SAHASHRAMALLA


Sahashramalla, the son of a merchant, lived in the city of Kaushambi.  His life was a pile of sinful deeds.  He was an expert in cheating, lying, and stealing. In brief, he was a complete rogue.  He spoke several languages and wore diverse dresses to suit each occasion.


There was a jewel merchant named Ratnasar who lived in the same city. Dressing like a merchant, Sahashramalla came one day to his shop and made inquiries about precious stones.  Ratnasar spread a part of his stock before him, but Sahashramalla was not satisfied.  He wanted to see more. Ratnasar had no doubt about his genuineness, and he took him to be a substantial customer who had come to buy wholesale.  So he displayed his entire stock.   Sahashramalla appeared to be satisfied and said,  “My dear Sir ! I shall take the entire stock, but I shall pay the price tomorrow.”


On hearing this, Ratnasar withdrew the stock, saying,  “Sir, I don’t sell on credit.”


Now, during the short time he was in the shop, Sahashramalla made a close observation of the interior. At night, he slipped into the shop through the skylight.  At the sound of something falling, Ratnasar’s son, who was sleeping inside, woke up and caught the thief’s leg. The thief tried to escape, and there ensued a severe tussle in which the thief was severely wounded.  Then the merchant’s son took pity on him and let him go.


The thief returned home and narrated the sad experience to his mother.  On hearing him, the mother said,  “My son ! Suffering is common for the thief’s lot.  It cannot be that you will usurp other’s treasure and yet remain unhurt.  Anyone who is afraid of suffering is unworthy of this profession.  And compared with the suffering undergone by Saran, I must say, yours is nothing.  It is a pity that you are so much upset.”


On being asked by her son, the mother narrated Saran’s life story (see next story) and added,  “Now, you understand, my son, how insignificant is your own suffering when compared with that of Saran.  A thief must always be prepared to face situations like this.  If you lose your nerve, then you are unsuccessful.  If you are confident, success is yours.”


These words of his mother gave him confidence.  One night, he broke into the priest’s house and carried away much treasure.  Happy at his success, he placed the treasure at the feet of his mother.  She was also very happy and inquired whence he could get so much. The son said,  “Mother dear !  Don’t ask.  Rather, go to the city and get me reports and reactions about the theft. Then you will know everything yourself.”


In the morning, the mother went out to the city and heard people talking about a daring theft in the priest’s house.  One lady asked if the thief could be caught, and another said that the matter had been reported to the king.


The king called in the police chief and rebuked him for his inefficiency and negligence to duty.  Courtiers and leading citizens present at the court all expressed alarm and promised full cooperation with the authorities in the detection of the thief.  The mother collected all these reports from the town and returned home.  Warning her son, she said,  “My son ! The whole city is now up and alert to catch the thief. You must be very careful in your movements.”


Dressed like a millionaire, Sahashramalla went first to the barber’s shop. The barber welcomed such a lucrative client. After haircut, shave, nail-cut, special massage and bath, the client said,  “Barber ! I am highly pleased with you.  Send your son with me.  I intend to send you a suitable reward.”


This raised high expectation in the barber’s mind. He sent his son with Sahashramalla at once. Sahashramalla now came to the shop of a cloth dealer named Dhanasar, who extended him a very cordial welcome.  He displayed all his costly fabrics before him.  Sahashramalla selected a few and said,  “Sir ! I am taking these with me, and presently I shall return with the money.  My son remains here as security.”


While placing the bundle of clothes before his mother, he said, “Mother dear ! Go at once to the city and get me full report about the talk of the town.”


The mother went out and returned with the full report.  Meanwhile, the barber and the merchant reported the matter to the king.  The thief has made fools of us,  they said.


A horse dealer was present at the court. He said,  “Your Majesty !  A man whose wealth is increasing must of necessity buy a horse.  Besides, a horse is a must for a thief.  So the fellow must come to me, and I shall at once get hold of him and bring him to the court.”


A famous harlot, Kamapataka by name, who was also present, said, “Sire ! A man to whom wealth comes as a windfall must visit a public woman.  I have no doubt that he will come to me tonight or at the earliest opportunity.  Your majesty knows how intelligent I am.  Can there be anything which Kamapataka takes up on hand and does not finish successfully ?  The thief cannot hide himself anywhere, not even in the nether world.  I shall detain him as soon as he comes and send message to the palace.”


Sahashramalla, who had full report through the mother, thought now of crushing the pride of both who had bragged so much at the court.  Now, duly dressed as a cavalier, he first called on the horse dealer, who had stayed outside the city.  The dealer welcomed him.  In a very cordial tone, Sahashramalla said,  “How is it, Sir, that you have stayed outside the city ?  Worthy man such as you should stay inside the city.”


“Sir ! I am a stranger to this city. I have no particular place in the city where I may stay. So I am comfortable here.”


“What a nice excuse,  Sir. You are welcome at my residence.  You may use it as your own.”


The dealer wanted to change the topic and said,  “Sir ! If a stranger stays with somebody, it creates unnecessary suspicion and gossip. That is not good for the city itself. I am a merchant, interested in selling my things and buying whatever salable merchandise I may get here, so I am quite at home outside the city.”


“Suspicion may be generated, as you say, only if you stay with some well-known notoriety, but where is the scope for this if you stay in the midst of honest people ?  If you stay with me, and if that raises unnecessary gossip, then what do I gain in keeping you with me ?  I think you should have no objection in staying with me.  I can assure you, Sir, that there will be no trouble on either side.”


The dealer was very much impressed by his cordiality, and he accepted the invitation.  Sahashramalla now took him straight to the harlot’s home.  In confidence, he told the harlot,  “This rich horse dealer is a foreigner, and he is now your client.  You make suitable arrangement for his reception.”


Kamapataka was in a very high spirit. She allotted a well-furnished room for the dealer’s use. Deeply obliged to Sahashramalla, she even offered to wash his feet with her own hands and make him comfortable. But he said,  “Wait ! I must see the king at once. Could you help me with some of your valuable ornaments ?  I shall soon restore them to you.”


The harlot had no reason to doubt the man’s credentials who had brought such a substantial client for her. She at once placed all her costly ornaments before him.  Sahashramalla placed them in a bag and hurriedly saw the horse dealer, to whom he said,  “Sir !  I hope you are comfortable here.  I must presently see the king on very urgent business.  Meanwhile, my lady will take care of you.  Since time is very important, if you don’t mind, may I use your horse to reach the palace ?”


The dealer could not refuse a man who had done so much to make him comfortable.


Thus, with one of the finest steeds in the dealer’s possession and the harlot’s costly ornaments, Sahashramalla turned his steps homeward.  He presented the whole booty to his mother and requested her to go to the city again.


When Sahashramalla did not turn up in time, the harlot became restless.  She at once reached the palace and made inquiries about a man on horseback, but none of the guards could throw any light.  She returned home and made inquiries of the newcomer about his companion. Said the harlot,  “You see, Sir, he has taken all my valuable ornaments and has not turned up yet.”


“He has taken my horse, too.  Tell me who he is.  I am a stranger here.  He told me that this was his own house, and so I came here in his company.  But now it appears that he was a rogue and I have been deceived.”


Now, both the dealer and the harlot reached the palace.  When they reported the matter to the king, his anger knew no bound. He said,  “This seems to be an expert thief. He deceives everybody and escapes undetected.  If he is not arrested, it will be a great shame for the administration.”


He sent for the police chief and said to him,  “I give you five days  time to produce the thief.  If you fail, severe punishment will be given to you.”


The mother brought the full report to her son.  “You must be particularly careful, my son.  The police chief is now after you.”


“Mother !  Fear not.  He won’t be able to touch me.  I shall rob him of all his treasure and make it a gift to you.  Then, I am  sure, you will congratulate me.”


Sahashramalla now dressed himself like a Brahmin.  Passing through the main thoroughfares, he reached a temple.  Some people were playing there the game of dice.  Sahashramalla joined the group.  While on patrol, even the police chief came there, and he could not check the temptation of trying his luck.  Now, it was a game between the police chief and Sahashramalla, and the former pawned his ring bearing his own name, which he lost. The thief thus earned the ring.  Just at that time, a messenger came from the court and desired the police chief to see the king at once.  The police chief departed in a hurry.


With the ring in his possession, Sahashramalla reached the house of the police chief without delay, met his wife, and said, “Madam !  A colossal tragedy has befallen you, and I have hurried here to save you.  Pass on all your valuables in my safekeeping lest delay should cause you much harm.”


The lady could not believe her ears. She said,  “Sir ! Where do you come from ?  Who has sent you here ?” “Madam !  I am coming straight from the police chief.”


“Where is he ?  What’s the tragedy about ?”  “Madam, the police chief is under arrest under orders from the king.  The king’s men tied him fast and were taking him when I saw him.  For the protection of his valuables, he has deputed me here, and has advised me to remove them to some safe place.  If you have any doubt, here is the ring bearing his name.”  Saying that, he produced the ring.


The lady now became extremely nervous and handed over all her valuables to him.  Sahashramalla took no time to disappear with them.


When the police chief returned home, his wife said,  “My dear !  How have you been freed so soon ? Did you get somebody’s assistance ?   Has anybody stood surety for you ?”


“Why ?  Who arrested me ?”  “Well, the king himself, I am told.”


“Who told you a thing like that ?”  “Why, just a while ago, you had yourself deputed a man who carried your own ring.  He asked me to keep all our valuables into his safekeeping.”


“But have you given him everything ?”  “Yes, I have done.”


The police chief’s head was now reeling.  He saw darkness all around.  Sighing deeply, he said,  “I am undone.  I had an assignment to arrest him within five days or face severe penalty, and now I have been robbed myself.  What shall I do now ?  How shall I show my face to the king ?”  His grief knew no bound.  He went to the king.


On hearing him, the king said,  “You are all a worthless lot. Now it is my turn to hunt him out. I shall leave no stone unturned to detect him, wherever he may be on the earth, in heaven, or in the nether world. I have to assure protection to my own people.”


Very humbly the police chief submitted,  “Your Majesty !  I have no doubt that you will be able to catch him.  When the monarch himself moves, that’s a sure protection.”


Sahashramalla again got the report from his mother and became forewarned. He said to his mother,  “How fortunate am I that I have been able to mobilize the king himself.”


Sahashramalla was not merely an expert in changing robes; he was also an expert in many arts.  He dressed himself like a masseur and reached the palace gate.  He sought an interview with the king.  Soon he was in his majesty’s presence.  He bowed low before the king and said,  “Your Majesty !  I have sought this audience with you to get a chance to lay my expertise at your feet.  May your majesty be pleased to allow me to demonstrate my ability !”


The king agreed.  He removed his costly robes and ornaments, placed them aside and became ready.  He lay on a couch, and Sahashramalla started the trick of his hands.  The comfort soon lulled the king to sleep. Sahashramalla did not miss the chance.  He picked up the king’s robes and ornaments, put them into a bag, and returned home.  He placed the booty at the feet of his mother and narrated that day’s experience.


When the king got up the next morning, he looked around.  There was neither the man nor his royal robes and jewelry.  The king took no time to perceive that he had been deceived in his own palace.  His face turned pale.  He came to the court but could scarcely settle his mind on anything.


The ministers, officers, nobles and others did not understand the cause of this change in the king.  At last, someone gathered courage and made inquiries about the king’s health.  The king then narrated the previous night’s episode.  Then the minister said:


“Sire! This is no ordinary thief.  He can’t be caught by the power of the police, it seems.  Some suitable strategy or enchanted words must be used for this purpose.”


“Minister, until he is caught, I shall find no peace. Think seriously of some way leading to his immediate arrest.”


Thinking a while, the minister said,  “I suggest, Sire, in this difficult job, we must seek the assistance of holy men. They have in their possession enchanted words (Mantras), and they are veterans in wisdom.  I am sure they may suggest something worthwhile.”


The suggestion at once appealed to the king, and it was given effect to immediately.  A number of holy men were called in and were requested to give their advice in the matter.  All of them tried their enchanted words, but Sahashramalla was so very intelligent that he escaped.


Repeated successes emboldened the thief and made him undaunted and reckless.  There was a panic in the city.  Anybody who challenged him lost his life.  He had no scruples even to rob the weaker sex, as if he had a complete license.  This was a source of great anxiety for the king and the entire administration.


In the midst of this widespread gloom, there appeared a streak of light when there came a Muni Vishuddha, who possessed Kevalgnan.  The king came to pay homage to the Muni, and so also came the people from the whole city. Even Sahashramalla did not keep aside.


Kevali Vishuddha said in his sermon:  “To kill, to lie, to indulge in sexual behavior, to have reckless acquisition these characterize an impious soul.  Such a person behaves wrongly toward others; but he should know that whatever is painful to self is also painful to others.  So one must not be bad in his behavior to others.  If you have a right to the joys of life, everyone else has a similar right.”


The sermon had a great impact on everybody, but the greatest on the thief, whose whole life now lay before him like an open book, and he felt the highest remorse for all that he had done. The most dominant thought in his mind now was that he had acquired the greatest of sins. In depriving others of their all, he felt, he himself had been the most deprived.  The trend of his thought was now inward.


When other people had departed, he came near the Muni and made the following submission:  “Very noble Sire !  There is no vile activity on earth that these stained hands have not perpetrated.  They have acquired such a notoriety that they now never shrink from them.  But I am thrilled by your holy words, and my rock-like heart is now melted.  Please save me and show me the way.”


The Kevali said,  “My dear fellow ! Religion is a quick and intense remedy even for the worst sinner. Ennoble your soul by restraint, and be pure.”


“Holy Sire !  I am ready to do whatever you suggest.  But I have one very humble request.  Please take me to another city and there fix me in restraint.  The king here is very much after me.  If by any chance he comes to know of me, I will forfeit opportunity to improve.  I am a well-known thief of this city, and I have thrown dust into the eyes of everybody, including the king.”


The Kevali admonished,  “So long as you have fear, my dear fellow, you cannot practice restraint.  Have, therefore, no fear from the king or the people. You have to make a frank confession.  Confession rightly done changes the whole situation, and you benefit in the end. Even the adversary’s mind changes, and age-old feelings are washed away.  Tomorrow you will come at the time of my sermon. You will get a chance to confess and then get fixed in restraint.”


Sahashramalla agreed.  The next day, the congregation met as usual, and the king and thousands of citizens were assembled.  Through his sermon, the Kevali wiped out the doubts of everybody about the past, the present, and the future.  When the sermon was over, the king made his submission about the thief and sought guidance about his detection.


The Kevali ordained,  “Oh king ! He is no longer a thief. The agony of your city is now ended. You tried your best to detect him, but you did not succeed.  Have no more worry now.  He is turned into an honest man.


“Bhante !  How did it happen ?”  “Oh king !  His heart is changed.  He is repentant and on the way to burn his past sins.  He is seated beside you on your left-hand side. You allay your hatred of him and approve of his desire to court restraint.”


The king now cordially received Sahashramalla, and the latter, in his turn, fell at his feet and begged to be forgiven.  Both had tears in their eyes, but these were tears of affection.  Sahashramalla on his own part invited the king to his own house to receive the entire treasure he had amassed through his lifetime.  He said,  “Sire !  I have no need of this.  I shall be relieved to lay all this at your feet.  They may be restored to their rightful owners.”


This was done as desired.


Sahashramalla now came back to the Kevali in the company of his mother, and both were inducted in the holy order as Muni and nun.  To wash off his past sins, Sahashramalla went on a fast for a month. The body, which was so long instrumental in the acquisition of sins (Karma), now became ready for liberation therefrom. The vast accumulation of dreadful sins started dispersing, and the soul was on the road to perfection. In this way, through sincere perseverance, clean intentions, and auspicious tinges, the soul became free of the wrappings of Karma and attained Kevalgnan.  In that state, he stayed on the earth for some time, and then, plugging wholly the activities of body, mind, and expression, he fixed himself rock-like, ultimately entering into liberation.


