Anathapindika

Anathapindika was chief of alms givers. He was famous for his generous support of Buddha and the Sangha. His name means: “One who gives alms (pinda) to the unprotected (a-natha). 

His personal name was Sudatta. From early boyhood, he was very generous to the poor and gave away ornaments whenever anybody asked for them. This distressed his parents who would confine him to the house. On one occasion, the boy insisted on going to the river for a bath and brought out four jars of gold.

Meeting the Buddha

In the first year after Buddha’s enlightenment, Anathapindika was on a business trip to Rajagaha and found his brother-in-law busy supervising a meal for the Buddha and Sangha the following day. The brother-in-law was that faithful disciple who had built 60 huts for the Sangha in Rajagaha.

Anathapindika woke up three times in the night, in anticipation of the next day’s meeting with the Buddha. Finally, he went out before dawn to the monastery. In the darkness, he was overcome by fear and doubts but he pushed on to Sitavana where he found Buddha walking to and fro, meditating in the cool morning air. Buddha greeted him and to him on various aspects of his teachings and the Four Noble Truths. He was immediately converted and attained the first stage of sainthood.

On the following day after the meal, Anathapindika invited the Buddha to spend the rainy retreat at Savatthi. Buddha accepted, “ the Tathagata takes pleasure in solitude.”

Offering of Jetavana

On his return to Savatthi, he prepared the Rajagaha-Savatthi route for Buddha’s visit. Viharas, rest houses and parks were built in readiness.

At Savatthi, he looked for a quiet spot and found a suitable park belonging to Prince Jeta, son of King Pasenadi. The prince wanted as much gold pieces that would cover the park. He spent 18 million, missing a small patch at the entrance. He was about to order for more gold pieces to be brought in when the prince announced that he was would build a mighty gate tower on that spot at his own expense.

Anathapindika spent another 18 million for buildings and furnishings, building individual cells, meeting hall, dining hall, storerooms, walkways, latrines, wells and lotus ponds for bathing and a large surrounding wall. Another 18 million was spent in the festival of dedication, with sumptious celebration.

He supplied the Sangha at Jetavana with all the necessities. Several hundred monks came daily to his home, a 7-storied building for the noon meal. He continued to upkeep and maintain Jetavana.

When he had been reduced to poverty and felt disappointed that he could no longer provide luxuries for the Sangha, Buddha preached the Velama Sutta to encourage him. Even when he was without much funds, he continued to provide rice gruel for the monks.

The spirit staying at Anathapindika’s residence was asked to retrieve sunken gold, and persuade Anathapindika’s debtors to repay their debts. At the end, Anathapindika had 54 million and was able to be as generous as before.

In recognition of the services he rendered to the cause of Buddhism, and the construction of Jetavana, the Buddha announced that Anathapindika was the chief of alms givers.

Discourses

There were 18 discourses recorded in the Pali canon given to Anathapindika.

The Buddha gave 14 discourses, another was when Anathapindika asked a question, 1 was when he reported how he had taught others, 2 were instructions from Venerables Ananda and Sariputta. Discourses comprise of basic advice to laity:

· The householder’s path of duty which leads to good repute and heavens…. they are offerings to the Sangha of robes, alms food, lodgings and medicines.

· The four kinds of bliss to be won by the householder…. the bliss of ownership, wealth, debtlessness, blamelessness.

· The five pleasant and agreeable things, which are rare, ……long life, beauty, happiness, fame and rebirth in the heavens.

Influence of Buddhism on his family 

Anathapindika was happily married. His wife, Punnalakkhana (one who has the mark of merits) was also devoted to the Teachings of the Buddha.

He had 3 daughters and 1 son. Two of the daughters had attained Stream entry and another daughter attained the stage of once returner. His son, showed no interest until he was enticed by his father with one thousand pieces of gold to keep the Uposatha day; and another thousand if he would go to the monastery. On listening to the sermon, he attained stream entry. He followed his father’s generous donations and was known as ‘Little Anathapindika’

The son, Kala was married to Sujata, Visakha’s sister. She was very haughty, ill treated the servants and did not perform the duties of a wife. On one occasion, Buddha preached to her the 7 kinds of wives (slayer, thief, tyrant, motherly, sisterly, friend, handmaid). Deeply moved, she then strived to be a handmaid to her husband.

A nephew squandered away his inheritance and whatever Anathapindika gave him. At the end, Anathapindika refused to give him any more money but just 2 garments and told to leave. He was later found dead by city wall. Anathapindika asked the Buddha whether he should have acted differently. Buddha explained that the nephew belonged to group of people with ,insatiable wants and had been like this even in previous lives.

Death of Anathapindika

Anathapindika became sick a third time and Venerables Ananda and Sariputta came to visit him. Knowing that his end is near, Venerable Sariputta taught him to release himself from the 6 sense objects, 6 sense bases and thoughts associated with them. Moved, Anathapindika wondered why he had never heard such a profound discourse before. To this, Ven Sariputta explained that such discourses were meant for ascetics and not white clad laity. Anathapindika then implored that such discourses be given to laity too as there would be those with little dust in their eyes.

Shortly after, Anathapindika died and was reborn in Tusita Heaven. He reappeared in the Jetavana as a deva, and uttered a song of praise of Jetavana and of Ven Sariputta who lived there, admonishing all to listen to the Buddha’s teachings.

