SN 20.9 — SN 20:9 Bull Elephants | Naga Sutta

English translation by Thanissaro Bhikkhu.

Source: https://www.dhammatalks.org/suttas/SN/SN20_9.html

Source revision: sha256:06db98f11dbe5b66e3b290b0f8bcaaddec5f2fe3d1e1b74062fcfObaea044036
License: CC-BY-NC-4.0 — https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

License URL: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Copyright: Copyright 2014 Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Revised edition 2017

License notice: Copyright 2014 Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Revised edition 2017 This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 Unported. To see a copy of this license visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/. “Commercial” shall mean any sale, whether for
commercial or non-profit purposes or entities. Questions about this book may be addressed to Metta
Forest Monastery Valley Center, CA 92082-1409 U.S.A. Additional resources More Dhamma talks, books
and translations by Thanissaro Bhikkhu are available to download in digital audio and various ebook

formats at dhammatalks.org. Printed copy A paperback copy of this book is available free of charge. To
request one, write to: Book Request, Metta Forest Monastery, PO Box 1409, Valley Center, CA 92082 USA.

Attribution: From Handful of Leaves, Thanissaro Bhikkhu;
https://www.dhammatalks.org/Archive/Writings/Ebooks/SuttaPitaka_251113.epub. Copyright 2014
Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Revised edition 2017 This work is licensed under the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 Unported. To see a copy of this license visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/. “Commercial” shall mean any sale, whether for
commercial or non-profit purposes or entities. Questions about this book may be addressed to Metta
Forest Monastery Valley Center, CA 92082-1409 U.S.A. Additional resources More Dhamma talks, books
and translations by Thanissaro Bhikkhu are available to download in digital audio and various ebook
formats at dhammatalks.org. Printed copy A paperback copy of this book is available free of charge. To
request one, write to: Book Request, Metta Forest Monastery, PO Box 1409, Valley Center, CA 92082 USA.

Changes: Presentation only: original HTML markup reflowed into plain text; wording, numbering and
source repetitions retained. No repetitions expanded.

Completeness: ABBREVIATED. Every source-unit character is preserved, including introductions, notes and
verse structure. Thanissaro's collection-level note explicitly states that repetitions were cut:
https://www.dhammatalks.org/suttas/about.html. This is evidence about the translation method, not an
assertion that every individual unit contains an omission; no repetitions reconstructed.

Text
Bull Elephants

Naga Sutta (SN 20:9)

I have heard that on one occasion the Blessed One was staying near Savatthtin Jeta's
Grove, Anathapindika’s monastery. And on that occasion a certain newly-ordained monk
was spending too much time visiting lay families. The monks said to him, “Friend, don't
spend so much time visiting lay families.” He, admonished by the monks, said, “But these
elder monks suppose that lay families should be visited. So why not me?”

Then many monks went to the Blessed One and, on arrival, having bowed down to him, sat
to one side. As they were sitting there, they said to him, “Lord, there is a certain
newly-ordained monk who is spending too much time visiting lay families. The monks have



said to him, ‘Friend, don’t spend so much time visiting lay families.” He, admonished by the
monks, said, ‘But these elder monks suppose that lay families should be visited. So why
not me?”

[The Blessed One said:] “Once, monks, there was a great lake in the wilderness, and bull
elephants were living in dependence on it. Plunging into the lake, they would pull up lotus
roots & stalks with their trunks and—having washed them so that they were well washed,
having chewed them when they were free of mud—would swallow them. This led to
beauty & strength for them, and from that cause there came neither death nor death-like
pain.

“But young calf elephants, imitating them, plunged into the lake and pulled up lotus roots
& stalks with their trunks. Without washing them so that they were well washed, they
chewed them while they were still muddy and swallowed them. This did not lead to beauty
& strength for them, and from that cause there came either death or death-like pain.

“In the same way, monks, there is the case where elder monks, early in the morning,
having adjusted their lower robes and, carrying their bowls & outer robes, enter a village
or town for alms. There they speak Dhamma. The lay people, confident in them, do acts of
confidence [give gifts]. They [the elder monks] partake of those gains unattached to them,
uninfatuated, guiltless, seeing the drawbacks [of attachment to them], and discerning the
escape from them. This leads to beauty & strength for them, and from that cause there
comes neither death nor death-like pain.

“But newly-ordained monks, imitating them, early in the morning, having adjusted their
lower robes and, carrying their bowls & outer robes, enter a village or town for alms. There
they speak Dhamma. The lay people, confident in them, do acts of confidence. They [the
newly-ordained monks] partake of those gains attached to them, infatuated, guilty, not
seeing the drawbacks [of attachment to them], and not discerning the escape from them.
This does not lead to beauty & strength for them, and from that cause there comes either
death or death-like pain.1

“Therefore, monks, you should train yourselves: ‘We will partake [of our gains] unattached,
uninfatuated, guiltless, seeing the drawbacks [of attachment to them], and discerning the
escape from them.’ That's how you should train yourselves.”

Note

1. For what counts as beauty and strength among monks, see DN 26 and AN 3:99. For what
counts as their death or death-like pain, see SN 20:10.
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