Buddhist Institutional History

The talk on January 13 focused on the life and times of the Buddhas, with the intention to de-mythologize the events of his Awakening and life afterwards, creating the community of monks and nuns that he called the Dhamma Vinaya.  The focus of this talk is on the developments of that movement during the several centuries after his death.

The cultural circumstances in the centuries afterward his life are not well known, but it may be useful to speculate, particularly as my intention now is to consider the different issues that were shaping the emergence of the various schools of the Dhamma Vinaya over the course of several hundred years without the benefits of written language to maintain the integrity of the teachings.

The graphic below is copied from a Wikipedia article downloaded on January 19, 2021 in preparation for this talk.  Again, even the most prestigious scholars are proposing well-informed speculations regarding the dates, but the graphic does convey a sense of the dynamic relationships of the various schools:
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The teachings of the Buddha are primarily contained in what are called the suttas (sutras in Sanskrit) and the Vinaya (vih-nah-yah).  Supposedly, a cousin of the Buddha, Ananda (ah-nahn-dah), became his personal attendant, with the provision that he would accompany the Buddha and witness his teaching or the Buddha would report what he taught when they were reunited.  This was a preliterate society, so I imagine there was a lot of social reward for being good at memorizing, a skill we would today call “having a photographic memory”; apparently, Ananda had that skill.  There are literally hundreds of suttas attributed to what is called the Pali Canon (Pali was an artificial language, a dialect of Sanskrit, and the Canon represents the core teachings of the Theravada School (Theravada means “teachings of the elders”).  Later on, the Mahayana schools presented sutras that were reportedly taught by the Buddha to select senior monks to be saved for the future when, centuries later, the Sangha was prepared for receiving them, hidden inside “nagas”, sacred serpents.

Supposedly, after the Buddha died there was a gathering, called The First Buddhist Council.  There is some doubt as to whether this actually occurred as an extensive gathering of the various bands of monks and nuns scattered over hundreds of square miles.  During this meeting, it is reported that Ananda recited all the suttas that the Buddha gave which all of the attendants memorized perfectly before the Council concluded, then dispersed back to their respective Sanghas.  Additionally during this First Council, a monk named Upali (ooh-pah-lee) was the reciter of the Vinaya, the ethical and procedural precepts, rules developed by the Buddha during this early stage of the community, and these were also memorized to be taken back to the Sanghas around the continent.  The contents of these teachings and precepts have a few different renderings, depending upon which school was reciting them, but there was some way that general consistency was maintained regarding the teachings, passed on verbally from generation to generation, at least enough to last until about the 1st century CE when they were first transcribed.

About 200 years after the time of the First Council, enough dissension and disagreement among the schools regarding the teachings had arisen to warrant the Second Council, which was dominated by conflicts regarding the “true Vinaya”.  There may have been at that time up to 18 sects with varying renderings of the Suttas and Vinaya, but generally only two remained afterwards, the Staviravadins (shtah-vee-rah-vah-dins) and the Mahasanghikas (mah-hah-sahn-gee-kahs).  Out of the Staviravadin school emerged, eventually, what has endured to the present, the Theravadin school, which is found in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand and Cambodia, primarily.  The Mahasanghika school eventually produced the Mahayana school, found today in the various contemporary religions of Chinese Chan, Korean Zen, and Japanese Zen.  The transition from these basic sects into the schools I mentioned required another several generations, hundreds of years, to evolve.

At the same time Buddhist teachings were evolving, the Brahmin culture was also evolving over the same stretch of generations, becoming the various schools of Hinduism that are still evolving currently, as is Buddhism.  The dynamic tension between the concepts and practices of the two traditions were interactively impactful.  The Brahmins included more yogic practices and the Buddhists added in some of the mythical attributes in order to be more acceptable to the population they were trying to convert to the Dhamma Vinaya path.

Around 250 BCE, the Third Buddhist Council was held during the reign of Ashoka, who institutionalized Buddhism as the primary religion of the Indian subcontinent.  The Third Council further ratified the formation of the Theravada and Mahayana schools.  It seems that the Theravada were dominant in Southern India and the Mahayana in Northern and Western India, in what is now Pakistan and Afghanistan.  

From South India the Theravadin teachings were introduced into Sri Lanka around the 1st Century BCE, and that is where they were first written down on Palm leaves and kept in baskets called pitaka.  There were three collections, the Sutta Pitaka, the Vinaya Pitaka and the Abhidhamma Pitaka (Abhidhamma [ah-bee-dah-mah] translates as “higher knowledge” and is an extensive psychological analysis of the teachings, created a few centuries after the Buddha’s life). This is called the Tipitaka, or Three Baskets, and was the first rendering of the teachings that could be “codified”, not reliant on the memorization abilities or cultural biases in the transmission between generations.  Over the next several centuries, these Theravadin teachings were transported to what is today known as Myanmar, then Thailand, Cambodia and Laos, primarily.  After a few more centuries, that region became predominant in the authority of the teachings until a revival brought it back to Sri Lanka several centuries later.

Mahayana teachings were primarily found in the central and northern areas of the Indian subcontinent and were close to what was called the “Silk Road”, an interwoven system of transport routes from Eastern China to the Mediterranean Basin, and this geographic area included Gandara, Nalanda, and Taxila, three cities in what is now Pakistan and Afghanistan where large Buddhist “Universities” were located.  From these areas, Buddhist missionaries, the first of whom were dispatched by Ashoka, went east on the Silk Road, North of the Himalayas into China, and later, Korea, Japan, and Tibet.  Ashoka’s Buddhist missionaries also travelled west on the Silk Road, and there is plausible evidence and conjecture that there were Buddhist monks living in Alexandria, called Therapeutae, and parts of Greece around 100 BCE, if not earlier.   Modern scholars have conjectured that they were Buddhist monks and may have influenced the Essenes, who were also possibly involved in Jesus’ spiritual development.

The Mahayana called the Theravada school Hinayana, which can be translated as Small Vehicle and that term is now not used, as it is derogatory.  For a period of history, the distinguishing factor was that the Theravada emphasized renunciation of life with a singular focus on becoming Awakened, while the Mahayana emphasized social engagement, including as a central focus the Bodhisattva Vow, dedicating all spiritual attainments to the liberation of all beings from distress and confusion.  Contemporary Mahayana and Tibetan Vajrayana teachers disregard this distinction but do place great emphasis on the Bodhisattva Ideal as a primary goal—instead of achieving full Awakening, the aspiration is to create relationships that foster Awakening.

A major reference in the Theravadin tradition is the Visuddhimagga, compiled in the 5th century CE by a monk named Buddhaghosa in Sri Lanka.  The term is translated as Path of Purification.  A major emphasis in that teaching is the impermanence of phenomena, the Anicca concept, at the core of the process of Awakening.  For the Mahayana, a major influence was a philosopher named Nagarjuna (nah-gahr-joo-nah), who lived in Central India, probably in the 2nd Century, CE.  His teachings emphasized the absence of an enduring, autonomous self, the anatta concept, also at the core of Buddhism.

The schools of Buddhism east of the Himalayas developed during the early centuries CE and were significantly influenced by indigenous spiritual practices: Taoism and Confucianism, as Chan in China and Korea, the Shamanic Bon religion in Tibet as Vajrayana, and Shinto in Japan as Zen, which is the Japanese pronunciation of Chan.  The word Chan is Chinese for Dhyana in Sanskrit, Jhana in Pali.

Buddhism was embedded in India’s culture during the time of Alexander the Great’s invasion, and his influence is literally seen in the sculptures of the Buddha, which have a decidedly classical Greek appearance after that time.  Later on in India, the invasion of Islamic culture played a significant role in the disappearance of Buddhism—the history of Buddhism from then on was generated by the various geopolitical areas it was found in southeast and far eastern Asian cultures.

Many scholars regard this period as a sort of “Dark Age” of Buddhism, which became increasingly institutionalized and lost much of the commitment to training the mind through austerity and meditation, so that most monks became a form of clergy, mostly dedicated to studying and chanting the suttas and vinaya and perhaps providing a sort of pastoral role, counseling, performing rituals, etc.  It wasn’t until the onset of Western cultures brought conversion-oriented Christianity to the area that a renaissance occurred.  The history of Buddhism as the West intruded on the culture will be the topic for the next meeting.
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