
I’m reading the Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha, and this second teaching engaged 
me. I think it is related to our book's beginning, to the inner tangle and the outer tangle, and 
although we probably wouldn’t use a huge chunk of it in the book, it is interesting 
background. Also, it seems weirdly contemporary, for something set down a couple thousand 
years ago. 

Sabbasava Sutta
p. 91

My reflection: In Zen practice we do not talk much about the Buddha’s teachings on the 
taints. It seems a quaint artifact of an earlier culture, perhaps, or a vestige of dualistic 
thinking or moral judgment. We are uncomfortable thinking about “purification,” and 
“removal of taints,” and cringe at the implications we’ve mapped on to these teachings from 
our Judeo-Christian traditions and our murderous history as a species, where “purity” has 
come to be associated with fascism and genocide. 

But I was struck by this sutra, by how carefully the Buddha articulated his teachings about 
the taints here. It is clear that his teachings focus on the “taints” as those factors that might 
hinder your awakening, that might cause suffering for you and for others. There is no sense of 
“this is wrong or bad to do.” Rather, like a fly in the soup might end up in your bowl, on 
your spoon, or even in your mouth, the taints might cause predictable problems. In the 
Buddha’s terms, “while taints, vexation, and fever might arise in one who—for example—
abides with the faculties unrestrained, there are no taints, vexation or fever in one who abides 
with the faculties restrained.” This is not a moral judgment, it is a logistical discernment. 
Obviously no flies at all in the soup pot is probably better. Maybe you will get lucky and the 
fly will not end up in your bowl, but maybe it will. Many flies = real difficulties. But there 
are many ways the soup can be tainted: too much salt, too many tomatoes, too much water, 
molds, rotten vegetables, and so on. 

For the intelligent cook, each of these ”taints“ must be handled differently. So the Buddha 
taught that there are taints that are to be abandoned by restraining, by using, by enduring, by 
avoiding, by removing, and by developing. The relinquishment of taints is not a path of self-
improvement or spiritual ”purity.“ Many other factors affect the unfolding of this path: 
circumstances, karma, spiritual friendships, teachings, and so on. But there is a lot to 
contemplate in the Buddha’s careful and precise setting out of this teaching on the taints, not 
in the interest of becoming a better person, a better Buddhist, or even a better teacher, but as 
part of the close attention to the construction of self that is the very first piece of the Dogen 
teaching, to study the self. I like the way the Buddha sets this teaching rhetorically. A wise 



person recognizes the taints and the means for working with them, because they might be a 
hindrance to awakening. 

As he lists them in meticulous detail, so that his followers will have a full and comprehensive 
understanding, I was struck by the enormous care he took in teaching, the way he was 
instructing all of his followers so fully and what a gift that must have been, particularly in 
that time long ago when people were civilizing themselves, when the Buddha’s followers 
included kings and merchants and beggars and robbers. But it is still so relevant today.  It’s a 
master class every time. 

”Bhikkhus, I shall teach you a discourse on the restraint of all the taints. Listen and attend 
closely to what I shall say.“ Notice that in this opening, he speaks only of the restraint  of the 
taints. Later his language is stronger:
”Bhikkhus, I say that the destruction of the taints is for one who knows and sees, not for one 
who does not know and see. Who knows and sees what? Wise attention and unwise 
attention. When one attends unwisely, unarisen taints arise and arisen taints increase. When 
one attends wisely, unarisen taints do not arise and arisen taints are abandoned.“ I like in 
particular this language of abandoning the taints, in contrast to destroying them, which gives 
a different connotation. He then goes on to describe in detail how the taints are to be 
abandoned. All of these taints are first described as afflicting the ”untaught ordinary person,“ 
and not afflicting the ”noble disciples.“ Thus, they are afflictions to be abandoned.

From the notes: restraint is fivefold: through virtue, mindfulness, knowledge, energy, and 
patience. 

First are the taints to be abandoned by seeing: 
This is incredibly relevant today.
First of all, the untaught ordinary person ”does not understand what things are fit for 
attention and what things are unfit for attention. Since that is so, he attends to those things 
unfit for attention and he does not attend to those things fit for attention.“[There is a world 
of teaching right there.] ”What are the things unfit for attention that he attends to? [Yes, 
what did the Buddha think was unfit for attention?] They are things such that when he 
attends to them, the unarisen taint of sensual desire arises in him and the arisen taint of 
sensual desire increases, the unarisen taint of being arises in him and the arisen taint of being 
increases, the unarisen taint of ignorance arises in him and the arisen taint of ignorance 
increases.“ [If this is not a perfect description of television, I don’t know what is].  The things 
worthy of attention are simply expressed as the opposite of this, point by point: ”They are 
things such that when he attends to them, the unarisen taint of sensual desire does not arise 
in him and the arisen taint of sensual desire is abandoned...



[Again the use of the word abandoned. Not overcome, not suppressed, not indulged, not 
ignored: abandoned.]

The Buddha goes further: This is how he attends unwisely: ‘Was I in the past? Was I not in 
the past? What was I in the past? How was I in the past? Having been what, what did I 
become in the past? Shall I be in the future? Shall I not be in the future? What shall I be in 
the future? How shall I be in the future? Having been what, what shall I become in the 
future?’ Or else he is inwardly perplexed about the present, thus: ‘Am I? Am I not? What am 
I? How am I? Where has this being come from? Where will it go?’ [We meet some form of 
these questions every day from students and clients.]
“When he attends unwisely in this way, one of six views arises in him. The view of ‘self exists 
for me’ arises in him as true and established; or the view ‘no self exists for me’ arises in him as 
true and established; or the view ‘I perceive self with self arises in him as true and established; 
or the view ‘I perceive not-self with self ’ arises in him as true and established; or the view ‘I 
perceive self with not-self ’ arises in him as true and established; or else he has some such view 
as this: ‘It is this self of mine that speaks and feels and experiences here and there the result of 
good and bad actions; but this self of mine is permanent, everlasting, eternal, not subject to 
change, and it will endure as long as eternity.’ This speculative view, bhikkhus, is called the 
thicket of views, the wilderness of views, the fetter of views. Fettered by the fetter of views, 
the untaught person is not freed from birth, aging, and death, from sorrow, lamentation, 
pain, grief, and despair; he is not freed from suffering, I say. [This ”thicket of views“ is the 
inner tangle and the outer tangle in a nutshell.]

From the notes: Wise attention is glossed as attention that is the right means (upaya) on the 
right track. It is explained as mental advertence, consideration, or preoccupation that accords 
with the truth, namely, attention to the impermanent as impermanent, etc.

Also: there is no fixed determination in things themselves as to whether they are fit or unfit 
for attention. The distinction consists, rather, in the mode of attention. 

The Buddha goes on to assert the contrary of all of this for the noble disciple. 

The taints to be abandoned by restraining
Here the Buddha’s rhetorical formula is this: What taints, bhikkhus, should be abandoned by 
restraining? Here a bhikkhu, reflecting wisely, abides with the eye faculty restrained. While 
taints, vexation, and fever might arise in one who abides with the eye faculty unrestrained, 
there are no taints, vexation, or fever in one who abides with the eye faculty restrained. This 
formula continues for the ear faculty, nose faculty, tongue faculty, body faculty, and mind 
faculty. The taints that result from these faculties are abandoned by restraining them. [not by 



eliminating them, blocking them, cutting them off, etc. Note again the particular use of the 
word might here]

From the notes: the primary factor responsible for exercising this restraint over the sense 
faculties is mindfulness

Taints to be abandoned by using
This is a very practical section. The bhikkhu, reflecting wisely, uses the robe only for 
protection from cold, heat, insects, wind, sun, creeping things, and for concealing the private 
parts. He uses almsfood ”neither for amusement nor for intoxication nor for the sake of 
physical beauty and attractiveness, but only for the endurance and continuance of this body, 
for ending discomfort, and for assisting the holy life.“ He uses the resting place only for 
protection from cold, from heat, from insects...for the purpose of warding off the perils of 
climate and for enjoying retreat.” he uses the medicinal requisites only for “protection from 
arisen afflicting feelings and for the benefit of good health.“ [This is a sensible prescription 
for drug use!]

Taints to be abandoned by enduring
”Here a bhikkhu, reflecting wisely, bears cold and heat, hunger and thirst, and contact with 
gadflies, mosquitoes, wind, the sun, and creeping things; he endures ill-spoken, unwelcome 
words and arisen bodily feelings that are painful, racking, sharp, piercing, disagreeable, 
distressing, and menacing to life. While taints, vexation, and fever might arise in one who 
does not endure such things, there are no taints, vexation, or fever in one who endures them“

Taints to be abandoned by avoiding
”Here a bhikkhu, reflecting wisely, avoids a wild elephant, a wild horse, a wild bull, a wild 
dog, a snake, a stump, a bramble patch, a chasm, a cliff, a cesspit, a sewer. Reflecting wisely 
he avoids sitting on unsuitable seats, wandering to unsuitable resorts, and associating with 
bad friends, since if he were to do so wise companions in the holy life might suspect him of 
evil conduct...

Taints to be abandoned by removing
“Here a bhikkhu, reflecting wisely, does not tolerate an arisen thought of sensual desire; he 
abandons it, removes it, does away with it, and annihilates it. He does not tolerate an arisen 
thought of ill will...He does not tolerate an arisen thought of cruelty...He does not tolerate 
arisen evil unwholesome states; he abandons them, removes them, does away with them, and 
annihilates them. [This is the most active and confrontational, resolute, and assertive of the 
various strategies for dealing with taints. That is probably because of the great danger these 
thoughts arising present for oneself and for others. They simply must be eliminated.]



Taints to be abandoned by developing
Here a bhikkhu, reflecting wisely, develops the mindfulness enlightenment factor, which is 
supported by seclusion, dispassion, and cessation, and ripens in relinquishment [”Elegance is 
refusal“] he develops the investigation-of-states enlightenment factor...the energy 
enlightenment factor...the rapture enlightenment factor...the tranquility enlightenment 
factor...the concentration enlightenment factor...the equanimity enlightenment factor, which 
is supported by seclusion, dispassion, and cessation, and ripens in relinquishment. While 
taints, vexation, and fever might arise in one who does not develop these enlightenment 
factors, there are no taints, vexation, or fever in one who develops them. 

...”then he is called a bhikkhu who dwells restrained with the restraint of all the taints. He 
has severed craving, flung off the fetters, and with the complete penetration of conceit he has 
made an end of suffering. 

From the notes: conceit, at the most subtle level, is the conceit “I am,” which lingers in the 
mental continuum until the attainment of arhantship. 


