearly, the desire is for the practice of mindfulness of death, not for living only a night and a day! It
would be clear from the Sutta context that it is a “progressive anticipation” of the last remark, viz, being mindful of
death with every breath we take [§37].
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| would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’®
Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

7 (2) Then, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:
“l, too, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”
8 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?”
“Here, bhante, | do it thus:
‘Indeed, should I live only a day,
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’*
Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

9 (3) Then, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:
“l, too, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”
10 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?”
“Here, bhante, | do it thus:
‘Indeed, should | live only half a day,?®
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

11 (4) Then, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:
“l, too, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”
12 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?”
“Here, bhante, | do it thus:
‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to eat a single alms-meal,?*
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

13 (5) Then, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:

“], too, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

14 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?”
“Here, [318] bhante, | do it thus:

16 “Should | live,” jiveyyam, 1 sg potential (“Should I; could be; may be”): see Warder, Introduction to Pali, 2" ed,
1974:86. Geiger, A Pali Grammar, 2000 §128.

17 Bodhi, quoting the Chinese parallel, EA 40.8, says that it is in substantial agreement with Comy (AA 3:351 ad A
6.19: see foll n). Thus, EA records the first monk as saying: “When | contemplate the perception of death, | wish to
live on for 7 days to contemplate the 7 awakening-factors, which is to greatly benefit from the Tathagata’s teach-
ing, so that I'll have no regrets at death.” JEH#ESEARRF, FAFFEH, BHELER, PaskiEhLargis, ERER,
Si wéi si xidng shi, yi yu cun qi ri, st Wéi qi jué yi, yu ruldi fa zhong dué sud rdo yi, si hou wu hen. (EA 40.8 @
T1.741c26-742b2). The phrase 5% (lit “after dying”) is idiomatic. The Chin tr differs from Bodhi’s, which has “(and)
after death | will have no regrets,” which sounds odd (A:B 1753 n1284). See (1.2 (1)).

18 Aho vatdham rattin,divam jiveyyam, bhagavato sGsanam manasi kareyyam, bahum [Ee; Be Ce Se bahu) vata
me katam assdti. Comy on A 6.19 ad loc): “Much should be done by us in the teaching” (tumhakam sGsane mama
kiccam bahu katam assa, AA 3:351), ie, much indeed would be done of the renunciant’s duties, which would be to
my benefit (bahu vata maya atta,hitam pabbajita,kiccamn katam bhaveyya AAT:Be 3:98).

1% The whole quote: Aho vatdham divasam jiveyyam, bhagavato sGsanam manasi kareyyam, bahu vata me
katam assdti. See (1.2 (2)).

20 “Half a day,” Upaddha,divasam. See (1.2 (3)).

21 Comy notes that the almsfood should be sufficient to sustain him for a day (ekam divasam yéapana-p-pahona-
kam pindapatam, AAT:Be 3:98). See (1.2 (4)).
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‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to eat half an alms-meal,?
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

15 (6) Then, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:
“l, too, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”
16 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?”
“Here, bhante, | do it thus:
‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to chew and swallow four or five morsels,??
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

17 (7) Then, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:
“l, too, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”
18 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?”
“Here, bhante, | do it thus:
‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to chew and swallow a single morsel,?*
| would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

19 (8) Then, a certain monk said this to the Blessed One:

“], too, bhante, cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

20 “But how, bhikshu, do you cultivate the mindfulness of death?”

“Here, bhante, | do it thus:

‘Indeed, should I live just the time it takes to breathe in and then out, to breathe out and then in,®
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’

Thus, bhante, | cultivate the mindfulness of death.”

The Buddha’s response
21 (1) Bhikshus, that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:
‘Indeed, should | live only a night and a day,
| would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
(2) Bhikshus, that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:
‘Indeed, [319] should | live only a day,
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
(3) Bhikshus, that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:
‘Indeed, should | live only half a day,
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’
(4) Bhikshus, that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:
‘Indeed, should I live just the time it takes to eat a single alms-meal,
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’

22 See (1.2 (5)).

2 |dha mayham bhante evam hoti “aho vatdham tad-antaram jiveyyam, yad-antararm cattdro pafica dlope san-
khaditva ajjhoharami. See (1.2 (6)).

2 |dha mayham bhante evam hoti “aho vatéham tad-antaram jiveyyam, yad-antaram ekam alopam sarikhaditva
ajjhoharami. See (1.2 (7)).

% Idha mayham bhante evam hoti “aho vatédham tad-antaram jiveyyam, yad-antaram assasitva va passasami,
passasitva va assasami. See (1.2 (8)).
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(5) Bhikshus, that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:
‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to eat half an alms-meal,

I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’ and
(6) Bhikshus, that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:
‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to chew and swallow four or five morsels,

| would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’—
22 Those monks, bhikshus, are said to dwell without diligence.
They (only) slowly cultivate the mindfulness of death for the destruction of the influxes.?®

23 (7) But, bhikshus, as for that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:

‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to chew and swallow a single morsel,
I would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’

24 (8) And, bhikshus, that monk who cultivates the mindfulness of death in this way:

‘Indeed, should | live just the time it takes to breathe in and then out, to breathe out and then in,
| would wisely attend to the Blessed One’s teaching, much indeed would be done by me!’—

25 Those monks, bhikshus, are said to dwell diligently.

They keenly cultivate the mindfulness of death for the destruction of the influxes.?’

26 Therefore, bhikshus, train yourself thus:

‘We will dwell diligently. We will keenly cultivate the mindfulness of death for the destruction of the
influxes.’

Thus, bhikshus, you should train yourself.”

— evam —

141217 141222 141226r 151217 190724

26 Both sentences: Ime vuccanti bhikkhave bhikkhi pamatta viharanti, dandham marana-s,satim bhaventi dsava-
nam khayadya. There are the 4 influxes (asava), those of (1) sense-desire (kam’asava), (2) (desire for eternal) exist-
ence (bhav’asava), (3) views (ditth’asava), (4) ignorance (avijj’asava). The destruction of influxes (asava-k,khaya) is
synonymous with the attaining of arhathood.

27 Both sentences: Ime vuccanti bhikkhave bhikkhi appamatta viharanti, tikkharm marana-s,satim bhaventi
asavanam khayaya.
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