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The Ten Armies of Mara (Part VII)

Sayadaw U Pandita

TENTH ARMY:
SELF-EXALTATION AND DISPARAGING OTHERS

All of us have some awareness of the fact of suffering.
It is present in birth, in life and in death. Painful experiences
in life often lead us to want to overcome suffering and live in
freedom and peace. Perhaps itis this wish, this faith, or perhaps
even a firm conviction of this that led you to read this book.

In the course of our practice, this fundamental aim may
be undermined by certain byproducts of the practice itself.
We have discussed how gain, respect and fame can become
obstacles to liberation. So, too, can the closely related problems
of self-exaltation and disparaging others, the Tenth Army of
Mara. This is a battle faced by meditation masters.

Self-exaltation often attacks after some gain in practice,
perhaps a feeling of maturity in our precepts. We might become
quite cocky, looking around and saying, “Look at that person.
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They’re not keeping the precepts. They’re not as holy as I am,
not as pure.” If this happens, we have fallen victim to the
Tenth Army of Mara. This last army is perhaps the most lethal
of all. In the Buddha’s time there was even a man, Devadatta,
who tried to kill the Buddha under its influence. He had grown
proud of his psychic powers, his attainments in concentration
and his position as a disciple. Yet when subversive thoughts
came, he had no mindfulness, no defense against them.

The Essence of the Holy Life

It is possible to take delight in our own purity without
disparaging others, and without self-aggrandizement. A simile
might be useful here. Consider a valuable timber tree whose
core 1s the most precious part. We can compare this tree with

the holy life described by the Buddha: sila, samadhi, pafifia.

In cross section the tree trunk is revealed to be made of
the precious core, the woody tissue, the inner bark and finally
the thin epidermis of outer bark. A tree also has branches and
fruits.

The holy life is composed of sila, samadhi and pafifia; it
includes the path and fruition attainments or experiences of
nibbana. There are also psychic powers, including, we might
say, the psychic power of penetrating into the true nature of



reality by vipassana insight. Then there are the gain, respect,
and fame which can come to one through the practice.

One woodcutter may go into the forest seeking the tree’s
pith for some important purpose. Finding this big, handsome
timber tree, he or she cuts off all the branches and takes them
home. There the woodcutter finds that the branches and leaves
are useless for the intended purpose. This is like a person sat-
isfied with gain and fame.

Another person may strip the thin outer bark from the
tree. This is like a yogi who, content with purity of conduct,
does not work to develop the mind any further.

A third yogi, perhaps a bit more intelligent, realizes that
morality is not the end of the road: there is mental develop-
ment to be considered. He or she may take up some form of
meditation and work very hard. Attaining one-pointedness of
mind, this yogi feels great. The mind is still and content, full of
bliss and rapture. Such a person may even master the jhanas,
or absorption states of deep concentration. Then the thought
comes: “Boy am I feeling great, but the person next to me is
as restless as ever.” This yogi feels he or she has attained the
essence of vipassana and the holy life. But instead she or he
has only been attacked by the Tenth Army of Mara. This is
like a woodcutter who is content with the inner bark of the
tree and has not yet touched the core.
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More ambitious, another yogi determines to develop the
psychic powers. He or she attains them and is filled with pride.
Moreover, it is a lot of fun to play with those new abilities.
The thought may come, “Wow, this is far out. It must be the
essence of the Dhamma. Not everyone can do it either. That
woman over there can’t see what’s right under her nose, the
devas and hell beings.” If this person does not break free from
the Tenth Army of Mara, he or she will become intoxicated
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and negligent in developing wholesome states of mind. His
or her life will be accompanied by great suffering.

Psychic powers are not truly liberating, either. In this pres-
ent age, many people are inspired by certain individuals who
have developed paranormal psychic powers. For some reason
even a small display of psychic ability seems to draw a great
deal of faith from people. It was the same in the Buddha’s time.
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In fact, there was once a layman who approached the Buddha
with the suggestion that the Buddha should campaign for his
teaching on a basis of demonstrating psychic power. For this
purpose the Buddha should widely deploy all of his disciples
who had psychic powers and ask them to demonstrate miracles
to the people. “People will be really impressed,” the layman
said. “You’ll get a lot of followers that way.

The Buddha refused. Three times the request was repeat-
ed, and three times it was refused. Finally the Buddha said,
“Layman, there are three types of psychic powers. One 1s the
power to fly in the air and dive into the earth, and to perform
other superhuman feats. The second is the power to read other
people’s minds. You can tell a person, ‘Ah, on such and such a
day you were thinking that, and you went out to do this.” People
can be very impressed with this. But there is a third psychic
power, the power of instruction, whereby one can tell another,
‘Ah, you have such-and-such a behavior that is not good. It is
unwholesome, unskillful, not conducive to your welfare or that
of others. You should abandon that and practice in such a way
as to cultivate wholesome actions. Then you should meditate
as I will now instruct you.” Now, this power to guide another
person on the right path is the most important psychic power.

“O layman, if the first two powers are displayed to per-
sons who have faith in vipassana, it will not undermine their
faith. But there are those who are not by nature faithful, and
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they would say, ‘Well, that’s nothing very special. I know of
other sects and other religious systems wherein people can
also attain such powers, through mantras and other esoteric
practices.” People like that will misunderstand my teaching.

“The third type of psychic power is best, that of being
able to instruct others, O layman. When one can say, “This is
bad, do not do it. You should cultivate good speech and be-
havior. This is the way to cleanse your mind of kilesas. This is
how to meditate. This is the way to attain the bliss of nibbana,
which liberates you from all suffering,’ This, O layman, is the
best psychic power.”

By all means, go ahead and try to attain psychic powers
if this interests you. It is not essential, but it does not con-
tradict vipassana practice; there’s no one to stop you, and the
achievement certainly is not anything one can scoff at. Just do
not mistake psychic powers for the essence of the teachings.
A person who attains psychic powers and then believes he or
she has reached the end of the spiritual path is much deluded.
Such people seek the pith of the timber tree but are satisfied
to reach only the woody outer layer. Bringing it home, they will
find it of no use. So, after you attain psychic powers, please go
on and develop the various vipassana insights, successive path
and fruition moments, until the realization of arahantship.

When mindfulness and concentration are well-developed,
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the vipassana insight that penetrates into the various levels
of the true nature of things will arise. This is also a form of
psychic knowledge, but it is not yet the end of the path.

You may eventually attain the sotapatti path, the noble
consciousness of the stream entrant, which 1s the first stage of
enlightenment. Path consciousness, the first dip into nibbana,
uproots certain kilesas forever. You may continue to practice
and also develop the fruition consciousness. When this con-
sciousness arises, the mind dwells in the bliss of nibbana. It is
said that this liberation is unbounded by time. Once you have
put forth the effort to attain it, you can return to it at any time.

However, these lower attainments still fall short of the
Buddha’s purpose, which was to attain full enlightenment, that
final liberating consciousness which extinguishes all suffering
forever.

After he had finished constructing the simile of the tim-
ber tree, the Buddha said, ““The benefit of my teaching does
not lie simply in gain, respect and fame. The benefit of my
teaching does not lie merely in purity of conduct. It does not
lie merely in the attainment of the jhanas. It does not lie merely
in the attainment of psychic powers. It has as its essence the
total liberation from kilesas that is attainable at any time.”

I'hope you will gather up strength, energy and a great deal
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of courage to face the Ten Armies of Mara, and to vanquish
all of them with merciless compassion, so that you may be
able to go through the various vipassana insights. May you at
least attain the noble consciousness of the stream entrant in
this very life, and after that, may you be liberated totally and
finally from suffering,

Ref: In This Very Life, The Liberation Teachings of the Buddha, Sayadaw U
Pandita (1992)
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