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Let the Wilderness Serve!

Samyutta Nikaya 6.2.3

Atone time the Buddha was residing in Magadha,
near [a place called] Andhakavinda.
At that time the Buddha was seated under the open sky,
in the deep darkness of the night,
and the rain-god was making it rain, drop by drop.

Then the Brahma Sahampati, as the night was passing away,
lighting up Andhakavinda with his surpassing brilliance,
approached the Buddha and stood to one side.

As he stood to one side, the Brahma Sahampati
offered up these verses in the presence of the Buddha:

sevetha pantani sendsanani Let the wilderness serve for your seat and bed!

bhaya pamutto abhaye vimutto Freed from fear; and in the fearless, released.

yattha bherava sirimsapa In places where frightening serpents abide,

vijju saficarati thaneti devo Lightning clashes and the rain-god thunders,
andhakara-timisaya rattiya In the blinding darkness of the deepest night,

nisidi tattha bhikkhu vigatalomahamso There he sits—the monk who's vanquished his dread.
sevetha pantani senasanani Let the wilderness serve for your seat and bed!
careyya samyojanavippamokkha Go about set free from the ties that bind.

sa ce ratim nadhigacchaye tattha Butif, perchance, you don’t find there your bliss, then
sanghe vase rakkhitatto satima Live in a group—but watch over yourself:

kula kulam pindikaya caranto Mindful, proceeding for alms from house to house,
indriyagutto nipako satima Mindful, with guarded faculties—and wise.

The theme of Sahampati’s first lines is fear, a present issue for the followers of the Buddha who wereencouraged topracticealone
in thedepths of the wildemaess. Poisonous snakes area source of fear, asare the thunder, lightning and profound darkness of thenight.
The “dread ” overcomeby thebhikkhu in the last line of the verse is literally the wonderful phrase “the hair standing up on the back of
ane’s neck.” (in oral presentatian the long phrase would be pronounced with contractions in onder for theline tofit into the 11-syllable
meter of thistristubh poetic form.) Itsuggests the terrifying, creeping anxiety of threatening forces anly partly imagined or understood.

The play an wonds in the second line is dlever, equating freedom from fear with the liberation ofnibbana, which is sometimes given
theepithet “the fearless.” Since fearis always rooted in protection of the ego, working with fearisa useful practice for overcoming the
ego’sinstinctive defenses. Awakening resultsin fearfessness because one lots go of theneed to protect the limited view of oneselfas one
gainsamuch wider perspective.

The second verseallows thatdwelling asa hermit though apowerful practice, may notbe appropriate for everybody; for many it
is betterto live in community. But ane shouldnot thereby consider oneself free from the objects of fear, because ultimately these forces
areall within us. Removed from the dangers of the wildemess, a person mustbe especially attentive to watching over theworkings of
theirown mind. Incommunity, the serpents of ill will, the storms of desire, and the darkness of delusions are equally dangerous for those
seeking thepeace of liberation. And mindfulnessis ourgreatestally in watching over orguarding the workings of our mindsas we try
to getalong with others. ~ A. Olendzki
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