LECTURE 10

SPREAD OF BUDDHISM TO SRI LANKA

Some basic facts:

Arrival of Ven. Mahinda (middle of 3rd century BC) and 4 other Theras (Itthiya, Utthiya, Sambala, Bhaddasala) in SL. Other members of delegation included 2 other close relatives: nephew Samanera Sumana and Upasaka Bhanduka, (son of his mother’s sister’s daughter).

Ist meeting with King Devanampiya-Tissa (DT) (247-207 BC) – Missaka-pabbata (Mihintale) on fullmoon day of Jettaha (May-June). 

Preached Culahatthipadopama sutta –> provided general knowledge of Buddhism, including the 4 Noble Truths and 8 Foldpath, which was important as DT had very little if any knowledge of Buddhism and its practices. Also described in some details life of Bhikkhu, the sublime qualities that he possessed, things that he would abstained from, various spiritual attainments that he goes through and Nibbana. Purpose would be to give King idea on how to handle/treat monks.

First conversions – at Dana the next day at the Palace, Mahinda gave Dhamma talk, which covered the consequences of good and bad actions, and the afterlife. King’s family and ministers were converted.

First base of Dhamma activities – King presented Mahameghavana to Sangha. Significant. Tangible sign of king’s devotion. Public declaration of royal support helps to facilitate consolidation of Buddhism in SL society. Assured material security and support for spiritual life of monks means monks can concentrate on Dhamma work.

Mahavihara – site picked and layout designed by Mahinda. Later to become HQ of Buddhism.

2 accounts of how Sasana established in SL, both recounted how King once asked if Buddhism established in SL and Mahinda answered:

1. In Mahavamsa – that comes with “establishment of boundaries of Sima” – King expressed desire that city of Anuradhapura should be included in the Sima so that he, his retinue and his subjects could live “within the order of the Buddha”. This was accordingly done.

2. In Samantapasadika – “Sasana is established but roots are not deep … when a son born in Tambapanidipa, of Tambapanidipan parents, becomes a monk in SL, studies Vinaya here and recites it here, then roots of Sasana are deep set”.

King’s nephew Maha-Arittha Thera, formerly a minister, became a monk and was selected by Mahinda for the act of reciting the Vinaya at the ceremony.

Establishment of Sasana ultimately depends on the establishment of a Sima. The recital of Vinaya is not possible with a Sima.

After first rainy retreat at Missaka-pabbata, Mahinda suggested king built a cetiya to enshrine Buddha’s relics. Asoka sent right collarbone of Buddha ( enshrined in Cetiya Pabbata. (significance?)

Sanghamitt(’s arrival with Bodhi tree (significance?). Also set up nunnery, Hatth(lhaka vihara.

What were the factors that accounted for the relatively easy spread of Buddhism in SL?
1. Royal patronage – DT’s conversion and domino effect on different strata of society. DT ruled for 40 years and Buddhism was introd in 1st year of reign. Built several monasteries and cetiyas, gave generous dana, consulted monks, and ruled by Buddhist principles. 

2. Lack of organized pre-existing religious order that would have mounted a more formidable challenge to Buddhism. Religious groups in SL then were small and scattered throughout island. Had pockets of support but not of the magnitude that could translate into power and political influence. Not organized systematically. 

3. Attraction of superior civilization to the inferior culture – Asoka’s India was then the center of civilization, culturally, militarily, economically, etc, in South Asia. A regional super power. Riding on its back, Buddhism would have appealed to leaders and people awed and desirous of emulating the prosperous Asokan empire.

4. Role of Mahinda – cannot be underestimated – a very successful missionary, driven, hardworking, critical preaching skills. Delivered several impt suttas including Dhammacakkappavattana. Royal connections helped.

5. Probably language similarities between Asokan India and SL – would facilitate transmission of Dhamma.

6. Political and economic conditions of SL – peace and prosperity during DT’s time – people could devote time to spiritual pursuits and had the means to support monks.

Additional observations
· DT’s request to Mahinda about Anuradhapura being included within Sima boundary has political implications – from then until end of Sinhalese rule in the 19th century AD, only a Buddhist had legitimate right to be king of SL. King was secular head of Buddhism and was obliged to protect Sasana. One of his primary duties was to look after well-being of monks and to support their missionary work. Quite often, SL kings engaged in “purification of Sasana”, i.e., interfered in monks affairs, and partake in and took sides in sectarian disputes.

· Monasteries became centers of national cultures and monks were teachers for generations of people. In time, they even became involved in politics: such as counseling kings, rallying popular support for kings in times of national crisis, even helping to govern the state. A symbiotic relationship between State (kings) and religion (monks) – kings look after monks’ welfare and monks used influence over masses to support king. Mutual understanding that was never explicitly stated.

