On the Metaphor of the Raft in the Mahaparinibbanasutta
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1 Introduction

In the Mahaparinibbanasutta (MPS) 1.33-34 (DN III 89), the Buddha suggests that he and his
disciples are ones who have already crossed the river of craving and no linger need a raft (kulla).
The aim of this paper is to clarify the exact meaning of the metaphor of the raft in the context of
the Mahaparinibbanasutta 1.33-34 and compare the metaphor with those appearing in other suttas,
such as Alagaddipamasutta (AUS, MN 1 22), Mahatanhasarnkhayasutta (MTS, MN 1 38), as well
as the commentaries thereon by Buddhaghosa (5th cent).

2 Mahaparinibbanasutta 1.33-34
2.1 The Outline of the Story

The Mahaparinibbanasutta 1.33-34 describes the Buddha’s discourse with monks at the Ganges
river in Patali village. The Buddha went for the meal with his disciples of monks to the dwelling of
Sunidha and Vassakara, chief ministers of Magadha, according to their invitation. After finishing
his meal, the Buddha gave his gratitude by verses of rejoicing, and then, rising from his seat, left
for the next destination.

MPS 1.33 (DN I 89.12-20):

Atha kho Bhagava yena Ganga nadr ten’ upasarnkami. Tena kho pana samayena Ganga
nadr para hoti samatittika kakapeyya. App ekacce manussa navam pariyesanti app ekacce
ulumpam pariyesanti app ekacce kullam bandhanti aparaparam gantukama. Atha kho Bha-
gava seyyatha pi nama balava puriso samifijitam va baham pasareyya pasaritam va baham
samifijeyya, evam evarm Gangaya nadiya orimatire antarahito parimatire paccutthasi saddhim
bhikkhu samghena.

“Then the Blessed One reached the Ganges river. At that time the Ganges river was full and
overflowing its banks so that a crow could drink from it. Wishing to cross over to the other
side, some people were looking for a boat (nava), some people were looking for a wooden raft
(ulumpa),' some people were binding together a log raft (kulla).> Then the Blessed One, just
as a strong man would stretch out his bent arm, or bend back his outstretched arm, vanished

'The word ulumpa refers to a wooden raft whose beams are bound together by ropes of cloth (V III 63).
But note that VA 1096 says that it is a wooden raft whose beams are nailed together. See also MPSV on MPS
1.33 [542.18]: Ulumpan ti paramgamanatthaya aniyo kottetva katam. (An [2005: 62]: “A raft (ulumpan):
in order to go to the further bank, they make it by beating in pegs.”)

2The word kulla refers to a log raft or a roughly made float whose parts are tied together with creepers
etc. (V1230; M1135;U 90). MPSV on MPS 1.33 [542.19]: Kullan ti valliadihi bandhitva katabbam. (An
[2005: 62]: “A float (kullan) is to be made by tying it together by means of things like creepers.”)
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with the order of monks from the near bank of the Ganges river and landed on the farther
bank .3

When the Buddha reached the Ganges river, it was full and overflowing. There, he saw people
wishing to cross over to the other side. Some people were looking for a boat; some people were
looking for a wooden raft; some people were binding together a log raft. Then the Buddha, without
using a boat or a raft, crossed over to the opposite side of the river by means of the supernatural
power. He vanished with the company of monks* from the near bank of the river and appeared
again with the monks on the farther bank.

MPS 1.34 (DN III 89.21-28):

Addasa kho Bhagava te manusse app ekacce navam pariyesante app ekacce ulumpam pariye-
sante app ekacce kullam bandhante aparaparam gantukame. Atha kho Bhagava etam atthar
viditva, tayam velayam imam udanam udanesi:

“Then, the Blessed One saw those people wishing to cross over to the other side; some were
looking for a boat, some were looking for a wooden raft, and some were binding together a
log raft. And at that time, the Blessed One, knowing their intention, breathed forth a solemn
utterance (udana).”

After landing on the opposite bank, the Buddha beheld again those people who were wishing to
cross the river and breathed forth a solemn utterance (udana), which will be discussed below.

It is to be noted that the Buddha here uses his psychic power to teleport himself and his disciples
across the river. The redactors of the sutta added this episode despite that the Vinaya prohibits the

3Davids [1910: 94]: “But the Exalted One went on to the river. And at that time the river Ganges was
brimful and overflowing; and wishing to cross to the opposite bank, some began to seek for boats, some for
rafts of wood, whilst some made rafts of basket-work. Then the Exalted One as instantaneously as a strong
man would stretch forth his arm, or draw it back again when he had stretched it forth, vanished from this side
of the river, and stood on the further bank with the company of the brethren.” Nakamura [1980: 42]: X\»
THAIEA Y P AMCE b, ZOLEN VP AMIKRIMEE TOT, RBELBDEZSET
BATOT, ForThi0oRlTILLRBRDZIEETH o7, MEALIFAZRDOTVS, K
BAZIE (KRER) E2bedTnd, $mBIALIE (NS%) BEHEATYS, wInbhki
DRIATI ) LML T 2D TH S, 22T, HErdbHEPELBEZME L, Ml %,
FrMELBER T2 L)1, F3CZ20XH I (ro) KO BIZ, IH5DRIIBVLTE
LT, BfrEoftne & bITmn ) RBITio 7,

4According to the Sarvastivadin’s account, only the Buddha crosses the Ganges by his own power; his
direct disciples swim across the river, and other lay disciples build a raft (Waldschmidt [1950-51: 158]).
The import of this imagery is clear: the Buddha is the only one who cross the ocean of suffering; his direct
disciples cross the river of suffering by their own efforts; and the lay disciples are working on their means of
salvation.

SDavids [1910: 94]: “And the Exalted One beheld the people who wished to cross to the opposite bank
looking some of them for boats and some of them for rafts of wood, and some of them for rafts of basket-
work; and as he beheld them he brake forth at that time into this song:” Nakamura [1980: 42]: ">\ > CZififi
X, BB AL D% RD, B ALIEERD, HEALBBEEEAT, HELEIBELAEERL
EIELTR2DE AL, ZITHEMIRIDIEEZMHS>T, ZOLEZORBEDOZ LIZZVEDOR
P, g
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public display of psychic powers.® It is apparent that they regard the episode as symbolic of the
Buddha’s attainment of the other side of transmigration, i.e., nibbana.

2.2 The Buddha’s udana

The following is the Buddha’s statement in the udana:

MPS 1.34 (DN III 89.29-31):
Ye taranti annavam saram setum katvana visajja pallalani.
Kullarm hi jano pabandhati tinna medhavino jana.”

“Those who cross the ocean (annava) or a river (sara)® [do so] after building a bridge (sefu)
and avoiding small ponds (pallala).” A man binds together a log raft (kulla); indeed, wise men
have already crossed.”!”

In accordance with Davids’ note,'! this uddna is to be interpreted as follows: The ocean is a
metaphor for craving (fanha); and a bridge is for the noble path (ariyamagga) that enables one to
cross the ocean of craving. Although ordinary beings (puthujjana), who have not crossed the river
of craving, have yet to build the bridge of the noble path, they look for salvation from rites, and
ceremonies, and gods. But the noble beings cross the ocean of craving by means of building the
bridge of the noble path. Those who have crossed the ocean of craving are saved and said to be
wise.

2.3 Buddhaghosa’s Interpretation

It is evident that Davids’ interpretation derives partly from Buddhaghosa’s Sumarigalavilasini. Let
us consider his commentary on the udana. Buddhaghosa says the followings:

See Kevaddhasutta (DN 1212.16-18).

"The Sanskrit parallel of this passage is found in the Mahaparinirvanasitra (Waldschmidt [1950: 158]),
which runs as follows: ye taranti h(y) a(rnavam sa)rah setum krtva visrjya palvalani — kolam hi ja(na)h
prabadhnate tirna medhavino jan(ah —)

8 According to Buddhaghosa’s commentary, sara here does not mean “a lake” but “a river.” MPSV on
MPS 1.34 [542.22-23]: Saran ti idha nadt adhippeta. (An [2005: 62.12]: “Lake (sara) here means a river
(nadn).”)

MPSV on MPS 1.34 [542.25-26]: Visajja pallalant ti anamasitva va udakabharitani ninnatthanani.
(An [2005: 62]: “Having left behind marshes: without touching low ground full of water.”)

19Davids [1910: 94]: “They who have crossed the ocean drear making a solid path across the pools, whilst
the vain world ties its basket rafts. These are the wise, these are the saved indeed!” Nakamura [1980: 42]:
DAtz ne, (A SHEY) ERllz2E2 A4 bd 2, (KRINLER L) ozt o< -
TEIANZ DD, WHZAZIZ, TTIEDKb-> TV,

UDavids [1910: 95, n.1]: “That is, those who cross the ‘ocean drear’ of tanha, or craving; avoiding by
means of the ‘dyke’ or causeway of the Aryan path, the ‘pools’ or shallows of lust, and ignorance, and
delusion (comp. Dhp.91) whilst the vain world looks for salvation from rites, and ceremonies, and gods,—
‘these are the wise, these are the saved indeed!” ”
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MPSYV on MPS 1.34 [542.23-24]:
Idam vuttam hoti: ye gambhiram vitthatam tanhasaram taranti, te ariyamaggasambhatam
setum katvana.

“The following is said [in this udana]. Those who cross over the river of craving, which is
deep and broad, [do so] after building a bridge that is known as the noble path.”!2

MPSV on MPS 1.34 [542. 26-29]:
Ayam pana idam appamattakam udakam taritukamo pi kullam hi jano pabandhati. Buddha ca
Buddhasavaka ca vina yeva kullena tinna medhavino jana ti."*

“But this person, who wishes to cross over this small amount of water, binds together a log
raft. The Buddhas and their disciples are wise men since they have crossed [the ocean or a
river] without a raft.””'*

Buddhaghosa makes it clear that the river (sara) is a metaphor for craving and that a bridge (setu)
is for the noble path (ariyamagga). Furthermore, he identifies “wise men” (medhavino jana) with
the Buddhas and their disciples. The idea implied here is that the Buddhas and their disciples are
said to be wise since they have already crossed the river of craving by means of the bridge that is
known as the noble path.

3 The metaphor of the raft in other suttas

Next, we examine the metaphor of the raft that appears in the Alagaddiipamasutta and Mahatanha-
sankhayasutta.

3.1 The metaphor of the raft in the Alagaddiupamasutta

In the Alagaddiipamasutta, the Buddha says that his teachings (dhammay) are intended as the means
of attaining salvation and not for anything else. Thus he warns his disciples not to pervert the
teachings as a means of gratifying their personal desires or reproaching the Buddha. To convey this
idea, he uses the parable of the raft, as can be seen in the following paragraphs.

AUS (MN I 134.37-135.9):

tassa evam assa: Ayam kho mahd udakannavo orimam ca tiram sasavkam sappatibhayam
parimam tiram khemam appatibhayam, natthi ca nava. santarani uttarasetu va apara param
gamandya, yan niinaham tinakatthasakhapalasam sankaddhitva kullam bandhitva tam kullam
nissaya hatthehi ca padehi ca vayamamano sotthind param uttareyyan ti. Atha kho so bhikkhave
puriso tinakathasakhapalasam sankaddhitva kullam bandhitva tam kullam nissaya hatthehi ca
padehi ca vayamamano sotthinda param uttareyya.

12 An [2005: 62]: “It is said, Those who cross over the river of craving deep and broad, making a cause
way which is known as the noble path.”

131 follow the punctuation suggested by An [2005: 63, n.1].

14 An [2005: 62-63]: “But here a person, wishing to cross over this small stretch of water constructs a
raft; both the Buddhas and their disciples are wise people who have crossed without a raft.”
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“He might think thus: ‘This is a surely a huge water flood, whose near shore is dangerous and
fearful and whose further shore is safe and free from fear. But there is no ferryboat or bridge
for going to the far shore. What if I collect grass, twigs, branches, and leaves, bind them
together into a raft, and, by means of the raft, get safely across the far shore by making an
effort with my hands and feet?” And then, Bhikkhus, suppose that man collects grass, twigs,
branches, and leaves, bind them together into a raft, and, by means of the raft, get safely across
the far shore by making an effort with my hands and feet.”

AUS (MN 1 135.9-14):

tassa tinnassa parangatassa evam assa: Bahukaro kho me ayam kullo, imaham kullam nissaya
hatthehi ca padehi ca vayamamano sotthina param uttinno, yan ninaham imam kullam sise
va aropetva khandhe va uccaretva yena kamam pakkameyyan ti.

“Then, when he arrives at the far shore, he might think thus: ‘This raft was very helpful to
me, since, by means of the raft, I got safely across the far shore by making an effort with my
hands and feet. What if I hoist it on my head or load it on my shoulder, and then go wherever
I want?” ”

AUS (MN I 135.17-24):

Idha bhikkhave tassa purisassa tinnassa parangatassa evam assa: Bahukaro kho me ayam
kullo, imaham kullam nissaya hatthehi ca padehi ca vayamamano sotthina param uttinno, yan
ninaham imam kullam thale va ussadetva udake va upalapetva yena kamam pakkameyyan ti.
Evamkart kho so bhikkhave puriso tasmim kulle kiccakart assa. Evam eva kho bhikkhave
kullipamo maya dhammo desito nittharanatthadya no gahanatthaya.

“Here, Bhikkhus, when that man got across and had arrived at the far shore, he might think
thus: “This raft was very helpful to me, since, by means of the raft, I got safely across the far
shore by making an effort with my hands and feet. What if I haul it onto the dry land or set it
adrift in the water, and then go wherever I want?” Now, Bhikkhus, it is by so doing that that
man would be doing what should be done with that raft. So, indeed, I have shown you how
the dhamma is similar to a raft, being for the purpose of crossing over and not for the purpose
of grasping.”

AUS (MN I 135.24-26):
Kullipaman vo bhikkhave ajanantehi dhamma pi vo pahatabba, pageva adhamma.

“Bhikkhus, one who understands the simile of a raft should renounce even dhammas. How
much more so that which are not dhammas?”’

Here, the parable tells us that a raft is only useful for crossing the flood and not for anything else,
and hence that it should be abandoned after arriving at the opposite bank. The Buddha says that
dhammas are similar to the raft. This implies that the dhammas are to be relied upon only for the
purpose of attaining the religious goal and not for grasping (gahana), and hence that they should
be renounced after attaining that goal.

Now, the question is what dhamma is in this context. Horner interprets dhamma as meaning
“(right) mental objects.”'> Buddhaghosa’s interpretation however differs from Horner’s. Bud-
dhaghosa’s commentary on the last sentence runs as follows:

SHorner [1954: 173-4]: “you should get rid even of (right) mental objects, all the more of wrong ones.”
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MNPS on AUS (109.14):
Dhamma pi vo pahdatabba ti etta dhamma ti samathavipassand.

One should renounce even dhammas. Here [the term] dhamma means calm (samatha) and
insight (vipassana).

Thus, Buddhaghosa takes dhamma here as meaning calm (samatha) and insight (vipassana).
What he means to say is that one should not practice meditation purely for the pleasant states of
meditative trance (jhana), and that one should attain those states only for the sake of establishing
calm and insight that serve as a means of understanding the truth and thereby attaining nibbana.

As stated in the Dhammapada, calm and insight work together to lift us above mental distractions
and hindrances just as a bird, free of all burden, flies with both its wings above the ground high
into the sky.! It is however inappropriate to strengthen attachment to calm and insight. As long
as one is unawakened, all the understandings of the truth, no matter how noble it may be, are still
views (ditthi) which ought to be abandoned. They are only different ways of viewing reality; and
with those views, one cannot fully and directly perceive the truth. As the understanding of the
truth grows, one should progressively let go of the views. Therefore, calm and insight, which are
the means of obtaining the views, are taught by the Buddha just for the sake of overcoming the
suffering of samsara and not for the sake of grasping.

3.2 The metaphor of the raft in the Mahatanhasankhayasutta

Finally, we consider the metaphor of a raft in the Mahatanhasarikhayasutta, which teaches the
truth of dependent origination (paticcasamuppdda). The Buddha, after explaining the origination
and cessation of nutriment (@hara), says the followings:

MTS (MN 1 260.32-36):

Imam ce tumhe bhikkhave ditthim evam parisuddham evam pariyodatam alliyetha keldyetha
dhanayetha mamayetha, api nu tumhe bhikkhave kulliipamam dhammam desitam ajaneyyatha
nittharanatthdya no gahanatthayati. No h’ etam bhante.

“Bhikkhus, if you adhere to this view (ditthi), which is pure (parisuddha) and bright (pariyodata)
as such, cherish it, treasure it, and treat it as a possession, then, Bhikkhus, would it mean that
you understood the dhamma that has been taught as similar to a raft, being for the purpose of
crossing over, not for the purpose of grasping?” “No, venerable sir.”

MTS (MN 1260.36-261.4):

Imarm ce tumhe bhikkhave ditthim evam parisuddham evam pariyodatam na alliyetha na kelayetha
na dhanayetha na mamayetha, api nu tumhe bhikkhave kulliipamari dhammanm desitam ajaneyyatha
nittharanatthaya no gahanatthayati. Evam bhante.

“Bhikkhus, if you do not adhere to this view (ditthi), which is pure (parisuddha) and bright
(pariyodata) as such, cherish it, treasure it, or treat it as a possession, then, Bhikkhus, would

1Dhp 91: Uyyuiijanti satimanto na nikete ramanti te, harisava pallalar hitva okam okarm jahanti te.
(“Those mindful ones make the effort [to keep their attentiveness always in trim]. They do not take pleasure
in abodes. After leaving this abode, they leave that abode like a swan [leaving this and that] pond.”)
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it mean that you understood the dhamma that has been taught as similar to a raft, being for the
purpose of crossing over, not for the purpose of grasping?” “Yes, venerable sir.”

The Buddha teaches that one should not become slavishly attached to a philosophical view
(ditthi) even when it is true. This means that a philosophical view must be put to its proper use
as part of the path (magga) and within the context of the rest of Buddhist teachings. Then, the
following is a passage from the Majjimanikayatthakatha by Buddhaghosa:

MNA on MTS (307.31-308.6):

Tattha ditthin ti vipassanasammaditthim. Sabhavadassanena parisuddham paccayadassa-
nena pariyodatari. Alliyetha ti tanhaditthihi alliyitva vihareyyatha. Keldyetha ti tanhaditthihi
kilamana vihareyyatha. Dhanayetha ti dhanari viya icchata gedham apajjeyyatha. Mamayetha
ti tanhaditthimamattam uppdadeyyatha. Nittharanatthaya no gahanatthaya ti yo so maya
caturoghanittharanatthaya kullipamo dhammo desito, no nikantivasena gahanatthaya, api
nu tam tumhe dajaneyyatha ti?

“Here, the ‘view’ (difthi) means the right view through insight. It is perfectly ‘pure’ (parisud-
dha) by seeing the nature of things (sabhava), and ‘clear’ (pariyodata) by seeing condition-
ality. “If you adhere to it” (alliyetha) means: ‘if you dwell clinging with views tainted by
craving.’ ‘[If] you cherish it’ (kel@yetha) means: ‘if you dwell cherishing, sporting, with
views tainted with craving’. ‘[If] you treasure it’ (dhandayetha) means: ‘if you produce greed
as if wishing wealth’. ‘[If] you treat it as a possession’ (mamdayetha) means: ‘if you give rise
to selfishness by means of the [wrong] view based on craving’. ‘For the purpose of crossing
over, not for the purpose of grasping’ (nittharanatthaya no gahanatthaya) means that the
dhamma taught by me in the parable of the raft is for crossing over the four floods. Shouldn’t
you realize that?”

Buddhaghosa clarifies that the Buddha’s dhamma is similar to a raft in the sense that it enables
one to cross over the four floods (ogha), namely, sensuality (kama), rebirth (bhava), view (ditthi),
and ignorance (avijja). This of course does not mean that it is right to grasp the dhamma after
crossing over the floods. What emerges from Buddhaghosa’s commentary is the idea that the philo-
sophical view that is obtained through insight (vipassana) is to be renounced after crossing over the
four floods even if it is pure and bright. This keeps in line with the idea of the Alagaddiipamasutta.

4 Conclusion

We have seen so far the Buddha’s discourse employing the metaphor of the raft in the Mahaparinibbanasutta
and other suttas, as well as the commentaries thereon. Let us summarize the points made above:

1. In the Mahaparinibbanasutta, the Buddha suggests that he and his disciples are ones who
have already crossed the river of craving without using a raft or a bridge, which according
to Buddhaghosa refers to the noble path (ariyamagga). The point stressed here is that the
Buddha and his disciples are said to be wise since they have already crossed the river of
craving and no longer need a raft of the noble path.
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2. In the Alagaddipamasuta, the Buddha states that the dhammas, which according to Bud-
dhaghosa mean calm (samatha) and insight (vipassana), are similar to a raft. This means that
the dhammas are to be relied upon only for the purpose of attaining the religious goal and
not for grasping (gahana), and hence that they should be renounced after attaining that goal
just like a raft.

3. In the Mahatanhasankhayasutta also, the Buddha states that the dhamma is similar to a raft
whose purpose is for crossing over and not for grasping. According to Buddhaghosa, this
implies that the dhamma enables one to cross over the four floods (ogha), namely, sensuality,
rebirth, view, and ignorance.

Thus we see that, while the latter two suttas using the metaphor of the raft focus on the fact
that the dhamma is to be relied upon only for the purpose of attaining the religious goal, the
Mahaparinibbanasutta emphasizes the point that the dhamma is not necessary for the Buddha
and his disciples since they have already crossed the river of craving. The common idea underlying
all these passages is that the Buddha’s teachings are pragmatic and useful only in so far as they lead
to the religious goal.
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