Establishment of Buddhism in Sri Lanka

Before Buddhism was established in Sri Lanka, the preBuddhist religious practice in Sri Lanka were the following:

1. Praying to gods of nature (sun, stars, winds and clouds). 

2. Praying to supernatural beings, yaksas and yaksinis. The Yaksa cult, also known as ancestor worship. The dead ancestors ‘helped’ the living when need arises. They were honored with shrines and sacrifices. 

Sumana, god of Adam’s peak was a preBuddhist yaksa, who later converted to Buddhism. King Pandukabhaya provided Kalavela and Citta yaksa with settlements and housed Yakkhini Valavamukhi within royal precincts. 

3. Tree worship was popular, as deities were believed to be residing in them. Sacred trees like the Banyan were termed cetiyas. 

4. Ajivikas, Niganthas, Saivaites are examples of Paribbajakas practicing in Sri Lanka.

5. Cult of astrology with its soothsayers was established. They saw seats spread out for Mahinda and the sangha members, and predicted their conquest of the country).

The factors, which helped in the establishment of Buddhism in Sri Lanka:

1. Cordial relations between Sri Lanka and India’s ruling leaders

2. Missionary to Sri Lanka was headed by Asoka’s son

3. Capabilities of Venerable Mahinda

4. Easy conversion of King Tissa and royal relatives

5. Offering of Mahameghavana to the Sangha

6. Setting up of Sima.

7. Establishment of Bhikkhu order

8. Establishment of Bhikkhuni order

9. Buddha’s relics as a gift to Sri Lanka

10. Sapling of Bodhi tree from Bodhi Gaya, India

11. Building of viharas

12. Translation of Tripitaka into Sinhalese

13. Long years of Buddhist contribution by Venerables Mahinda and Sanghamitta to SL

Cordial relations between India and Sri Lanka

1. Historically, Sri Lanka and Indian relations were good.

a. King Vijaya (483 – 445 BC) and his men had wives from Madhura of South India. (One of the important elements of consecration was that the king should have a maiden of the Ksatriya caste as queen at the ceremony). King of Madhura sent his son-in-law a thousand families of 18 guilds and craftsmen, gifts of elephants, horses and wagons. King Vijaya in turn sent valuable pearls to his father-in-law.

b. King Vijaya’s nephew Panduvasudeva married a Sakyan princess from North India. Her brothers established settlements in various parts of the island.

c. King Pandukabhaya(377-307 BC)one of greatest king of the preBuddhist Sri Lanka was the grandson of Dighayu, one of the 6 Sakyan princes from North India. He was the king who developed Anuradhapura.

2. King Asoka’s Dhammavijaya extended to Sri Lanka in his cultural, social and religious activities. 

a. The Asokan edicts mentioned Ceylon as Tamraparni in the Rock Edicts II & XIII as one of the countries conquered by Dharmavijaya. Rock Edict II mentioned positive social service and welfare work for relief of suffering of men and beasts. Sri Lanka benefited from Asoka’s contributions to their country and King Tissa expressed friendship to King Asoka by sending ambassadors with valuable gifts.

b. King Asoka introduced proper form of coronation for King Tissa and provided all the elaborate requisites. The honorific title of “Devanampiya”. “ Beloved of gods” or “His Majesty” was conferred by King Asoka as an imperial honor upon the King of Sri Lanka whose name was only Tissa.  (Mahavamsa-Tika)

Missionary to Sri Lanka was headed by Asoka’s son 

With King Asoka seen as a friendly neighbouring monarch who had sent humanitarian missions to the country and helped in his coronation, King Tissa would be more inclined to be receptive to the religious mission sent by King Asoka. More so that it was headed by none other but Asoka’s son, Venerable Mahinda

Capabilities of Venerable Mahinda

1. A Mahathera and leader of monks

Ordained at 20; Mahinda’s preceptor was Thera Moggaliputta Tissa (MT). Spent 3 years in doctrinal study under MT who later retired to Ahoganga, leaving one thousand disciples under Mahinda’s charge. When the 3rd Council was held, Mahinda had been 12 years a monk. 

2. An astute observer.

Tasked to bring Buddhism to Sri Lanka, Thera Mahinda, observed that King Mutasiva was old and waited till his son, Tissa became King. 

He went first to Dakkinagiri where he preached for 6 months. Then he visited Vedisagiri, where his mother, Queen Devi, resided. When Tissa became king, Thera Mahinda went to Sri Lanka with four other theras (Itthiya, Uttiya, Sambala, Bhaddasala) and 2 of his close relations, Sumana Samanera ( Sanghamitta’s son) and Bhanduka (a cousin’s son). Five Sangha members were that number for ordination to be carried out.

3. Accurate Assessment of King Tissa and his people for conversion to Buddhism

The Pali chronicles recorded the first meeting of Thera Mahinda and Devanampiya Tissa at Missaka-pabbata, now known as Mihintale, eight miles east of Anuradhapura, on the full moon day of Jettha.

Thera Mahinda called out to Tissa, “ Come hither, Tissa.”  Initially, Tissa thought that he was a yakka, but learning who he is, Devanampiya Tissa, received the Buddhist delegation with greatest regard, having already heard of Buddhism from King Asoka. Mahinda was said to have conducted a short IQ test on the king.

Easy conversion of King Tissa and royal relatives

1. Convinced that Devanampiya Tissa was intelligent enough, Thera Mahinda preached Culahatthipadopama Sutta. This gave a clear idea of the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha. It describes the simple and holy life of a bhikkhu, what he practises and abstains, the various stages of development and the final stage of arahantship. It contains all the principal teachings of the Buddha. This was necessary to convey  Sangha and their mode of life to the king who knew nothing about the Buddhist practice, so that he would know how to treat his new guests.

2. Next morning, the king and the royal relatives received Thera Mahinda and his companions into the Royal house. After the meal, he preached Petavatthu and Vimanavatthu, which appealed to the audience who possessed faith in the spirits of the dead.

Other sermons were Devaduta Sutta, which persuades beings to desist from wrong doings for fear of evil consequences. Next came Balapandita Sutta which teaches how through folly, men suffer here and hereafter.

At the end of the sermons, King Tissa and the royal family became Buddhists.

Offering of Mahameghavana to the Sangha

There was no large hall in the city for public gathering. When the town people wanted to hear Thera Mahinda, the king ordered the hall of the State Elephant to be cleansed and arranged for the purpose. When the crowd grew bigger, they gathered at Nandana Garden outside the southern gate of the city.

The other park near the city was Mahameghavana outside the eastern gate. There were fruit and flower trees with a royal pavilion and beautiful tanks and ponds. 

Mahameghavana was offered to the Sangha in a symbolic pouring of water from a vase onto the hands of Thera Mahinda as a token of gift. 

Setting up of Sima

Devanampiya Tissa asked Thera Mahinda whether Buddhism was established in Sri Lanka, but the Pali sources differ in their records of his answer. Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa agree that Mahinda’s reply was that Buddhism would be established only if a sima for the uposatha and other acts of sangha was established.

Samantapasidika recorded that Buddhism would be established ‘when a son born in Tambapannidipa of Ceylonese parents becomes a monk in Sri Lanka, studies and recites Vinaya in Sri Lanka, then would the roots of Sassana be deep set.’

Devanampiya Tissa expressed that the city should be included in the sima. Mahinda set about planning for Mahavihara, the great center of Buddhist culture and learning in the Island. It was believed that the holy city of Anuradhapura was originally planned out by Thera Mahinda as there was no other who was better educated, cultured, travelled and informed than Mahinda himself.

The pasada for the residence of Mahinda was called Kalapasada parivena. Anuradhapura was the State Capital. There was general lack of buildings and experienced architects. Devanampiya Tissa could not find a suitable house as residence for Mahinda and the group. The mud house was quickly put up and dried by torch fire, blackening its walls; hence its name – Kalapasada parivena.

Setting up of the Bhikkhu order in SL

Thera Mahinda spent the vassa at Missaka pabbata. 

The king had 68 rock cells built in the mountain and gave them to the theras on the full moon day. On the same day, Mahinda ordained 62 monks. Maha-Arittha, the king’s nephew was selected for reciting the Vinaya at the ceremony.

Request of Buddha’s relics from King Asoka

After the vassa, Thera Mahinda in consultation with Devanampiya Tissa, sent Sumanasamanera to Pataliputra, court of King Asoka, for relics of Buddha. The Buddha relics were placed on the Missakapabbata, which was called Cetiyagiri. 

The collarbone from among the relics was deposited in Thuparama built for that purpose. 

Setting up of the Bhikkhuni order in SL

Anula, the subqueen and her 500 companions had expressed desire to become nuns. Thera Mahinda then suggested to Devanampiya Tissa to send an embassy headed by Maha-Arittha to King Asoka, with a request that Theri Sanghamitta should come to Sri Lanka to confer ordination to the nuns, bringing a branch of the Bodhi tree from Bodhi Gaya. The request was granted.

Bhikkhuni Sanghamitta, daughter of King Asoka and sister of Thera Mahinda was born in Ujjeni, married and had a son named Sumana. Ordained at 18 together with Mahinda, she lived in Pataliputra.  Bhikkhuni Sanghamitta sailed for 7 days with eleven other nuns, landed at northern port of SL, at Jambukola. King Devanampiya Tissa and a large gathering received her. After her arrival at Anuradhapura, Bhikkhuni Sanghamitta ordained Anula and her 500 companions. All the Bhikkhunis who accompanied Bhikkhuni Sanghamitta to SL taught the doctrine and discipline at Anuradhapura. 

Bhikkuni Sanghamitta lived at Upasikavihara with newly ordained nuns. She had 12 buildings erected there for the use of the nuns. Later, the king built Hatthalhaka nunnery where she resided till her death at 59. 

According to Mahavamsa, 14,000 nuns attained arahantship when Thera Piyadassi expounded the doctrine. Many were ladies who entered the order from the royal families. Gradually, women from all walks of life enter the order.

In 5th century AD, Sinhala Bhikkhunis are said to have gone to Nanking in China to start the Bhikkuni order. Bhikkhuni Tisara was the leader and conferred higher ordination upon over 300 Chinese nuns in 434 AD. The bhikkunis living in Chendu in Sichuan province are convinced that they belong to the same Bhikkhuni order introduced to SL in the 3rd century BC by Bhikkhuni Sanghamitta.

Ceremonial planting of Bodhi tree in SL

The advent of Bhikkhuni Sanghamitta to SL with a sapling of the Bodhi tree from Bodhi Gaya in the 3rd century BC was a historical event proved not only by literary sources but also by archaeological evidence. The bas reliefs on Eastern gateway of Sanchi tope represent that historic event of the Bodhi tree and her arrival in SL. 

The preparation of the Bodhi sapling taken from the southern side of the tree is recorded in detail. A solemn ceremony was held when Bhikkhuni Sanghamitta left the Indian port of Tamralipti (Tamluk). To look after the Bodhi Tree, King Asoka sent members of 18 families of devakula and 8 families each from ministers, Brahmins and farmers together with the number of guardians, weavers and potters.

On arrival at SL, King Devanampiya Tissa received the Bodhi sapling with a royal guard of honour. It was placed in a pavilion specially built on the beach and honored for 9 days. On the 10th day, it was placed on a chariot and taken to Anuradhapura in a grand procession with great pomp and pageantry. In Anuradhapura, it was planted ceremonially at the royal garden Mahameghavana.

The Bodhi Tree at Anuradhapura is the only tree in the world with an authentic history. The original tree at Bodhi Gaya succumbed to vandalism by religious fanatics. Alexander Cunningham after identifying the site of Buddha’s enlightenment planted a sapling from the Bodhi tree from Anuradhapura. Plants were grown from seeds of the Bodhi Tree of Anuradhapura in various parts of the island.

Building of viharas

Devanampiya Tissa, during his reign built numerous viharas, like Issarasamanaka and Vessagiri. 

Translation of Tripitaka to Sinhalese

Mahinda was said to have taught the commentaries to the Tipitaka in the Sinhalese language, after translating them from Pali.

Years of contribution to Buddhism in SL

Thera Mahinda lived the rest of his life in Sri Lanka and contributed to the growth of Buddhism there. He   continued to live till 60 years old when he passed away in Cetiyagiri where he was spending the rainy retreat. His body was brought in procession to the Mahavihara, where homage was paid to it for a whole week. It was then burnt on a pyre of fragrant wood. A cetiya was erected on that spot called Isibhumangana.

Theri Sanghamitta lived till 59, contributing to the growth of the Bhikkhuni order in SL. When she passed away, she was cremated at Cittasala. King Uttiya erected a thupa over her ashes.

Their contribution was greatly appreciated by the people of Sri Lanka who considered them the country’s hero and heroine.  

Sources:

1. Asokan Edicts

2. Ceylon inscriptions

3. Pali chronicles

4. Folk tales

5. Miscellaneous works in Pali and Sinhalese

Ceylon inscriptions

Written records in the island were found after 3rd Century BC. Records were carved below drip ledges on the brows of caves utilized as residence for monks go back as far as 3rd – 2nd century BC. Short donation inscriptions state “so-and-so’s cave was given to the sangha.”

Pali Chronicles tell the history of Buddhism in Sri Lanka.

1. Dipavamsa is the oldest Pali chronicle of Sri Lanka. Begins with Buddha’s life in brief and his visits to Sri Lanka. Ends with the rule of King Mahasena in 4th Century AD. It is not the continuous work of one individual, but a heterogenous collection of material by different people who lived at different periods in different parts of the Island.

2. Mahavamsa   The first part was written by Thera Mahanama of Anuradhapura in 5th century AD. Thera Dhammakitti wrote second part in 13th century AD at Polonaruva. Mahavamsa is based on several sources (Dipavamsa; subjects written by ancients; tradition.) Merit Books kept by royalty and the rich mention the list of vihara, cetiyas, tanks, canals contributed by the various kings and ministers. 

The Mahavamsa-Tika is the Commentary on the Mahavamsa, and is called Vamsatthappakasini. The author was Thera Mahanama and was written in the 8th or 9th century AD.

Pali Commentaries of Buddhaghosa written at Mahavihara in 5th century AD gave a source of history from 3rd Century BC to 5th Century AD. Buddhaghosa mentioned that Mahinda Thera brought the commentaries to the Tripitaka to Sri Lanka and were translated into Sinhalese for the benefit of her people. Buddhaghosa translated these Sinhalese commentaries into Pali.

The Mula- or Maha-Attakatha, the MahaPaccari, Kurundi were the 3 principal Sinhalese works.

Miscellanous work in Pali and Sinhalese

1. Mahabodhivamsa deals with the history of Bodhi branch at Anuradhapura, originally brought from the parent tree at Bodhi Gaya in 3rd century BC. Thera Upatissa wrote it in Pali prose. 

2. Dathavamsa deals with history of tooth relic and was written in 12th century AD by Rajaguru Dhammakitti who based his work on an earlier Sinhalese work. The tooth was brought to Sri Lanka during the reign of King Kitti-Siri-Meghavanna (362-389 AD)

3. Nikayasangraha deals with history of Buddhism from Buddha’s mahaparinibbana to the reign of King BhuvanaikabahuV (1360-1391 AD). Dharmakirti II wrote it in the 14th century AD. This is the Mahavihara tradition of the history of Buddhism in Sri Lanka.

PAGE  
1

