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The Root of the Phrase “Mottai nai ”

It was reported that a Nobel Prize-winning environmental activist* 
was very moved to know the Japanese phrase “mottai nai.”

Eager to 
make this 
phrase be 
used across 
the globe,... 

The Japanese phrase 
“mottai nai” does not 
mean being stingy. It 
means we should use 
our resources with care.

This concept is expressed in a 
great number of Buddhist 
stories – and Buddhism forms 
the foundation of the spirit of 
the Japanese people.

...one day in a 
United Nations 
committee 
meeting she 
had all the 
participants say 
“mottai nai” 
together.

*W
angari Muta Maathai (1940-2011) born in Kenya. 

Received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004.

①

②
③

④ ⑤



2

I want to 
join too!

About 2,600 
years ago, one 
of the ten great 
disciples of 
Shakyamuni 
Buddha, 
Ananda, was 
famous for his 
handsome 
features.

I heard 
Mr. Ananda 
is going to 

give a 
sermon.

Wow!

Me, 
too!Don’t 

push, will 
you?

When he deliv-
ered a sermon 
on the invita-
tion of the king 
of one country, 
500 women 
from the castle 
gathered and 
listened 
attentively.

In addition, he was 
soft-centered. It is said he 
was a heartthrob amongst 
women.
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Shakyamuni 
Buddha 
taught…

... what we 
were born for 
and what we 
should live 

for.

Listen 
carefully.

Hearing the real meaning 
of life, the women were so 
moved that they wanted to 
repay him as generously 
as possible.

They therefore decided to donate some valuable 
clothing that they had just received from the King.
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The following day

Oh?

The King saw the women 
while they were preparing 
breakfast and was surprised 
at their appearance.

They were all wearing 
old clothes.

Why didn’t 
you put on 
the clothes 
that I gave 

you?

We donated 
those clothes 
in thanks for 
the Buddhist 
sermon we 

heard.
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5Hmm.

The King was 
not amused. Gradually he 

grew annoyed.

Immediately he 
summoned 
Ananda to the 
castle and inter-
rogated him.

Is it true 
that you 
received 

500 
pieces of 
clothing?

Yes, it is, 
Your 
High-
ness.

Those 
were not for 
my sake but 

donated to be 
used for the 
sake of Bud-

dhism.There 
was no 

reason to 
reject them. 
I accepted 
them with 
gratitude.

㉔

㉕

㉗ ㉘

㉙㉚

㉖

㉛



6

I will tear 
them into 

small pieces, 
mix them with 
mud, and use 
that to plaster 

floors or 
walls.

What are 
you going 
to do with 
so many 
clothes?

Shakyamuni 
Buddha 

has a lot of 
disciples.

Honoring the 
donors’ good 
intention, I will 

share the 
clothes with 

fellow 
disciples.

……

Since the King 
had held 
Buddhism in 
high esteem 
from the 
beginning, he 
was unable to 
argue back.

Nevertheless, he kept on 
asking more questions.

Do you throw 
away the old 
clothes that 

you had been 
wearing?

No, I will 
remake 

them into 
underwear.
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What will 
you do with 

the old 
under-
wear?

I will sew 
them 

together to 
make an 

underquilt.

What 
will you do 

with the 
underquilts 

that you 
had been 

using?

I will 
make 

them into 
rugs.

What 
will you 
do with 
the old 
rugs?

I will 
make 

them into 
wiping 
cloths.

Then 
what will 

you do with 
the old 
wiping 
cloths?

I will tear 
them into 

small pieces, 
mix them with 
mud, and use 
that to plaster 

floors or 
walls.

We will never 
waste what 
has been 

donated to 
us.

……
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Let us nurture the same 
mindset in ourselves too.

The End

He finally realized 
that the disciples 
of the Buddha 
handle alms with 
due respect and 
make the best use 
of them, and he 
now had a high 
regard for the 
disciples.

What Ananda was taking into 
account was the sentiment of 
the donors.

“It’d be a shame to just 
throw away things so easily 
because they are old.” This 
was his way of thinking.
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