THE BUDDHIST COUNCILS

First Council

Some facts 

Convened 3 months after Buddha’s parinibbana, under patronage of King Ajatasattu, in Sattapanna or Sattapanni cave near Rajagaha. 500 arahants participated. Mahakassapa presided. Lasted 7 months.

Ananda, personal attendant of Buddha for 20 years, was chosen to recite Dhamma (doctrine). His version was endorsed and the compilation was known as Sutta pitaka. 

Upali recited Vinaya which was codified as Vinaya Pitaka. Note that in the Theravadin tradition, Vinaya was said to have been discussed and finalized first, then the arahants worked on Sutta.

Questions and evidence to consider:

Significance of the First Council?

· Legend of Subhadda – ‘Buddha’s gone, no more nagging and we can do whatever we want’ – Kassapa’s concern.

· The 4 great citations/references (Mahapadesa) – by which one claims authority of interpretation -- purpose of sutta was to establish the measure by which one could verify if a certain teaching had come from the Buddha and authentic Dhamma.

· First basis – ‘I heard from the Buddha’ 

“From the mouth of the Buddha himself have I heard thus: ‘This is the doctrine, this is the discipline, this is the teaching of the Master.’ “His words should neither be accepted nor rejected. Study thoroughly every word and syllable and then put them beside the sutta and compare them with the vinaya. If, when so compared, they do not harmonise with the discourses and do not agree with the disciplinary rules, then you may conclude: ‘Certainly this is not the word of the Exalted One, this has been wrongly grasped by the Bhikkhu.’ Therefore you should reject it.”

· Second basis – ‘I learnt from the Sangha of a particular monastery’

“In such a monastery lives the Sangha together with leading Theras. From the mouth of that Sangha have I heard, have I received thus ……”

· Third basis – ‘I learnt from monks who are proficient and accomplished scholars’

“In such a monastery dwell many Theras and Bhikkus of great learning, versed in the teachings, proficient in the Dhamma, Vinaya and Matrices. From the mouth of those Theras have I heard, have I received thus….”

· Fourth basis – ‘I learnt from an elderly monk, who is a proficient and accomplished scholar”

“In such a monastery lives an elderly Bhikkhu of great learning, versed in the teachings, proficient in the Dhamma, Vinay and Matrices. From the mouth of that Thera have I heard….”

Therefore, what is the objective of First Council and its key contribution?

· Consolidating – early days, Dhamma was in the minds of Buddha’s disciples, bits and pieces -- snapshots.

· Ensuring consistency in Teaching.

· Part of effort to reduce risk of disinformation, deliberate or otherwise.

· Systematizing learning – aid in retention.

Critical importance of royal patronage?  

Why Rajagaha?

Why and what is legitimacy of Council?

Evidence of differences in the Sangha – Gavampati and Purana.

Spread of Buddhism 

Before Ananda’s death, he converted 500 Brahmana hermits. Their leader, Madhyantika, on the request of Ananda, went to Kashmir to introduce Buddhism.

SECOND COUNCIL – The Big Split

Historical moment. Major schism. Beginning of the Theravada-Maha Sanghika divide. Complicated. Story depends on whose account. Theravadin viewed split from Vinaya perspective (10 Vajjian innovations) while Maha Sanghika viewed it from Dhamma (Mahadeva’s 5 points) perspective.


Took place approximately 100 years after Buddha’s parinibbana (387 or 376 BC), during reign of Kalasoka (Black Asoka).


All subsequent sects split from original sangha on doctrinal points. Many no longer exist and there is no record of their teachings.

Significance of split:

Pluses – powerful impetus on many sects to spread their respective interpretation. Further expansion of Buddhism.

-- Boost to Buddhist scholastic pursuits.

Minus – set an unfortunate precedent for future splits to be premised on doctrinal ground

-- doctrinal debates created confusion and rivalry amongst followers

