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Editorial: Theri Patacara

Having lost her entire family in a tragic sequence of events, Patacara wandered in a state of shock
and madness, stripped of all awareness and clothed in destitution. Owing to the force of her past
merits, she one day passed near Jetavana Monastery, where the Blessed One was delivering a
discourse to a large assembly. Seeing her approach, the crowd attempted to drive her away, fearing
that this distraught woman might disturb the gathering.

However, the Buddha noticed her and restrained the people. The sorrow-stricken woman came
forward. With boundless compassion, the Buddha addressed her: “My poor daughter, regain your
awareness.” His voice carried a healing force. Hearing these words, she gradually recovered clarity.
Realizing that she was unclothed, she felt shame and crouched on the ground. Someone nearby
covered her with a robe, which she immediately wrapped around herself.

Having previously fallen into degraded conduct, she later became known as Patacara after her
ordination.

Approaching the Blessed One, she prostrated fully, touching the ground with her hands, feet, and
head, and pleaded: “Venerable Lord, grant me refuge. [ am utterly afflicted.”

The Buddha replied reassuringly: “Daughter, you have come to the right refuge. Here you shall indeed
find protection.”

She then recounted her tragedies: her husband bitten by a serpent; one child carried away by a vulture;
another swept away by a river; her parents and brother crushed to death and cremated together. “I
have no one left in this world. Who will give me refuge?” Overwhelmed by grief, she wept again.

The Buddha instructed her gently: Parents, children, and relatives cannot provide ultimate refuge.
When death seizes a being, no kin can protect them. In the beginningless cycle of existence, she had
shed more tears over lost loved ones than the waters of the four great oceans. How long would she
continue to grieve in this endless cycle? True refuge lies in the Dhamma one practices and realizes.
Hearing these words, her mind gradually became concentrated and inwardly composed. She directly
perceived the arising and passing away within her own body. Through the power of accumulated
merit, insight into impermanence arose, washing away the burdens of the past. There itself she
attained the first stage of liberation, becoming a stream-enterer (sotapanna).

Filled with gratitude, she sought ordination and was admitted among the bhikkhunis. She progressed
firmly on the path. Yet residual mental formations remained to be purified.

One evening, while washing her feet, she observed that the poured water flowed a short distance and
dried. Pouring again, the water flowed farther before drying. A third time, it flowed still farther and
then vanished. This simple observation awakened profound insight: just as water dries at different

points, so too lives end at different ages. Death spares none.
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Meditating on this truth of impermanence, she recalled the Buddha’s verse:

“Though one should live a hundred years
without seeing arising and passing away,
better is a single day lived
seeing arising and passing away.”

— Dhammapada 113

Inspired, she reflected that she had wasted many years without perceiving this truth. Through renewed
determination in Vipassana practice, she continued observing the impermanent nature of body and
mind. As she tended a lamp whose flame dimmed and then went out, she realized that just as the
flame was extinguished, so too could the fires of craving, aversion, and delusion be extinguished.

That very night she progressed through the higher stages of realization and attained arahantship. The
cycle of becoming was broken. Complete liberation was achieved.

Patdcara later guided five hundred women who had suffered the loss of children. Through her
instruction, they too realized the impermanent nature of life and attained liberation, as recorded in the
Therigathd (127-132). In these verses they declare that the arrow of grief has been removed and that
they take refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sargha.

Patdcara became one of the foremost female disciples of the Buddha. Among the bhikkhunis she was
declared pre-eminent in knowledge and observance of Vinaya discipline. She devoted the remainder
of her life to guiding sorrowing women toward freedom from suffering. In doing so, she embodied the

transformative power of insight and compassion.

At Jetavana, the Blessed One once declared to the monks: “Among my bhikkhuni disciples who are

foremost in mastery of discipline, Patdcara is supreme.”

Dr Sanghmitra Baudh,
Editor Bodhipath
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