The Verses of the Theri Ambapali
A Lesson for Students 
 Impermanence is the state of not being permanent, of not lasting.  In Buddhism, impermanence is one of the essential doctrines.  According to Buddhist thought, impermanence or this state of not being permanent often causes an unsatisfactory feeling or suffering (dukkha).  As Buddhists seek liberation from dukkha or the unsatisfactory nature of life, impermanence must be confronted.  Since nothing lasts forever, Buddhists learn to understand the role impermanence plays in life.  In “The Verses of the Theri Ambapali” in the Beauty issue of Parabola Magazine, Margo McLaughlin provides a commentary and a new translation on the poetry of the Buddhist nun, Ambapali.  The commentary and verses address the impermanence of the physical body as the once beautiful Ambapali confronts the aging of her own body.  Students will read the verses of Ambapali and answer questions that are designed to address the critical points of the verses as well as serve as a basis for further critical thinking, discussion, and reflection.  Students will also identify and explain how the concept of impermanence connects to the Four Noble Truths or the foundation of Buddhist thought.  Finally, students will compare and contrast the Buddhist concept of impermanence to at least, one additional belief system.
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Questions:

1-    Before analyzing the article, discover and write the Four Noble Truths of Buddhist thought by using a text, class notes, or the Internet.

        _________________________________________________________________________________________
        _________________________________________________________________________________________ 

· __________________________________________________________________________________________ 
· __________________________________________________________________________________________
2-    Where and how was Ambapali born? 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3-    Why did princes vie for Ambapali?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4-    What did Ambapali do rather than marry?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5-    When did Ambapali join a monastery? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6-    What did the verses she wrote in the monastery confront? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7-    What did Ambapali realize about suffering? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

8-    How did Ambapali decide to free her mind?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

9-    What line repeats throughout these eighteen verses? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

10-                       What does the repeated verse remind the listener of? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

11-                       Describe Ambapali’s mental state as she confronts the physical alterations of her body. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

12-                       Where does she take refuge? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

13-                       What does her insight into impermanence lead to? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

14-                       How has Ambapali’s hair changed with age? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

15-                       Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s brows. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

16-                       Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s eyes.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

17-                       How has Ambapali’s nose changed with age? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

18-                       Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s earlobes.

      ________________________________________________________ 

      ________________________________________________________ 

      ________________________________________________________ 

      ________________________________________________________

19-                       Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s teeth. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

20-            How has Ambapali’s voice changed with age?

      ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

21-         How has Ambapali’s throat changed with age?

      ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

22- Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s arms.

   ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

23- Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s hands. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

24- Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s breasts. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

25- How has age changed Ambapali’s skin? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

26- Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s thighs. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

27- Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s calves. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

28- Describe the changes that age has brought to Ambapali’s feet. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

29-   Describe this “house of age” where Ambapali resides. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

30- Define Theri. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

31- Define Therigatha. ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

32- How is the Buddhist concept of impermanence similar or different to the view of impermanence in one other belief system?   

          ________________________________________________________ 

          ________________________________________________________ 

          ________________________________________________________ 

          ________________________________________________________

Take it to the Web
 The story of the Buddha’s enlightenment begins with an Indian prince in search of the causation and cessation of suffering.  Research the story of Prince Siddhartha Gautama.  Find information regarding the four sights that led the young prince to forsake his family, wealth, and status.  Create a poster summarizing the critical moments in the young prince’s journey from privilege to ascetic to enlightenment.  Write one of the verses of Ambapali on the poster.        

“You only lose what you cling to.”

~Buddha

 

