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WHAT IS THE GREAT BOOK OF PROTECTIONS?

T

he Great Book of Protections known in Sinhala as the Maha Pirit Pota (Maha = Great, Pirit (Pàli: paritta) = Protections, Pota (Pàli: Potthaka) = Book) is recited in the temples and houses ceremonially to ward off evil and bring luck. It is not a separate book in the Pali Canon but is an anthology of Suttas etc. culled out from the five Nikàyas (as described later in this introduction). In Pàli; it is known as the Catu-Bhàõavàra-Pàli or ßthe Text of the four recitalsû, Bhaõavàra being a section of the scriptures divided into such for purposes of recitation. The original purpose of the book must have been to serve as an introductory manual to the Nikàyas before proceeding to the major texts. With the influence of the Mahàyàna which took root in the Abayagiri Vihàra, the Mahàvihara monks would have made this a counterpart of the Mahayani Dhàraõãs. To quote Edward J. Thomas (History of Buddhist Thought p.186), ß(Dhàraõãs or) Spells form an important part of popular Buddhism; but they have nothing in themselves peculiarly characteristic of Buddhism. They are a form of sympathetic magic, which consists in asserting (along with certain ritual actions), that a certain wished for event is taking place and by the power of the word it is supposed that if every detail is properly performed the event does happen.û In the recital of the parittas too the listeners are not particularly expected to understand the words uttered. The mere power of the words, wards off evil or brings good luck. Of course, in contrast to the Dhàraõãs which are lists of meaningless words, the Parittas are meaningful. One of the shorter dhàraõãs in the `Lotus' or the Saddharma-pundarãka Sutra is ßaññe taññe naññe vanaññe anaóe nàdi kunaói svàhàû, M. Winternitz in his History of Indian Literature Vol. II (p. 80) writes: ßThe word paritta means `protection, warding off', and already in the Tipiñaka it is used in the sense of `pirit' (Sinhala) or `exorcism formula, benediction'.û. He quotes K. Seidensücker: ßAt the present day in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), Paritta has come to mean the recitation (or reading) by the Bhikkhus of some thirty texts belonging to the canon for the purpose of banishing the influence of evil powers. The ParittaÞceremony is performed on all possible occasions, e.g., at the building of a new house, in cases of death, diseases and so on.û Winternitz quoting M. H. Bode says ßThe Milindapa¤ha mentions parittas as having being taught by (the) Buddha. In Burma, too, there is a small collection of texts from the Suttapiñaka,Þcalled Paritta or Mahà-Paritta, which is used for exorcisms, and is better known among the people than any other Pàli book.û

A CRITICAL OUTLOOK REQUIRED


The scriptures mention that the Buddha spoke to the Kàlàmas and said that nothing should be accepted as truth because it had been so heard for a long time, because it had been in accordance with tradition, because someone had said it somewhere, because it had been in conformity with one's studies, because it had been the result of reasoning, because it had been ascertained through doubt, because one thought it should be so, or because it was the product of metaphysical speculation. It should not be accepted as truth because one thought that the teacher seemed to have been a good man and therefore his words should be relied on, or because one thought that the teacher was fit to be honoured and therefore his words should be accepted.


With due reverence to the Buddha, Dhamma ans Sangha, I propose to refer to the `discourses' (suttas) and the `protections' (parittas) of this book in the light of the above context, so that the reader may not gulp the contents in the text as they are, without perusing the same with a critical mind. The authenticity, of course, of the `namaskàra' (homage to the Lord), the `saraõagamana' (the refuge) and the `pa¤casãla' (the five precepts) and many of the `suttas, and `parittas' need not be questioned, while the authenticity of some of the `suttas' and `parittas' need definitely be examined with a critical mind as they seem to have been influenced by Mahàyana and Tàntric Buddhism, and perhaps Brahmanic lore.

HISTORY OF THE BOOK


This book of the paritta which is known as the Satara-Baõavara in Sinhala and Catubhàõavàrapàli in Pali, which both mean `the four recitals', seems to have existed during the Anuràdhapura period and it was customary for young men to commit this book to memory before being ordained a monk and therefore it was termed in Sinhala as Piruvàna Pota (more commonly Piruvànà Pot Vahanse): or `The book, that should be learnt by heart.' We are not aware when the Catubhàõavàrapàli was so arranged. Some believe that it was so arranged by the members of the first Council (saïgiti) after the Council was over. Other are of opinion that a venerable monk of the Anuràdhapura period compiled it.


Buddhaghosa, who lived in Sri Lanka during the fifth century according to the Mahàvamsa, commenced writings Parittatthakathà that is a commentary on the parittas, before he came to Sri Lanka; but we are not sure whether this was a commentary on the paritta book as it is now, as the former does not exist now. There is a commentary on the paritta book called Sàratthasamuccaya but we are not sure about the date of the author nor do we know his name. The text reveals that is was written at the request of one venerable Anomadassi. His teacher's name is mentioned as ânanda Vanaratana, but we do not know whether he was the same Venerable Vanaratana who lived during the Dambadeniya period in the thirteenth century or an ânanda Vanaratana who lived before him and who wrote the Målañãkà. Venerable Polwatte Buddhadatta mentions in his History of Pàli Literature (Pàlisàhityaya) that there is a Parittañãkà ( a sub-commentary on the paritta book)  in Burma written by a monk named Tejodãpa, but is not sure whether it is a commentary on the present paritta book or whether he wrote a sub commentary on the Parittaññhakathà of Buddhaghosa which is mentioned in the Mahàvaüsa.


The venerable V„livita Asarana Sarana Saranaïkara who was the first Saïgharàja (the chief of the monks), and who lived in the eighteenth century, write a Sinhala translation of the Paritta Book named Sàràrthadãpani, where he mentions that he associated an old paraphrase of the paritta book, which shows that commentaries of the book in Sinhala existed early. Neither the Sàràrthadãpani nor the commentary mentioned earlier refers to the following suttas, viz; Dhammacakka, Mahàsamaya, âlawaka, Kasãbhàradvàja, Paràbhava, Vasala (or Aggikabhàradvàja) and Saccavibhaïga which appear in the present book. This does not mean that they are all spurious, as they occur in the Suttapiñaka of the Tipiñaka.

EARLY PARITTA CEREMONIES


According to Mahawaüsa at the time of Upatissa I, King of Sri Lanka, (circa end of the 4th century, A.C.), there, mentioned that the island was afflicted with famine and disease. The Saïgha informed the king that when Vesali was  afflicted with famine, disease and fear from the non-humans, the Buddha recited the Ratana-Sutta and ânanda went round the city reciting the same and sprinkling water from the Buddha's alms-bowl. Hearing this the king had a golden image of the Buddha made and placed the stone alms-bowl of the Buddha, filled with water, on its hands and placed the statue with the bowl on a chariot. The king organized a great alms-giving and bade the citizens to observe the moral precepts which he himself observed. The city was decorated and the monks followed the chariot chanting the Ratana-Sutta throughout the night along the streets, and sprinkling water from the Buddha's alms-bowls. This ceremony was called Gaïgàrohaõa. It has been mentioned that rains came and the pestilence disappeared after the ceremony.


We are not aware of other kings following Upatissa's example until we come to Sena II (851-885 A. C.) who substituted the same ceremony. It is significant that ânanda was substituted because ânanda was supposed to have gone round Vesàli sprinkling water from the Buddha's bowl.


However, the first reference to the chanting of paritta (Sinh. Pirith) as a ceremony is mentioned during the reign of Aggabodhi IV (658-674 A. C.) but the reasons for the ceremony or the details are not mentioned. Next we read about Kassapa V (913-923 A. C.) who is said to have warded off the dangers of pestilence and famine by causing the Saïgha to chant paritta in the city.


The whole paritta book is divided into four sections called bhàõavàras (i.e. recitals). The first bhàõavàras ends with Dhajaggaparitta, the second with Isigilisutta, the third with first part of âñànàñiyasutta and the fourth with the second part of âñànàñiyasutta.


The book as a whole is culled from the Suttapiñaka of the Buddhist scriptures as follows:-

	No.
	Sutta etc. in the Catubhàõavàrapàli
	Nikàya
 from which it is extracted

	1.
	Saraõàgamana
	Khuddaka Nikàya

	2.
	Dasasikkhàpada
	Khuddaka Nikàya

	3.
	Sàmaõerapa¤ha
	Khuddaka Nikàya

	4.
	Dvattiüsàkàra
	Khuddaka Nikàya


	No.
	Sutta etc. in the Catubhàõavàrapàli
	Nikàya from which it is extracted

	5.
	Paccavekkhanà
	Aïguttara Nikàya



	6.
	Dasadhammasutta
	

	7.
	Mahàmaïgalasutta
	Khuddaka Nikàya

	8.
	Karaõãyamettasutta
	

	9.
	Ratanasutta
	

	10.
	Khandhaparitta
	Aïguttara Nikàya

	11.
	Mettanisaüsasutta
	

	12.
	Mittànisaüsa stanzas
	Khuddaka Nikàya



	13.
	Moraparitta
	

	14.
	Candaparitta
	Saüyutta Nikàya



	15.
	Suriyaparitta
	

	16.
	Dhajaggaparitta
	

	17.
	Mahàkassapattherabojjhaïga
	


	No.
	Sutta etc. in the Catubhàõavàrapàli
	Nikàya from which it is extracted

	18.
	Mahàmoggallànattherabojjhaïga
	Saüyutta Nikàya

	19.
	Mahàcundattherabojjhaïga
	

	20.
	Girimànandasutta
	Aïguttara Nikàya

	21.
	Isigilisutta
	Majjhima Nikàya

	22.
	Dhammacakkappavattanasutta

	Saüyutta Nikàya

	23.
	Mahàsamayasutta
	Dãgha Nikàya

	24.
	âlavakasutta
	Khuddaka Nikàya

	25.
	Kasãbhàradvàjasutta
	Saüyutta Nikàya and

Khuddaka Nikàya

	26.
	Parabhavasutta
	Khuddaka Nikàya

	27.
	Vasalasutta
	

	28.
	Saccavibhaïgasutta
	Majjhima Nikàya


	No.
	Sutta etc. in the Catubhàõavàrapàli
	Nikàya from which it is extracted

	29. 
	âñànàñiyasutta
	Dãgha Nikàya



It has been referred to before that the suttas etc. in the paritta book have been culled from the Suttapiñaka. Hence it is apt to mention here that in the suttas with introduction the informant* does not claim direct affirmation of the suttas. He starts every Sutta with `Evam me sutaü'ÞÞ`Thus was it heard by me' thus exonerating himself as to the authenticity of the sutta. He does not say `The Buddha said so,' he only says `Thus was it heard by me,' hence relieving himself of any omissions and commissions.


The Tipiñaka was first put into writing, according to history, in the first century B.C. That means for nearly five centuries the Dhamma had been passed through by word of mouth. It also must be noted that at the time the scriptures were written in Sri Lanka there had arisen schisms, the Abhayagiri monks having separated to the schismatic differences of the monks throughout the centuries the Dhamma would not have been in its pristine purity and spurious doctrines could have crept into it. It must be kept in mind that we have to take into consideration the above facts when we evaluate the paritta book.

� `Nikàya' means `collection'. The Sutta Piñaka is divided into 5 collections or nikàyas namely: Dãgha Nikàya, Majjhima Nikàya, Saüyutta Nikàya, Aïguttara Nikàya and Khuddaka Nikàya.


�  The Dhammacakkappavattanasutta occurs also in the Mahàvagga of the Vinaya Piñaka. The only difference is that in the Sutta in the Catubhàõavàrapàli the names of 15 Brahma Worlds are mentioned while in the Mahàvagga, they are included in the one word `Brahmakàyikà Devà' i.e. the Devas having Brahma-bodies, which covers all the Brahma Worlds.


* With regard to the Suttapiñaka the informant is said have been verebale ânanda at the first council held almost after the demise of the Buddha.
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