Volume 6 Part 1

Preface


U Tin Lwin

We have now come to the last volume of The Chronicle of Buddhas, the volume that is dedicated to the Saṅgha and appropriately entitled Saṅgha Ratana or the Saṅgha Jewel. It is divided into two parts, each part being a separate book. (So is the first volume divided, thus making the entire magnum opus run into six volumes or eight books.) The present book therefore is the seventh one and the whole book is treated as a single chapter and accordingly numbered 43. It is devoted to the lives of Mahātheras who were the male Disciples of the Buddha. (The second part dealing with Therīs, the female Disciples, has been in the good care of Sayagyi U Ko Lay.)

At first I was supposed either to translate the whole book by myself or to edit the translation previously done by one U Tin U, a native of Myaung in Upper Myanmar, whom I regard as my mentor as he is senior to me not only in age but also in translation experience. He has long been associated with an organization for the worthy task of translating the Piṭakas and is on the Editorial Board of English renderings at the Department for the Promotion and Propagation of the Sāsana. Recently he has been awarded by the Government the title called Mahāsaddhamma Jotikadhaja in recognition of his services for the Sāsana. (So has been Sayagyi U Ko Lay.) I did not therefore think it is desirable to look over something that has been done by somebody you respect, especially when you are virtually a raw hand. So I chose to follow the first alternative: I put U Tin U’s work aside and started working on my own.

But the course of my work was fated to be changed. While it was well in progress, our sponsor Sayagyi Dr. Tha Hla decided that we should finish our respective assignments, i.e. Sayagyi U Ko Lay’s and mine, by mid-February at the latest so that the two books of the sixth and the last volume in printed form could be simultaneously presented in time to the patron Sayadaws of the Tipiṭaka Nikāya Organization. And the presentation was to be done as part of the ceremony to commemorate the anniversary of the immersion of the late lamented Sayadaw’s ashes in the Ayeyarwady near Mingun. The date falls in March. I accepted Dr. Tha Hla’s decision in spite of the fact that it came to me when there remained a lot to do and there was barely three months more to go. With a few other commitments of different nature in hand, it was all the more difficult for me to handle the remaining portion in so short a period. I was in this way compelled to turn to U Tin U’s ms. which was to be incorporated with mine as a single book.

But how? It would not be seemly to combine the two portions to form one organic whole when they had been done independently of each other. No discussions were held between us, no agreements were made as a basis to work on. We simply did not have enough time to do so. Though our interpretations of certain ideas and concepts contained in the original Myanmar are more or less the same, differences in choice of words, and rhetorical style are bound to occur naturally on the one hand. On the other hand it would have been very foolish of me to combine my portion with U Tin U’s blindly.

The editing job is the last thing I wish to do when it involves the writing of someone held in esteem. But I could not run away from the job. The dilemma must be solved at any rate. So I came to terms with myself: it was a kind of self-compromise. In order to keep up appearances I changed certain small letters to capital and vice versa, replaced less familiar words with more familiar ones (e.g. ‘scimitar’ with ‘knife’) supplied a missing letter or a preposition here and there, and provided the relevant Pāḷi passages. I also put his translated words in English back to the original Pāḷi because they have been used and explained in the previous volumes (e.g. ‘Southern Island-Continent’ to ‘Jambudīpa’, ‘Stream Entry Knowledge’ to ‘Sotāpatti-phala’, ‘cycle of rebirths’ to ‘saṁsāra’. What I did most was rewriting the sub-titles in shorter and more precise forms. But I would not claim that everything I have done in editing is right if my job there can be called editing at all. In fact, I, myself, do not like some of my own usages. For instance, I write Deva, Brahmā, Brāhmaṇa, and the like with the big initial letter perhaps unnecessarily. Anyway, I must be responsible any incorrect or uncalled for changes made by me. I hope Saya U Tin U will understand my awkward situation and forgive me where I am wrong. On the other hand I believe Saya will be pleased to find his individuality still remains almost intact with ‘conviction’ for ‘saddhā’, ‘prognostication’ for ‘vyākaraṇa’ or ‘vyādesa’, ‘Synod’ for ‘Saṅgāyanā’ and other words peculiar to him.

This part of the last volume therefore consists of two nearly equal portions. In terms of story I cover eighteen Mahātheras and U Tin U the rest which is twenty-three Mahātheras and one lay devotee. But in terms of work-load there has been about equal sharing between us.

Let me now report my way of working. In translating Pāḷi or Pāḷi loan words I tend to be influenced by the usages or expressions in my mother tongue. For instance, the literal meaning of the Pāḷi word etadagga is “this man is the top”, signifying that such and such a Bhikkhu is the best, the foremost, or the most outstanding, in possessing a particular quality or in accomplishing a certain pious performance. I am led (or misled) by the familiar use in the Myanmar language the Pāḷi derivative etadag (with the final syllable dropped) to leave the word untranslated and to follow the author perhaps too faithfully in rendering it etadagga title.

With regard to the word ‘aspiration’ used in our translations I have to explain briefly. Highly learned modern scholars of Buddhism in our country are to be of almost unanimous opinion that in translating Pāḷi words into English, the words in that language etc., connoting a certain belief or concept in other religions should by all means be avoided. For instance, they prefer ‘noble’ to ‘holy’, ‘being’ to ‘creature’, ‘doctrine’ or the Pāḷi word ‘Dhamma’ to ‘Gospel’ ‘a long suffering realm’ to ‘hell’, ‘celestial abode’ to ‘heaven’. And I must admit that sometimes I have been guided by their opinion. So also ‘aspiration’ is preferable to ‘prayer’, for there is no God in Buddhism to pray to or to say one’s prayer to. Buddhism is a religion of self-help: one must strive for the fulfilment of one’s wish; there is nobody else to answer any prayer. Hence the phrase ‘expresses one’s aspiration’ or ‘aspiration expressed’ is used here.

But I for one do not like to be so strict and rigid. In sharing Buddhist knowledge with a non-Buddhist I feel one should use the words he or she has already known at least at the beginning. And from my own experience, I know that strictness or rigidity rarely helps beginners of Buddhist learning though they might be very enlightening to advanced learners. That is why I sometimes use, ‘faith’ for the Pāḷi word ‘saddhā’, suffering for ‘dukkha’ or ‘charity’ for dāna, and so on.

With regard to the lake by which the Mahāthera Koṇḍañña dwelt and passed away is stated by two names: Chaddanta and Maṇḍākinī. So it was difficult for me to decide which one should be taken. Were they two different lakes or the same lake with two different names? The first alternative is impossible. How can one live by two lakes at the same time? So the second one must be considered and considering I came to the conclusion that Maṇḍākinī is the real or original name because this name is found in the description of the lake. Chaddanta then must be the name of the forest where Maṇḍākinī Lake existed. The lake seems to have sometimes been referred to as Chaddanta Lake on account of his position and this perhaps leads to confusion.

Another difficulty lies in tackling the Myanmar translation of the Pāḷi gāthās (verses) done by the author. Myanmar Sayadaws are fond of paraphrasing the gāthās not only elaborately but ornately. What is more, they love to put their translations in rhyme. With those Sayadaws the author comes in line. As the author was a poet in his own right his translations of Pāḷi gāthās are invariably embellished with meaning as well as with sound. Therefore they are all sweet and pleasant when chanted or heard in the Myanmar language, but to translate them into English it is a problem. (I wish I could translate them into English verse form but my knowledge of English not adequate to do so.) Following that rudimentary teaching that the translation must be faithful to its original, I tried to translate every detail given in the Myanmar version. However much I have tried, I must say that I have not always been successful.

Here is an example: a Pāḷi verse sung by the Venerable Vaṅgīsa in praise of the Mahāthera Koṇḍañña.

Buddhānubuddho so Thero
Koṇḍañño tibbanikkamo,
lābhī sukha-vihārānaṁ
vivekānaṁ abhiṇhaso

Without elaborating and embellishing, the translation of the verse may only be somewhat like this:

That Thera Koṇḍañña is the first to understand these Truths after the Buddha. He is forcefully energetic. He always achieves seclusion which is happy dwelling.

But according to the author, ‘That Thera Koṇḍañña’ (So Thera Koṇḍañño) is ‘That Thera who is known by his clan name Koṇḍañña and who has visited the supremely glorious Buddha’; ‘the first to understand the Truths after the Buddha’ (Buddhānubuddho) is ‘distinguished as Buddhā-nubuddha, for he is the first who understood the four profound Truths, having contemplated intelligently after the Buddha’. ‘He is forcefully energetic’ (tibbanikkamo) is ‘endowed with unique, forceful energy of right exertions’, ‘achieves always’ (lābhī abhiṇhaso) is ‘achieves without interruptions’; ‘seclusion’ (vivekānaṁ) is ‘the three forms of seclusion’; ‘happy dwelling’ (sukhavihārānaṁ) is ‘the means of blissful living’. (See the story of Koṇḍañña Mahāthera, pp. 23 & 24.)

In working on the Sayadaw’s text I am often influenced by the Myanmar custom of calling an elderly person, a parent, a teacher or a monk by using his or her honorific attached to the name. Hence ‘the Venerable Koṇḍañña’ or ‘the Venerable Vakkali’. It is indeed very rude to utter just the name. I wonder if the repeated usage of the honorific might sound monotonous to a foreign reader. Sometimes I therefore purposely drop the honorific. In the case of kings, I use ‘Great King’ instead of ‘Your Majesty’ just to keep the Myanmar or Oriental flavour as it is the literal translation of the Pāḷi word, Mahārāja. As regards the word Dhammasenāpati, however, I at first translated it literally ‘the General of the Dhamma’ but later on I changed it to ‘the Captain of the Dhamma’, which sounds to me more idiomatic in English

I am aware of the anomalies that have inadvertently crept into my portion, for which I tender my apology to the readers. I have also failed to write foot-notes on certain Pāḷi words. Some of them have already been explained in the previous volumes. Here I have time only to write on two words: the Pāḷi kasiṇa and the Myanmar pai. The Pāḷi word is associated with the practice of Jhāna: it is the name of a meditating device, the deep concentration on which gives rise to mental absorption. It is of eight kinds: four relating to such elements as earth, water, fire and wind, while the other four with such colours as blue, yellow, red and white. The Myanmar word is the name of a unit of land measurement of olden times, one pai is said to be equivalent to 1.75 acre.

Now that I have come to the end of my labour I feel as though a very heavy burden, in fact the heaviest I have ever experienced in my life, slipped off from my shoulder. Despite all my weaknesses I am happy because not only have I been relieved of my venture but I have also contributed something in my humble way to the advancement of knowledge, especially for the non-Myanmar speaking peoples. I do hope that they will at least have a glimpse of our school of Buddhism called Theravāda. The glimpse will then be our reward.

By ‘we’, I mean apart from myself all those who have been in one way or another associated with my work. To them all I owe a debt gratitude: Sayagyi Dr. Tha Hla for his farsighted management in sponsoring the translation project, Sayagyi U Ko Lay for his encouragement in persuading me to join him in the project, to U Tin U for his timely help with his work, to U Tin Than (Department of Health Planning, MOH), U Soe Naing and my son Maung Win Myint for their patient computer operations, to U Kyaw Hlaing for his careful overseeing my translation just before it went to the press and to the press-owners U Soe Win and U Hla Cho for their friendly co-operation. My thanks also go to my wife for her understanding when I happened to have kept her waiting for my late home-comings.

If we should earn merit by our joint work, we share it with our readers and all.

May all beings be well and happy!

Tin Lwin
Kaba Aye, Yangon.
Myanmar
23 February, 1998

Introduction

U Tin Lwin


As the name Saṅgha Ratana of this volume suggests, the first part of the volume narrates the stories of members of the Saṅgha represented by the winners of etadagga-title(s). Their number is forty-one, ranging from Koṇḍañña Mahāthera to Mogharāja. The chief source of the stories of Mahātheras is the Therāpadāna of the Khuddaka Nikāya. The expositions on the Etadagga Vagga of the Ekaka Nipāta, Aṅguttara Nikāya, also help by giving necessary information about the Mahātheras. The story of Bāvarī the Brahmin teacher, the Purohita (Counsellor) to King Pasenadi of Kosala, is related at the end of the book. Here the author draws the material from the Pārāyana Vagga of the Sutta Nipāta.

Each story of the Mahātheras has an etadagga-title as its nucleus. The author says at the outset that he will tell the story by four stages: (a) Aspiration expressed in the past, (b) Adoption of ascetic life in final existence, (c) Unique spirituality attained or Attainment of unique spirituality, and (d) Etadagga title Achieved. But he does so only in the first story, i.e. the story of the Mahāthera Koṇḍañña. The later stories contain only three stages: the first two and the last which subsequently becomes (c). At the first stage the future Mahāthera is seen as a lay man who witnesses a bhikkhu being honoured with an etadagga title by the Buddha of his time. The man is inspired and aspires after a similar honour in the time of a future Buddha who invariably happens to be Gotama. Accordingly he expresses his aspiration before the Buddha after performing a magnificent Dāna. Upon his death he is reborn in another existence where he continues to put further efforts to gain his goal. Mostly each Mahāthera gains one title only but there are some who gain two titles. As for Ānanda Mahāthera he gains five titles! At the second stage the author tells of his final existence as a human being in the lifetime of Gotama Buddha. His endeavours or adventures, if any, are dealt with. Somehow or other he meets with the Buddha before or after his adoption of an ascetic life. The last stage forms his last event in which he wins the long-awaited etadagga title.

Though the story centres around the etadagga honour it also yields interesting points. Those interest me are as follows:

(1) The senior-most Mahāthera Koṇḍañña shows his magnanimity by leaving the Buddha to stay alone by the lake Maṇḍākinī in the Chaddanta forest so that the two Chief Disciples, Sāriputta and Moggallāna, may live at ease; they are shy to enjoy their high positions in the presence of the long-standing Mahāthera.

(2) Sāriputta’s attempt to convert his Brahmanical mother to the religion of his Master is most remarkable whereas,

the tragic death of (3) Moggallāna Mahāthera at the hands of the robbers despite his supernormal powers is poignant. 

(4) Mahā Kassapa and his life-partner together create a story of platonic love, so to say: besides, his association with the Buddha heralds his important responsibility for the propagation of the Sāsana after the Buddha’s Parinibbāna. 

(5) Anuruddha Mahāthera is noted for his abstention from begging requisites. 

An interesting thing about (6) Bhaddiya is that he is elected Chief of the Sakyan ruling family when King Suddhodana becomes too old to rule.

The short-bodied (7) Lakuṇḍaka Bhaddiya is one who attains Arahantship through the teaching of the Venerable Vaṅgīsa.

It was on account of (8) Piṇḍola Bhāradvāja Mahāthera that the Buddha promulgates the Vinaya role prohibiting monks from displaying miracles.

(9) Mantāniputta Puṇṇa, a nephew to the Venerable Koṇḍañña, wishes to visit the Master only after his attainment of Arahantship.
If there is somebody who like the Venerable Kāḷudāyī, makes a request to the Buddha to pay a visit to a distant land it is (10) Kaccāyana; he sings in praise of the beauty of the journey.
Of the story of the two Panthakas the younger, (11) Cūḷa Panthaka, appears to be more important despite his failure in learning the Dhamma.
At the same time we should not forget that it is the older brother (12) Mahā Panthaka who takes care of the dullard by attempting to uplift the latter spiritually.

(13) Subhūti Mahāthera is the younger brother of the celebrated donor Anāthapiṇḍika.
The Venerable Sāriputta’s another younger brother, (14) Khadiravaniya Revata, has the right to be remembered for his devotion to hard life in an acacia forest. 

(15) Kaṅkhā-Revata is Vinaya-conscious for he practises well in accordance with the Discipline. 

(16) Soṇa Koḷivisa’s extreme effort for Arahantship is corrected by the Buddha himself.
Another (17) Soṇa, nicknamed Kuṭikaṇṇa, is instrumental for the Buddha’s relaxation of certain Vinaya rules.

(18) Sīvali Mahāthera, one of the best known Arahants in our country, wins Arahantship as soon as the shaving of his head was over.
The story of (19) Vakkali Mahāthera teaches us that outward devotion to the Buddha by always staying close to him is useless and that he who sees the Dhamma sees the Buddha. 

(20) Rāhula’s desire to receive admonitions from his father, the Buddha, or his preceptor Sāriputta as many as the grains of sand in his hand is really admirable.
In (21) Raṭṭhapāla’s story his life as Sakka is more interesting than his life as the Buddha’s Disciple.
The lesson given in the (22) Kuṇḍa Dhāna story is a common one: he who acts or speaks with the corrupt mind, him the result of his evil follows him like a shadow. 

(23) Vaṅgīsa is a poet-Mahāthera. 

(24) The Venerable Upasena who is in the habit of admonishing his pupils meets with a tragic death. 

(25) Dabba Mahāthera is only seven years old when he attains Arahantship! 

(26) Pilindavaccha's inadvertence is his use of harsh words even after his attainment of Arahantship. 

(27) If there happens to be a Mahāthera who uses robes made from wood-fibres it is Bāhiya Dārucīriya; he is gored to death by a cow. 

(28) Kumāra Kassapa is associated with the Vammika Sutta that contains doctrinal fiddles. 

(29) The short story of Mahā Koṭṭhita lacks interesting points. In the story of the Buddha’s first cousin and personal attendant 

(30) Ānanda, one of the best known Mahātheras in the Buddhist world, his eightfold boon reflects his wisdom; besides, his important role in the historic First Council is beautifully spotlighted in the story. Before his acceptance of Buddhism, 

(31) Uruvela Kassapa is the leader of matted-hair ascetics; his conversion forms an event to be remembered. The Buddha’s playmate in childhood, 

(32) Kāḷudāyī, was a poet in his own right, for he sings sixty stanzas of a long nature-poem portraying spring’s beauty to make the Buddha visit his kinsmen in Kapilavatthu; at the same time he proves to be an excellent diplomat as his mission is successful. 

(33) Bākula is noted for his good health and longevity: when he turns a bhikkhu he has completed his eightieth year!
The story of (34) Sobhita is another uninteresting one except a point concerning the doctrine where two similes are used: an impossible task is like ‘ hitting a yak’s tail with a dart of yak’s hair’ or the printing of a foot-track in the sky. 

(35) Upāli’s being well-versed in the Vinaya is testified to by his two decisions, of which the more interesting one is that a monk’s sexual intercourse in a dream is not an offence; and the decision is approved of by the Buddha.
One day (36) Nandaka Mahāthera, at the suggestion of the Buddha, gives an admonition to five hundred bhikkhunīs who become Sotāpannas as a result. The following day the same admonition is repeated and they all become Arahants; in extolling Nandaka the Buddha likens the two performances to the full moon on the fourteenth day and the full moon on the fifteenth day. 

(37) Nanda is another cousin to the Buddha whose successful attempt to convert the romantic prince into an earnest Arahant in a subtle way makes the story more interesting.
A former monarch, (38) Mahā Kappina, renounces the world after hearing the happy news of the arising of the Triple Gem and his renunciation occasions the same of his Chief Queen Anojā.
Because of (39) Bhikkhu Sāgata, formerly a Brahmin youth, the Buddha lays down a rule that a monk who takes alcoholic drinks is guilty.
Sāriputta Mahāthera’s sense of gratitude in the story of (40) Rādha appears more impressive than the adoption of bhikkhuhood by the latter in his old age; while everybody ignores his request for admission to the Order, the Mahāthera comes out to give Rādha an ordination as he remembers the latter’s offering of a spoonful of rice once.

The last story told in this book is that of (41) Mogharāja, the second last of the sixteen pupils of the Brahmin teacher. He becomes an Arahant after receiving the enlightening answers to his questions from the Buddha.

Then comes the story of Bāvarī, the only lay devotee dealt with by the author in this book. The beginning of his account is given in the story of Mogharāja; here Bāvarī’s story is told in continuation and treated as an Addenda. Bāvarī sends his sixteen senior pupils to the Buddha to ask him questions on his behalf, for at the age of 120 he is too old to travel from his hermitage on the Godhāvarī in the south all the way to Sāvatthi in the north where the Buddha is supposed to be in residence. But the pupils meet the Buddha in Rājagaha and ask their respective questions and all except Bāvarī’s nephew Piṅgiya attain Arahantship after hearing the Buddha’s answers. Piṅgiya only becomes an Anāgāmī. He returns to Bāvarī and in fifteen stanzas he transmits the Buddha’s teaching to his uncle. At the end of the last stanza, the Buddha emits his rays to them and shows his image delivering a discourse. Then only Piṅgiya realises Arahantship and Bāvarī becomes an Anāgāmī.

Though the book is dedicated to the Saṅgha, a number of stories teach certain doctrinal points as well. The most interesting points are given in the Vammika Sutta.

Apart from these teachings there are various verses mostly taken from the Dhammapada. The verses from the Pārāyana Vagga of the Sutta Nipāta are embodied in the last two stories; the story of Mogharāja Mahāthera and in the additional story of Bāvarī the old Brahmin, which according to scholars teach ‘Primitive Buddhism.’

