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Author’s Note

This booklet is being issued by the BPS in connection with
the hundredth birth anniversary of the Ven. Nyanaponika,
which falls on 21 July 2001.

A slightly different version of the essay “Ven.
Nyanaponika Mahathera: A German Emissary of the
Dhamma in Sri Lanka” was written for a symposium or-
ganized by the Goethe-Institut, held in Colombo in July
1995. The theme of the symposium was the German con-
tribution to scholarship about Sri Lanka. Though the focus
of the symposium was the work of Wilhelm Geiger, the
organizers felt that a presentation on the life and work of
the two great German scholar-monks, Venerables Nyana-
tiloka and Nyanaponika, was needed to give complete cov-
erage to the theme, and they asked me to prepare a paper
on this topic. Interestingly, through no deliberate design
on anyone’s part, the presentation of this paper took place
on 21st July, the Ven. Nyanaponika’s 94th birth anniver-
sary.

The essay “Presence Within Absence” was written for
a German publication being issued in connection with the
Venerable’s hundredth birth anniversary.

BuikkHU BoDHI
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Ven. Nyanaponika Mahathera

A German Emissary of the Dhamma
in Sri Lanka

Introduction

On the occasion of his hundredth birth anniversary, I
wish to pay homage to the memory of Ven. Nyanaponika
Mahathera, my long-time spiritual guide, with some reflec-
tions on the significance of his life and work. Ven.
Nyanaponika was not just a pioneer in the field of Bud-
dhist studies but was also a colossal bridge-builder in under-
standing. A thinker with deep insight into the human con-
dition, a gifted communicator and masterly stylist, he
sought in his writings to relate the Buddha’s teachings to
the momentous existential problems that face humankind
in the modern age. Like his teacher, Ven. Nyanatiloka (1878
1957), also from Germany, he possessed a thorough and
profound grasp of the essential principles of the Dhamma,
but as a creative thinker he went far beyond the exposition
of orthodox Buddhist doctrine and clarification of techni-
cal terms to forge a distinctive vision of Dhamma which is
at once uniquely his own yet true to the authentic Bud-
dhist tradition at its best.

Keenly aware of the moral and spiritual vacuum that
had opened up at the very core of Western civilization, he
saw in the Buddha’s Teaching the most effective remedy
for the spiritual malaise besetting contemporary man.
Through his work as a scholar and commentator he sought
to make this remedy known to the world. Though he pre-
ferred the seclusion of the monastery to social engagement
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and a public ministry, his silent labour in solitude bore as
its fruit an impressive body of translations and expository
works — in both German and English — esteemed for their
clarity, accuracy, and authenticity. These works have guided
thousands of people, both in the East and the West, to a
correct understanding and practice of the Dhamma.

Life Sketch

The person who was to become Nyanaponika Mahathera
was born in Hanau on 21st July 1901 as Siegmund Feniger,
the only child of a Jewish couple. His parents gave him a
traditional Jewish upbringing, and even at a young age he
evinced a keen personal interest in religion. In his late teens,
soon after he finished his schooling, he started work in the
book trade. At this time disturbing religious doubts stirred
him to an intense spiritual search, in the course of which
he came across books on Buddhism. The new discovery
had an immediate appeal to him, an appeal which grew
stronger the more he read. He found that Buddhism pre-
sented him with a balanced teaching that could satisfy both
the critical demands of his intellect and the religious urges
of his heart. Although he had to pursue his Buddhist stud-
ies alone, without a teacher or even a friend to share his
interests, so firm did his conviction in the truth of the Bud-
dha’s Teaching become that by his twentieth year he already
considered himself a convinced Buddhist.

In 1922 he moved with his parents to Berlin, where he
met other Buddhists and gained access to a much greater
range of Buddhist literature. It was here, too, that he first
encountered the writings and translations of Ven. Nyana-
tiloka, which had already been published in Germany.
Siegmund learned that Ven. Nyanatiloka had established a
monastery for Western monks called Island Hermitage, on
an island in a lagoon near Dodanduwa. This report planted
in his mind an idea which gradually grew into a compelling
urge: to go to Asia and become a monk himself.
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This idea, however, could not be acted upon for some
time. In 1932 his father died and Siegmund did not wish to
leave his newly widowed mother alone. Then, in 1933, Hitler
came to power and began his heartless program of perse-
cuting German Jews. At first Siegmund tried his best to
stand his ground in the expectation, shared by many, that
the persecution was a passing phase that would soon cease.
In time, however, it became clear to him that the waves of
hatred, ignorance, and violence unleashed by the Nazis were
gaining momentum at an alarming rate, and he realized
that neither he nor his mother could safely remain in Ger-
many. Thus in November 1935 he left Germany along with
his mother, heading for Vienna, where relatives of theirs
were living. Having arranged for his mother to stay with
their relatives, in early 1936 he left Europe for Sri Lanka,
where he joined Ven. Nyanatiloka at Island Hermitage.!

After several months of preparation, in June 1936 he re-
ceived pabbajja, novice ordination, and the following year
upasampada, the higher ordination as a bhikkhu. His teacher
named him Nyanaponika, which means “inclined towards
wisdom.” Under his teacher’s guidance the new bhikkhu
studied Pali and Theravada Buddhist doctrine, while on
his own he studied English. In his system of teaching, Ven.
Nyanatiloka combined instructions in Dhamma with les-
sons in Pali, which he insisted all his pupils learn. His stand-
ard course of instruction lasted between six and nine
months. Thereafter he left his pupils to pursue their
Dhamma studies and meditation practice on their own ac-
cording to their personal inclination, while he himself was
always prepared to answer their questions and to provide
advice and guidance.

When war broke out between Germany and Britain in
1939, the two German bhikkhus, like all German males resi-
dent in British colonies, were consigned to internment
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camps, first at Diyatalawa within Sri Lanka, and later at
Dehra Dun, in northern India. Despite the difficult circum-
stances of internment, during this period Ven. Nyanaponika
completed German translations of the Sutta Nipata, the
Dhammasangani (the first book of the Abhidhamma Pitaka),
and its commentary, the Atthasalini. He also compiled an
anthology of texts on Satipatthana meditation.

When the war ended, the two monks were released from
internment in 1946 and returned to Sri Lanka, where they
resumed residency at Island Hermitage. In early 1951 they
were both made citizens of the newly independent Sri
Lanka, their adopted homeland. In that same year Ven.
Nyanatiloka was offered a hermitage near Kandy, in the
Udawattakele Forest Reserve, which he accepted, for at his
advanced age he preferred the cooler climate of the hill
country to the tropical heat of Island Hermitage. The fol-
lowing year Ven. Nyanaponika joined him, and thus this
old colonial cottage in the forest was transformed into the
Forest Hermitage, or the jarmen pansala, “the German tem-
ple,” as it is known among the townsfolk.

In 1952 the Vens. Nyanatiloka and Nyanaponika were
invited to Burma for consultations in preparation for the
Sixth Buddhist Council, which the Burmese government
intended to convene in 1954 to re-edit and reprint the entire
Pali Canon and its commentaries. When the consultations
were over, Ven. Nyanaponika stayed on in Burma for a
period of training in insight meditation under the famous
meditation master, Ven. Mahasi Sayadaw. This experience,
which impressed him profoundly, moved him to write his
best known book, The Heart of Buddhist Meditation, to make
available to others the benefits of Buddhist mental training.
In 1954 teacher and pupil returned to Burma for the opening
ceremonies; for the closing ceremonies in 1956, Ven. Nyana-
ponika went alone as his teacher was ill. Unless there were
Greek monks at the Third Council in India, the two German
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elders would be the first and only Western monks ever to
participate in a synod of Theravada Buddhism.

Over the next year Ven. Nyanatiloka’s health continued
to deteriorate, requiring him to move to Colombo where
he could receive more constant medical attention. Finally
on 28 May 1957 the great pioneer expired, and on 2 June
he was given an official state funeral at the Independence
Square, attended by the Prime Minister, S.W.R.D. Bandara-
naike, many state officials, and both lay and religious dig-
nitaries. As a token of gratitude to Ven. Nyanatiloka, Ven.
Nyanaponika, at his teacher’s request, revised his German
translation of the complete Anguttara Nikaya, retyped the
five volumes in full himself, and also compiled forty pages
of indexes to the work.

Some six months after his teacher’s death Ven. Nyana-
ponika’s career as an exponent of the Dhamma launched
out in a new direction which was previously unforeseen.
A prominent Kandy lawyer, A.S. Karunaratne, had sug-
gested to a friend, the retired schoolmaster Richard Abey-
sekera, that they start a society for the publication of Bud-
dhist literature in English, chiefly for distribution abroad.
Both decided that Ven. Nyanaponika would be the best
choice for spiritual director and editor. Thus on New Year’s
Day of 1958 the Buddhist Publication Society (BPS) was
born. Originally the three founders intended to issue only
a limited series of booklets on the basic principles of Bud-
dhism and then to end this venture into the publishing
world. However, the response to their first publications was
enthusiastic beyond their expectations and this encouraged
them to continue. Thus the BPS lived on and steadily grew.

In his earlier writings Ven. Nyanaponika had been de-
veloping a vision of the Buddha’s teachings as the most
viable solution to the spiritual crisis faced by modern man.
Now, as President and Editor of the new society, he found
himself presented with the opportunity to transform this
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vision from the personal guideline of his own expository
writing into the governing philosophy of an entire pub-
lishing enterprise aimed at an incipient world-wide inter-
est in Buddhism. To meet the occasion, the Mahathera ap-
plied himself so completely to the work of the BPS that his
own personal biography almost disappears in its larger his-
tory. He wrote tracts himself, commissioned works from
other Buddhist writers, collected and translated suttas deal-
ing with important themes, compiled anthologies relating
Buddhism to issues of contemporary concern, reissued old
Buddhist classics long out of print, and scouted fledgling
authors whom he encouraged to mature their talent and
contribute to the Society. The measure of his success in
achieving his aim is indicated by the success of the BPS
itself, which through his guidance has become one of the
world’s most prolific publishers of Theravada Buddhist lit-
erature. To properly assess Ven. Nyanaponika’s contribu-
tion to the dissemination of Theravada Buddhism in our
time, one must take into account not only his own writings
and translations, but the 200 Wheel titles, the 100 Bodhi
Leaves, and the numerous full-size books that were issued
by the BPS during his tenure as Editor.

As advancing age began to sap his strength, in 1984 Ven.
Nyanaponika retired as Editor of the BPS, and in 1988 he
retired as President, accepting appointment as the BPS’s
distinguished Patron. During his later years his work
brought him the recognition he so well deserved, both in
Sri Lanka and abroad. In 1978 the German Oriental Society
appointed him an honorary member in recognition of his
combination of objective scholarship with religious prac-
tice as a Buddhist monk. In 1987 the Buddhist and Pali
University of Sri Lanka, at its first convocation, conferred
on him its first-ever honorary degree of Doctor of Litera-
ture. In 1990 he received the honorary degree of Doctor of
Letters from the University of Peradeniya. And in 1993 the
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Amarapura Nikaya, the chapter of the Buddhist monastic
order into which he was ordained 56 years earlier, con-
ferred on him the honorary title of Amarapura Maha
Mahopadhyaya Sasana Sobhana, Great Mentor of the
Amarapura Nikaya, Ornament of the Teaching.

Despite minor infirmities and advancing blindness over
the last four years of his life, Ven. Nyanaponika had en-
joyed remarkably good health through his 93rd birthday
on 21st July 1994. His last birthday was celebrated joyously
by his friends and the BPS staff with the release of the BPS
edition of his book The Vision of Dhamma, a collection of his
writings from the Wheel and Bodhi Leaves series. In late
August, however, the relentless process of aging suddenly
accelerated, ushering in a combination of ailments that sig-
nalled the approaching end. On the 19th of October, the
last day of his 58th Rains Retreat as a bhikkhu, he breathed
his last in the pre-dawn quiet at the Forest Hermitage. The
body of Ven. Nyanaponika was cremated on the 23rd of
October at the Mahaiyawa Cemetery in Kandy at a funeral
attended by religious and lay dignitaries as well as by his
many friends and admirers. On the 29th of January, after
the traditional “three-month alms offering,” his remains
were interred at the Island Hermitage in Dodanduwa, where
he had spent his formative years as a monk.

The Exponent of the Dhamma

Through his own writings and in his editorship of the
BPS, Ven. Nyanaponika played a momentous role in shap-
ing the expression of Theravada Buddhism appropriate for
the latter half of the twentieth century. Gifted with keen
intelligence, a profound grasp of.the Dhamma, and extraor-
dinary sensitivity to the needs of his fellow human beings,
he endeavoured both in his personal writings and in his
publication policy to articulate a vision of the Buddha’s
teachings that underscored its crucial relevance to the
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present age. The early decades of the century provided the
background to this vision. In his own mature years he had
witnessed two world wars (one involving the mass exter-
mination of his own community, the European Jews) as
well as countless smaller scale conflicts and, in the post-
war period, the breakdown of existential meaning in the
lives of so many thoughtful, well-intentioned people.
Against this background he constantly sought to empha-
size, from different angles, those aspects of the Buddha's
teachings that speak most directly and meaningfully to ear-
nest men and women in search of clear spiritual direction.

His original writings (excluding translations) are not volu-
minous. They include (in English) his classic work on
mindfulness The Heart of Buddhist Meditation; Abhidhamma
Studies, a book of essays on the Abhidhamma philosophy
prompted by his translation of the Dhammasangani; and a
number of tracts in the BPS’s Wheel and Bodhi Leaves
series, which have been collected into The Vision of Dhamma.
But what his work lacks in volume is more than compen-
sated for by its depth of insight, breadth of understanding,
and bountiful human sympathy. In these respects I would
say that his writings are unsurpassed by any other expo-
nent of Theravada Buddhism in our time. His books and
essays remain stimulating even after many readings, capa-
ble of disclosing new dimensions of meaning and of im-
parting fresh surges of inspiration. His thought is thorough,
systematic, methodical, and orderly, yet his voice speaks
in warm and personal tones, gently offering the reader wise
- words of counsel in the proper conduct of life and in tread-
ing the path to liberation.

In the remainder of this paper I would like to discuss
briefly several of the dominant strands that enter into Ven.
Nyanaponika’s vision of Dhamma, the themes that give his
presentation of the Teaching its distinctive stamp. I have
organized these themes under four headings.



(i) The Prospect and Challenge of Freedom

For Ven. Nyanaponika the Buddha’s Teaching is first and
foremost a doctrine of freedom, of freedom from suffering.
This is the explicit aim of the Dhamma as embedded in the
Four Noble Truths, and for Ven. Nyanaponika it is also the
underlying aim and origin of all religion: “If there were no
suffering, there would be no religion. For the ultimate pur-
pose of religion is nothing but deliverance from suffering.”2
The uniqueness and greatness of the Buddha’s Teaching,
among the various world religions, consists in its enuncia-
tion of a path that leads to experiential release from suffer-
ing. What it offers is not the promise of salvation in the
next world, but the prospect of deliverance attainable here
and now through an utterly realistic insight into the hu-
man situation. Deliverance has been realized, by the Bud-
dha and the Arahants, and they declare that anyone who
makes the effort can reach the same goal that they them-
selves have achieved.

For Ven. Nyanaponika, what is most impressive in the
Buddha'’s Teaching is its clear definition of the path to free-
dom. The path is explained in minute detail, with all its
essential elements plainly described and its major milestones
marked. To follow this path does not depend upon mo-
mentous leaps of faith or reliance upon external redeem-
ers. The path calls only for moral earnestness, self-reliance,
honest reflection, and diligent effort. It does not lead us
away from immediate experience, but to a profound pen-
etration of the true nature of experience through the culti-
vation of the simple faculty of close, careful attention to
one’s own processes of body and mind. Even though the
path may be long and hard, Ven. Nyanaponika repeatedly
stresses that it is a gradual path which advances in stages.
Thus even those without much spiritual strength to start
with can still take the first steps, and any earnest effort
brings concrete results.
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Ven. Nyanaponika’s conception of the Dhamma as a
direct way to freedom from suffering echoes the universal
and timeless essence of the Teaching, but as he formulates
this essence, it is couched in terms especially addressed to
Western man in the late 20th century — and by extension to
those in Asia whose mental horizons have been shaped by
Western influences. He speaks to those who can no longer
rest content with doctrines of salvation through faith, who
no longer seek refuge in ideologies or systems of belief, yet
who demand deeper answers to the fundamental questions
of existence than materialistic modes of thought can pro-
vide. He is thus tackling the doubts of the countless men
and women who find themselves stranded between the old
religions of faith, which they no longer believe in, and the
new religions of technological progress and economic con-

: sumerism, which they find vain and hollow. For such seek-
ers, unsure where to turn for an escape from their dilemma,
the Buddha’s Teaching offers a path to freedom that scales
the highest towers of spirituality yet remains fully respect-
ful of the moral and intellectual autonomy of the individual:
of his right to inquire and investigate, to apply reason as a
yardstick for evaluation, to validate his religious trust by
personal experience.

But Ven. Nyanaponika shows that the promise of free-
dom that the Dhamma holds out is also a challenge, a chal-
lenge that can be seen as threatening, even frightening. For
spiritual freedom, deliverance from suffering, can be won
only by a far-reaching inner transformation, one which in-

" volves discipline, renunciation and detachment, and finally
the relinquishment of what is most precious to our
unenlightened minds: our sense of ego, our conviction that
we possess a real substantial self as the basis of our per-
sonal identity. This sense of ego is reinforced by layers of
intellectual and emotional armour which make the task of
vanquishing it particularly difficult. Thus he writes: “The
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way of freedom is an arduous way because it demands of
us that we break the self-forged fetters of our lusts and
hates, our prejudices and dogmas — fetters we foolishly cher-
ish as ornaments.” Hence many develop a “fear of free-
dom,” which leads to both individual and social stagna-
tion. However, he assures us, we can overcome this fear
by correct understanding: “Once we see them [our fetters]
for what they really are, obstacles to true freedom, the hard
task of discarding them will become at the same time a
joyous experience.”3

(ii) A Secure Foundation for Ethics

One of the major spiritual problems of our age that
weighed heavily on Ven. Nyanaponika’s mind ‘was the
widespread erosion in moral standards that had infected
modern society. He was keenly aware of course that even
in past ages, when religion reigned supreme, human be-
haviour was often ruled by blind lust, ambition, cruelty,
and hatred.4 In our epoch, however, even an objective foun-
dation for ethics was in jeopardy. In the West, ethics had
always been seen as rooted in God. Hence, as belief in God
ceased to be an effective force in many people’s lives, moral
principles were left without anchorage. The cult of unre-
strained sensuality and naked self-interest had started to
spread with alarming speed, threatening to trample all
higher ideals underfoot.

Ven. Nyanaponika saw in the Buddha’s Teaching a se-
cure foundation for ethics that does not require any ap-
peals to external authority but can be derived directly from
the constitution of the human mind. He found the key he
was seeking above all in the teaching on the unwholesome
and wholesome roots — greed, hatred, and delusion, and
their opposites — to which he devoted an entire booklet,
The Roots of Good and Evil. He writes:
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The recent crisis of theistic faith which has taken hold in the
West has brought in its trail a moral crisis as well. For many,
belief in God has been shattered, and often those who lose
their belief in God fail to see any convincing reason for mo-
rality without a divine sanction coming down from above.
Left without a sound foundation for ethics, they either ac-
cept materialistic political ideologies or allow their conduct
to be guided by self-interest. Yet we also find today a grow-
ing number of people seeking better alternatives. To them
the Buddha’s teaching on the wholesome and unwholesome
roots provides a criterion of good and evil that is neither
theological nor authoritarian but experiential, one with a
sound psychological basis offering an autonomous pragmatic
motivation for avoiding evil and choosing the good.>

By direct inspection of our own minds we can see that
states of greed, hatred, and delusion bring harm and suf-
fering to ourselves and others, and thus we can understand
that it serves our long-range good, as well as the welfare
of others, to restrain actions born of these evil roots and to
cultivate their wholesome opposites — generosity, loving-
kindness, and understanding.

In this essay Ven. Nyanaponika investigates the teach-
ing on the “roots” in extensive detail. With numerous cita-
tions from the Pali texts he explores not only the psycho-
logical inter-relations of the roots, but their kammic conse-
quences, their effect on the process of rebirth, and their
social repercussions. He devotes separate sections to the
methods for overcoming the evil roots by meditative train-
ing, and finally he discusses the significance of Nibbana as
~ the destruction of greed, hatred, and delusion. For him it
is important that the Buddha’s Teaching displays an invio-
lable internal consistency: from its simplest maxims on
ethics to its conception of final liberation, it focuses upon
the task of internal purification through the overcoming of
the three unwholesome roots and the perfecting of detach-
ment, lovingkindness, and wisdom.
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(iii) The Comprehension of Inner Reality

This theme leads us to the next strand in Ven. Nyana-
ponika’s vision of Dhamma. According to the Mahathera,
the process of self-transformation to which the Buddha di-
rects us must begin with self-knowledge, with the under-
standing of one’s own mind: “In the Buddhist doctrine,
mind is the starting point, the focal point, and also, as the
liberated and purified mind of the Saint, the culminating
point.”6 Self-examination is generally a difficult task, for
most people avoid looking too closely into their own minds,
afraid that the sight of their own faults and shortcomings
might shake their self-esteem. However, Ven. Nyanaponika
tells us, when we refuse to look into our own minds, we
give implicit approval to our defects, allowing them to grow
unchecked. We also fail to perceive our potential virtues,
which must be first noticed before they can be cultivated.”

Self-understanding requires the discipline of inward
contemplation, particularly the practice of methodical mind-
fulness. But besides this, it also calls for a precise and de-
tailed analysis of the contents of the mind. Through his
deep study of the Buddha’s discourses and the Abhi-
dhamma, as well as through his long meditative, experi-
ence, Ven. Nyanaponika had acquired a profound under-
standing of man’s psychological makeup, his passions,
struggles, and anxieties, his potential for good and for evil,
which he explores with extraordinary acumen in his
writings.

One of his most perceptive works in this genre is his
essay, “The Worn-out Skin,” a series of contemplations on
the Uraga Sutta, the first poem of the Sutta Nipata. The poem
unfolds as a series of verses identifying the defiled pro-
pensities that an earnest monk must cast off in order to
win final freedom. Ven. Nyanaponika’s commentary on the
poem offers microscopic dissection of such powerful hu-
man drives as wrath, lust, craving, conceit, the need for
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security, anxiety, and attachment. His reflections repeat-
edly link the Buddhist insights of the poem to themes from
the European intellectual heritage as well as to everyday
experience.

Ven. Nyanaponika is perspicacious not only when de-
scribing our disruptive psychological pathologies, but also
(or especially) when exposing the condition of the ordi-
nary undeveloped mind, which we commonly take for
granted as normal and unquestionable. Thus, on the theme
of “tidying up the mental household,” he writes:

If anyone whose mind is not harmonized and controlled
through methodical meditative training should take a close
look at his own everyday thoughts and activities, he will meet
with a rather disconcerting sight. Apart from the few main
channels of his purposeful thoughts and activities, he will
everywhere be faced with a tangled mass of perceptions,
thoughts, feelings, and casual bodily movements, showing a
disorderliness and confusion which he would certainly not
tolerate in his living room.... Hundreds of cross-currents flash
through the mind, and everywhere there are “bits and ends”
of unfinished thoughts, stifled emotions, and passing moods....
If we observe our own minds, we shall notice how easily
diverted our thoughts are, how often they behave like un-
disciplined disputants constantly interrupting each other and

refusing to listen to the other side’s arguments.8

Having analysed the details of that “rather untidy pic-
ture,” he then issues the stern warning that it is within the
shadows of the disorderly mind that our most dangerous
enemies are lurking: the perilous passions of greed and lust,
of hatred and violence, of ignorance and delusion. These
mental pathologies do not appear fully formed out of no-
where, but emerge gradually from the slow accumulation
of “mental dust” through negligence in attending to the
care of our minds.
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(iv) The Training and Liberation of the Mind

Examining the long-neglected quarters of our own minds
will deliver “a wholesome shock,” convincing us of the
urgent need for methodical mental training. This brings us
to the fourth topic in our study, the most significant contri-
bution Ven. Nyanaponika has made to our understanding
of the Dhamma: his disclosure of Satipatthana, the medi-
tative discipline of right mindfulness, as the foundation-
stone of Buddhist mental training. This thesis is already
indicated by the title of his best known book The Heart of
Buddhist Meditation, which squarely demonstrates that the
systematic practice of right mindfulness is indeed the heart
of Buddhist meditation.

The book, translated into some seven languages, takes
the form of a modern commentary on the Satipatthana Sutta,
which it includes in translation along with an anthology of
texts on Satipatthana. But Ven. Nyanaponika does not
merely repeat stereotyped explanations of right mindful-
ness. Instead, he opens our eyes to aspects of this system
of meditative discipline that had never been articulated so
clearly before, at least not in European languages.

He begins his work by placing the practice of Buddhist
meditation in the particular historical context in which he
is writing, opening with a chilling account of the crisis con-
fronting the world at the height of the Cold War. After
two world wars, he cautions, humankind has still not
learned its lesson; again, it is preparing “for a new bout of
that raving madness called war.” And at its root “the same
old mechanism is at work again: the interaction of greed
and fear,” lust for power and the fear of our own instru-
ments of destruction.” Yet, the author observes, despite the
gravity of the danger, men are still bungling only with the
symptoms of the malady, blind to the underlying cause,
which is their own undeveloped minds.
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The Buddha’s Teaching addresses “this sick and truly
demented world of ours” with words of “eternal wisdom
and unfailing guidance.” The advice the Teaching offers
can be summed up in three challenges, which the Ven.
Nyanaponika expresses thus:

(i) to know the mind, that is so near to us, and yet is
so unknown;
(ii) to shape the mind, that is so unwieldy and obsti-
nate, and yet may turn so pliant;
(iii) to free the mind, that is in bondage all over, and
yet may win freedom here and now.10

“Hence,” he writes, “the resolute turning away from dis-
astrous paths, the turning that might save the world in its
present crisis, must necessarily be a turning inward, into
the recesses of man’s own mind. Only through a change
within will there be a change without.”11 This does not
mean that Ven. Nyanaponika recommends narcissistic self-
absorption, for in other works of his he stresses the need
for a balance of internal contemplation with compassion-
ate action to alleviate the vast mass of human suffering.
But he does maintain that the only hope for the world’s
redemption lies in an internal transformation, a transfor-
mation of the mind. The instrument for this transforma-
tion, and for mind’s final liberation, is the practice of
Satipatthana meditation. Satipatthana, the Mahathera holds,
is the master key for knowing the mind; the perfect tool for
shaping the mind; and the lofty manifestation of the mind
that has been liberated. The first task represents the theo-
retical aspect of Satipatthana, the other two its practical
application.

Ven. Nyanaponika’s treatment of Satipatthana in the book
harmonizes with his entire approach to the Dhamma. He
stresses its balanced combination of simplicity with pro-
fundity, its practicality, its universality. It is beneficial not
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only to the confirmed Buddhist, but to all who endeavour
to master the mind and develop its latent potential.12 It is
a message of self-help and self-reliance which leads to tan-
gible results, results that unfold in a graded sequence
throughout the gradual training: in the initial stages it brings
the immediate fruits of greater self-understanding, deeper
contentment, pliancy and adaptability. It restores simplic-
ity and naturalness to a complicated, problematic world
addicted to artificial devices.13 At deeper levels it reveals
more and more clearly the “three characteristics” of phe-
nomena — impermanence, suffering, and egolessness; and
at its highest level it eradicates the root-causes of all bond-
age and suffering — greed, hatred, and delusion.

In The Heart of Buddhist Meditation, and in his other work
on Satipatthana, “The Power of Mindfulness,” Ven. Nyana-
ponika devotes special care to investigating the salient
quality of mindfulness, and he has chosen a felicitous ex-
pression to convey that distinctive quality. The expression
he coined is “bare attention,” which he defines as “the clear
and single-minded awareness of what actually happens to
us, and in us, at the successive moments of perception.”14
He explores in exquisite detail the efficacy of bare atten-
tion in accomplishing the threefold task of knowing, shap-
ing, and liberating the mind, and he also clarifies the rela-
tionship between “bare attention” or simple mindfulness
and the other operative term in Satipatthana meditation,
sampajafifia, “clear comprehension.”

What Ven. Nyanaponika stresses in his writings on
Satipatthana is that Buddhist meditation is not an exotic,
spiritual technology that leads to bizarre landscapes of the
imaginary Beyond. At its core it is, rather, a discipline that
centres around the systematic cultivation of a simple, very
ordinary mental faculty that is normally employed only in
a superficial manner. This is the faculty of awareness or
attention. In our usual dealings with the world, the initial
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moment of attention with which any experience begins is
almost immediately overwhelmed by currents of associa-
tive thought and conceptual construction, by which our
awareness of our object is subordinated to our ego-centred
desires and pragmatic aims. The Buddhist practice of
mindfulness aims at sustaining the rudimentary moment
of attention, and, by repeated practice, at transforming it
into a steady, uninterrupted, potent beam of awareness that
can then be used to probe into the very constitution and
structure of conscious experience. Ven. Nyanaponika states
that it required the genius of the Buddha to discover “the
hidden talent” in this homely, unobtrusive faculty of bare
attention: “Through the master mind of the Buddha,
mindfulness is finally revealed as the Archimedean point
where the vast revolving mass of world suffering is lev-
ered out of its twofold anchorage in ignorance and crav-
ing.”15 I would add that while the efficacy of mindfulness
has been known to Buddhist meditators through the ages,
it took the master mind of Ven. Nyanaponika to reveal so
lucidly, with such penetrating psychological insight, exactly
how mindfulness fulfils the onerous duties entrusted to it
by the Enlightened One.

Epilogue

Island Hermitage, the monastery founded by Ven.
Nyanatiloka, is situated in Ratgama Lake, near the coastal
town of Dodanduwa, about ten miles north of Galle. The
hermitage consists of two islands joined by a causeway.
The older monastic base is called Polgasduwa, “Coconut
Tree Island”; the one acquired at a later date is called
Metiduwa, “Clay Island.” When you arrive at the hermit-
age the boat pulls in to the dock at Metiduwa. If you walk
up the path to the right, you will come to the meeting hall
and library, where the monks congregate for their meals
and communal duties each day. But if you turn to the left,
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and continue along the shady jungle path beneath the tropi-
cal trees and creepers, then cross the causeway, and walk
on to the far end of Polgasduwa, eventually you will come
to a little clearing over which there hangs an indescribable
atmosphere of quietude and peace. This is the small monks’
cemetery, with six tombstones visible.

The most prominent of these is a tall, four-faced monu-
ment, on top of which is a monk’s robe, alms bowl, and
inkpot-and-pen, all made out of stone. This is the tomb of
Ven. Nyanatiloka Mahathera, the founder of the hermitage
and its abbot for 46 years. On the four faces of the stone, in
four different languages (Pali, German, English, and
Sinhala), is an inscription. It is the verse by which the
Arahant Assaji summed up the essence of the Dhamma for
the wanderer Upatissa, who was to become the Buddha’s
chief disciple, Sariputta. The verse expresses the central
philosophical insight of Buddhism, the conditionality and
dependent origination of all phenomena of existence:

Ye dhamma hetuppabhava tesam hetum Tathagato aha
tesai ca yo nirodho evamvadi mahasamano.

Of things that proceed from a cause,
Their cause the Tathagata proclaimed,
And also their cessation.

Thus taught the Great Sage.

About two meters from Ven. Nyanatiloka’s memorial
is another tombstone, its lettering still legible against the
dark marble. This is the tomb of Ven. Nyanaponika
Mahathera, inaugurated three months after his death, in
January 1995. This tomb bears an inscription too, in Pali
only, a maxim of the Buddha taken from the Satipatthana
Samyutta:
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Attanam rakkhanto param rakkhati; param rakkhanto attanam
rakkhati.

“Protecting oneself, one protects others; protecting oth-
ers, one protects oneself.”

Upon this theme Ven. Nyanaponika had written his beau-
tiful essay “Protection through Right Mindfulness,” in
which he explains how protecting oneself by the practice
of mindfulness leads to the protection of others, while pro-
tecting others through the practice of patience, harmless-
ness, lovingkindness, and compassion leads to one’s own
self-protection.

Thus even in death the two German scholar-monks si-
lently continue to proclaim the Buddha’s Teaching. The
older monk bears testimony to the Master’s philosophical
insight into the universal law of conditionality; the pupil
reminds us of his practical message of right mindfulness
and non-violence. Their life’s journey had led them, against
all expectations, from their ancestral homeland in the heart
of Germany to their final resting place here among the palm
trees of Island Hermitage. In the course of that journey these
two great monks, like two bright suns set in the firmament
of the Sasana, illuminated the Buddha’s Teaching for a
world that often seemed plunged in darkness. Their con-
tribution to the cause of Theravada Buddhism deserves to
be remembered for as long as the True Dhamma endures.
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Notes

I In 1939, after the Nazis invaded Austria, Ven. Nyana-
ponika arranged for his mother and the other relatives to
come to Sri Lanka. The other relatives eventually migrated
to Australia, but his mother stayed on. She was accommo-
dated in the home of the Sri Lankan philanthropist couple,
Sir Ernest and Lady de Silva, and became a much loved
member of their household. She died in Colombo in 1956.
Through the influence of her son and her exemplary hosts,
she embraced the Buddha Dhamma and became a devoted
lay follower.

2 “The Way to Freedom from Suffering,” in The Vision of
Dhamma (BPS, 1994), p.3. Henceforth abbreviated as ‘VD'.

3 “The Worn-Out Skin,” VD, p.22.

4 For example, he writes: “Whipped up by hate and wrath,
towering waves of violence and fierce tempests of aggres-
sion have swept again and again through human history,
leaving behind a wake of destruction. Though issuing from
the one root of evil, hate, these upheavals have taken a
multitude of forms: as racial, national, religious, and class
hatred, as well as other varieties of factional and political
fanaticism.... Untold misery has been wrought thus and is
still being wrought today, as history books and the daily
newspapers amply testify.” (“The Worn-out Skin,” VD,
p-38.)

5 “The Roots of Good and Evil,” VD, p.121.

6 The Heart of Buddhist Meditation (BPS, 1992), p.21. Hence-
forth abbreviated as "HBM'.

7 1bid, p.72.
8 “The Power of Mindfulness,” VD, pp.74-75.
9 HBM, p.19.
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10 HBM, p.23.

11 HBM, p.22.

12 HBM, pp.7-8.

13 HBM,, pp.79-81.

14 HBM, p.30.

15 “The Power of Mindfulness,” VD, p.72.



Presence Within Absence
Reflections Six Years After His Death

As I write (April 2001), it is almost exactly six and a half
years since Ven. Nyanaponika left his mortal body, and
only three months short of his hundredth birth anniver-
sary. I sit in the very seat at the Forest Hermitage where he
himself had sat almost every day for close to forty years.
Though I am using a new chair, I write in the same spot,
leaning over the same desk, in a room that has changed
very little since his passing.

Sitting in this seat, I experience the intersection of sta-
bility and change; the blend of the enduring with the im-
permanent; the dialectic of presence and absence. The
present perishes and vanishes from our midst, yet as time
devours the present and expels it as the past, part of the
past persists in the present and makes its presence inexo-
rably felt. It is this that gives continuity to human life, this
that makes possible gratitude and appreciation to our fore-
bears who no longer dwell among us. Though we all must
die and leave our friends and relations, leave our bodies
too, we live on through our deeds. This is so not only in
the sense that we must inherit our accumulation of kamma,
but also in the sense that our deeds exert an inescapable
influence on the lives of those who survive us. This influ-
ence can be uplifting or degrading, beneficial or harmful,
depending on the moral quality of our own lives.

For over forty years, the all-pervasive presence at the
Forest Hermitage was Ven. Nyanaponika himself. By men-
tioning the Forest Hermitage in the preface to his most
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famous book, he has inscribed the magical name of this
cottage in the Udawattakele Reserve upon the minds of
many people around the world. I myself remember how,
many years ago, before I came to Sri Lanka to become a
monk, I had been captivated by the image conjured up by
the words “Forest Hermitage.” I was living in Los Angeles
at the time and had been using The Heart of Buddhist Medi-
tation as my guidebook for meditation. Whenever my novice
attempts at concentration faltered due to the roar of LA
traffic and the barking of the neighbourhood dogs, I would
slip off into the idyllic fantasies that the words “Forest
Hermitage” evoked in my mind. At that time I hardly sus-
pected that soon I would be travelling to Sri Lanka to join
the Sangha, and that close to twenty years of my life would
pass at this same hermitage.

Having lived here from 1952 until his death, Ven.
Nyanaponika established an indissoluble bond between
himself and the Forest Hermitage, between himself and the
Udawattakele forest. He was utterly determined that, in
case he fell seriously ill, he should remain at Forest Her-
mitage and should not be brought to a hospital for longer
than emergency treatment. Fortunately, we were able to
help him realize his wish, and it was in the same room
that he lived and slept that he breathed his last. Following
his death, his form became one with the forest. While most
of his bodily remains were brought to Island Hermitage
for interment, the bone matter he left exceeded the capac-
ity of the casket purchased for that purpose. We therefore
pulverized the remaining bone matter and scattered the
powder over the hills of Udawattakele. Thus the substance
of his own body, his residue of bones, lost its identity as
bone matter, its identity as Nyanaponika. Inundated by rain,
baked in the hot sun, shrouded in mist, strewn about by
the winds, it became soil, became earth, became forest.
Nyanaponika disappeared, but at the same time he per-
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sisted, his absence transformed into the presence of the great
silent hills at the heart of this beautiful forest.

Over the past six years several other monks have come
and stayed in his room for varying periods of time, but his
own invisible presence still lingers on. The arrangement of
the furniture has changed only slightly; the pictures on the
wall are almost the same, but now augmented by a strik-
ing photograph of the Venerable hanging on one wall. Many
of his German books have been given away for the use of
those who read German, but most other.books remain, and
the general appearance of the front room is very much the
way it was ten years ago. Thus, despite his absence, the
room, even the hermitage itself, remains indelibly his own.
His presence breaks through his absence and permeates
the Forest Hermitage with its almost tangible actuality.

The dialectic of presence and absence also unfolds
through the Venerable’s influence on the lives of others.
Though he never sought to dominate and control other
people, Ven. Nyanaponika had a powerful influence on
many who came into personal contact with him, both in
Sri Lanka and in the West. For those of us in the immedi-
ate orbit of his life, he was the guide in our journey along
the Buddha’s path, the “noble friend” to whom we looked
for counsel, encouragement, and advice. Through this close
relationship, his own being has taken root in our being. He
continues to speak to us and guide us — not, however,
through some mysterious psychic influence, but through
the recollection of his example and of the high standards
of personal integrity he established, above all for himself.

The Buddhist teaching of conditional relations speaks
of the way one mind-moment affects its successors in the
same mental continuum. By analogy, we can extend this
conception to the impact one person has upon others within
the interdependent, interwoven community of human be-
ings. Though the mind that defined the personhood of Ven.
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Nyanaponika is gone, presumably to a fresh rebirth, like a
plant that deposits many viable seeds, his mind-flower has
sown in the mind-fields of many people seeds with the
capacity to grow and bring forth wholesome fruit. He re-
mains before our mind’s eye as an embodiment of wisdom,
equanimity, and compassion; a model of selfless service to
the Dhamma and to all humankind. This mental image con-
tinues to give confidence and inspiration.

From still another angle, the dialectic of presence and
absence is working itself out through the Venerable’s writ-
ings. During his lifetime, his masterwork, The Heart of Bud-
dhist Meditation, proved to be the magnet that drew thou-
sands of people to the practice of Buddhist insight medita-
tion, including many of the leading present-day teachers
of Vipassana in the West. Now, almost forty years after its
first appearance, the book continues to be read and dis-
cussed. Though many other works on insight meditation
now crowd the bookstores, it is hard to think of any that
matches The Heart of Buddhist Meditation in depth and com-
prehensiveness of understanding.

Since his demise, other writings of Ven. Nyanaponika
that had previously reached only a limited readership are
now receiving the wider distribution they deserve. The col-
lection of his essays from the BPS Wheel and Bodhi Leaves
series, The Vision of Dhamma, was issued in an enlarged
second edition by the Buddhist Publication Society (BPS)
at the Venerable’s 93rd birthday celebration in 1994, just
three months before his death. Late last year this work ap-
peared in a parallel American edition by BPS’s U.S. off-
shoot, BPS Pariyatti Editions, which should help to make
his thought better known in the Americas. In 1996, I col-
lected into a single volume all the Wheel booklets on the
lives of the Buddha’s great disciples, which included Ven.
Nyanaponika’s moving study of Sariputta Thera and his
substantial contributions to the other life studies authored
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by Hellmuth Hecker. This book, Great Disciples of the Bud-
dha, is published jointly by Wisdom Publications and the
BPS. It is also available in German and French translations.

The following year there appeared a new edition of Ven.
Nyanaponika’s wonderful Abhidhamma Studies, which first
came out in 1949 and was reissued in an enlarged, pol-
ished edition by BPS in 1965. The new edition is again pub-
lished jointly by Wisdom Publications and BPS. Through
this book, the Venerable’s profound insights into the great
philosophical enterprise called Abhidhamma have become
better known in the West and are helping to stimulate a
keener interest in this ancient system of philosophical
psychology. The Venerable’s three Wheel booklets, An
Anguttara Nikaya Anthology, are now issued in a single hand-
some volume, published under the auspices of the Interna-
tional Sacred Literature Trust under the title Numerical Dis-
courses of the Buddha.

In the German-speaking world, the works of Ven.
Nyanaponika still continue to be influential. They are main-
tained in print largely due to the enthusiastic dedication of
Beyerlein-Steinschulte Verlag, which has inherited the old
Verlag Christiani line of Buddhist books. It is heartening,
too, to know that Ven. Nyanaponika’s German translations
of the Atthasalini and the Dhammasangani, for too long al-
most unavailable, are soon to see the light of day. All that
is needed now to complete this circle is a German transla-
tion of Abhidhamma Studies.

Through his books, the great Mahathera has not been
consigned by death to silence, but even beyond death con-
tinues to teach the Dhamma he loved so much and under-
stood so deeply. While his physical form is no longer in
our midst, his erudition and insights, his benevolent coun-
sel and compassionate concern, spread out in widening cir-
cles, establishing more firmly his stature as one of the fore-
most Buddhist thinkers of our age. Erich Fromm described
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his writings as “a Guide for the Perplexed” in the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century. No doubt they will still fulfil
this function at the beginning of the twenty-first century,
too.
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