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to note that the early schools, believed to have emerged during the
first two centuries after the parinirvana of the Buddha, do not seem
to have had any clear preference for any particular text. This is clearly
seen among the earliest divisions of the Buddhist sangha known to us,
and now extinct. Of these early ‘schools’ (for we do not know whether
these groups could be described as ‘schools’ with clear-cut doctrinal
or spatial positions), Theravada alone remains, and this characteristic
that we have investigated may be taken as pointing to the possibility
that Theravada is the oldest extant school among all the other Buddhist
schools.

To repeat: the absence of preference in Theravada Buddhism for
any one single text has both historical and soteriological reasons
behind it, and it says much about the tradition just as the presence of
any preference for a text says much about a tradition that has as its
foundation a particular text.

Asanga Tilakaratne

Professor of Pali and Buddhist Studies
University of Colombo

Colombo

Sri Lanka
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SCHOLARSHIP AND PRACTICE:
SARVASTIVADA DEVELOPMENTS

Charles Willemen

If anyone represents the combination of scholarship and practice, it
is Ven. Dr. Khammai Dhammasami. I have met the learned monk
in Bangkok and in Mumbai, and every time I have appreciated his
approach in every aspect. He is a fine monk, an objective and erudite
scholar, and a practical organiser.

As he is a true representative of Buddhist culture, it is only fitting that I
pay homage by presenting some views about a Sthaviravada (actually a
Sanskritisation of Theravada) school, namely the Sarvastivada School.

This school was founded in Magadha during the reign of the Mauryan
king ASoka (ca.264-227 BC). From this central area, Madhyadesa, the
school spread west, to Mathura, and on to the Gandharan cultural area. In
this direction it was followed by the Mahasanghikas, who had split from
the united sarnigha during the first schism. This most likely happened
during the reign of the Nandas in Pataliputra (Patna), immediately
before the Mauryas came to power there. Both the Theravada tradition
and the Mahasanghika tradition inform us about the early history of
the schools (nikaya), about their Vinaya (pratimoksa), and synods
(sangtti). The Theravada tradition was most likely established at the
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end of the first century BC in Sr1 Lanka, reacting to the Mahi§asakas
and to other schools, mainly the Mahasanghikas, who were strong in
southeastern India and were on the island, too. The Mahasanghikas
in Pataliputra also went west to Mathura, and on to the Gandharan
cultural area. This area is known as Jibin in Chinese sources. Ji means
kambala,blanket, and bin means foreigner. This term was used in China
for the area south of the Karakorum Mountains, from where foreigners
with their highly valued fabrics came. Its traditional eastern part is
Uddiyana (Swat/Suvastu area) and Gandhara proper. Its traditional
western part is Bactria. Traditional Sarvastivadins can be found in
Bactria, in the vicinity of the Khyber Pass in Gandhara (Purusapura),
and in Uddiyana. The Mahasanghikas prevailed in Gandhara, but some
groups were present in Bactria (e.g. in Termez) and in Uddiyana too.

During the reign of King Kaniska (AD 155 — ca. 179), a Sarvastivada
synod was held in Ka$mira. This synod may have ended at the
beginning of the third century. From this time on Ka$mira became part
of Jibin, India’s northwestern cultural area. The synod established a
new Sarvastivada ‘orthodoxy’. The traditional Gandharan Astagrantha
was rewritten in Sanskrit, now called Jidnaprasthana (‘Development
of Knowledge’), and a new, extensive commentary, the Mahavibhasa,
was composed for it. To the central text six more Sanskrit texts were
added, establishing a Sanskrit Abhidharmapitaka of seven texts,
said to be proclaimed by Buddha (Buddhabhasita) in heaven to his
mother. The term Vaibhasika was used for Sarvastivadins. The synod
also established a new, Sanskrit Vinaya, called Dasabhanavara.
The synod simply removed most of the stories, drstantas, from the
traditional, long Vinaya. The traditional Sarvastivadins did not readily
accept the new ‘orthodoxy’. They only accepted that the sitras of the
agamas (traditions) were Buddhabhasita. So, from the time of the
synod, traditional Sarvastivadins, made up of heterogeneous groups
who all believed in sarvastitva (the fact that everything exists), were
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also called Sautrantikas (Dharma) or Darstantikas (Vinaya). They
gradually adapted their views to the new ‘orthodoxy’ from Kas$mira.
After Xuanzang had left India, and before Yijing was in India, i.e. at
the end of the seventh century, the term Milasarvastivada appears.
They most likely were traditional Sarvastivadins with their long
Vinaya. Vaibhasika Sarvastivadins now looked like one more group of
traditional Sarvastivadins.

Traditional, western Sarvastivadins were famous for their practice
of yoga and yogacara. Using the Dharma (teaching) and its factors
(Dharmas), they composed manuals (§astras), teaching how to
reach the stage of an arhat. Their manuals were about the Dharma
(abhidharma). So they could be placed in an Abhidharmapitaka.
Besides the Astagrantha, another tradition of Sautrantika Sastras
begins with the Abhidharmahrdaya of Dharmasresthin (first century
BC), a monk from the area of the River Vaksu, which belongs to the
Bactrian cultural area. The most prominent commentary on this text
is the Misrakabhidharmahrdaya of the Gandharan Dharmatrata, early
fourth century. This text, in turn, is the basis of the Abhidharmakosa
and its bhasya, the work of the Gandharan Vasubandhu (ca. AD 350
430).

In China many meditation manuals, abhidharma-like texts, are
known as texts about the five gates of dhyana. Five exercises lead
to the first dhyana, the first meditational stage in the realm of form,
rapadhatu. These meditation manuals reached China coming from
Central Asia, and in particular from the Gandharan cultural area. An
Shigao (Ashkani), Sangharaksa, Buddhabhadra, and others all brought
meditation manuals. The meditation techniques of these Sarvastivadins
all expounded a path, a yogic practice, yogacara, to become an arhat.
Mahasanghikas, on the other hand, also had their yogacara, developing
wisdom, prajia.
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Throughout history Sarvastivada, developing knowledge (jAiana),
has borrowed practices of the Mahasanghikas, developing wisdom
(prajiia), and vice versa. Mahasanghikas used the term Mahayana,
Greater Vehicle, for their own kind of Buddhism. This happened for the
first time in their Astasahasrikaprajiiaparamita, the earliest text about
the perfection of wisdom, prajiiaparamita, maybe in the first century
BC. In the earliest Chinese texts, even in those translated from Sanskrit
(e.g. Kumarajiva’s Lotus Sitra), the term parami is used. Because
some Sthaviras borrowed some of the Mahasanghika practices, e.g. the
belief in a Buddhaksetra, Buddha field, Sarvastivadins also became
Mahayanists. They developed their Sukhavati paradise, the ‘Pure
Land’, the land of Amitabha. Asanga (end of the fourth century), said by
Xuanzang to be a Mahi$asaka monk, continued Gandharan yogdcara,
taking in Mahasanghika Madhyamika ideas about emptiness, Sianyata.
At the time, so-called later Mahisasakas in the Gandharan cultural
area were seen as a subgroup of traditional Sarvastivadins there.
So, yogdcara, known to be Mahayanist, is actually a Sarvastivada
development. Because of the mutual borrowing of practices, in the end
almost all, including traditional Sarvastivadins, became Mahayanists in
the Gandharan area. Vaibhasikas remained Hinayana, Lesser Vehicle,
for many centuries.

Extra-canonical narrative literature appears from the middle of the
second century AD, with Kumaralata’s Kalpanamanditika, also called
Drstantaparnkti, Collection of Stories. Kumaralata is known as the first
acarya of the Sautrantikas.

Some Buddha biographies, such as A§vaghosa’s Buddhacarita (end
of the first century AD, predating the Kasmira synod), also belong to
traditional Sarvastivada literature. The Udanavarga — a collection of
udanas verses expressing intellectual joy from the text called Udana —
is a Dharmapada of Milasarvastivadins.
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In history, Sarvastivada Buddhism is tremendously influential. It
forms the basis of Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhism, too. But the
most influential living school is another Sthaviravada school, known
as Theravada.

Charles Willemen

Professor

Rector, International Buddhist College
Thailand
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Water-pouring ceremony for the sharing of merits
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Bodh Gaya, 2013: With Phra Khuva Boonchum, at the Foundation
Stone-laying ceremony for the Khuva Boonchum Meditation Centre

INTERNATIONA_Q CONFEREN
VINAYA

1w WJ—ryID"
Contral Univeraity of Tibetan Studies, Sarnath

Sarnath, 2010: International Conference on Vinaya, at the Central University
of Tibetan Studies

220 AN APPRECIATION



www.dhammadownload.com

Nalanda, 2006: Foundation Day of Nava Nalanda Mahavihara (NNM).
L-R: Rector, NNM; Vice Chancellor, Patna University; Ven. Dhammasami;
Governor, Bihar; Deputy Mayor, Wuxi

Bangkok, 2006: A meeting between the Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies
and Silpakorn University
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Spring Hill Prison, Buckinghamshire, 2013: Vesak celebration at the
Buddha Grove

OBV, 2014: Visiting senior sangha from the Ajahn Chah Forest Temples
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Wales, UK, 2012: Dhamma talk at Samatha Meditation Trust
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Poland. 2013: Meditation retreat Budapest, 2013: Lecturing at the
Dharma Gate Buddhist College,
Seated is H.E. Janos Jelen, Rector

Hungary, 2013: Meditation retreat
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Institute of Education, London, 2012: Dhamma talk with Venerable
Wauttichai Vajiramedhi (Tan Vor)

Imperial College London, 2014: Opening a Dhamma talk for Tan Vor
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Wolfson College, Oxford, 2012:
A farewell for Arjia Rinpoche

OBV, 2014: Summer School and Ordination
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SOAS, London, 2013: Academic & Cultural Presentation, Shan New Year
organised by SCA-UK
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Mahachulalongkorn University, 2012: Crown Prince Vajiralongkorn making
an offering at the UN Day of Vesak celebrations

Mahachulalongkorn University, 2012:
With MCU Rector Most Ven. Prof. Phra Brahmapandit and other members
at the UNDV
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Mahachulalongkorn University, 2011: With fellow recipients of Honorary
Ph.D.s. From L-R: Korea, Shan State (Union of Myanmar), Mongolia,
Indonesia, Taiwan, Shan State (Union of Myanmar), and Lao

Mahachulalongkorn University, 2011: Joint ICDV/IABU EC Meeting for
the UN Day of Vesak
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Madrid, 2014: Launching Meditacién Mindfulness, Ficil at the College of
Doctors & Graduates of Philosophy & Sciences.
With H. Cosano and R. Guerrero

Sitagu,Yangon, 2014: International Conference on the Preservation of
Buddhist Cultural Heritage
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Shwedagon Pagoda, Yangon, 2012:
Consecration of the Buddha-rupa offered by the Government of India

ITBMU, Yangon, 2013: Conference to promote
Lik Loung — the Shan Buddhist 'Great Texts’
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Taunggyi, Shan State, 2014: Foundation Ceremony of the Shan State
Buddhist University. Led by Vice President, Union of Myanmar, Dr. Sai
Mauk Kham, and the Chief Minister

232 AN APPRECIATION



www.dhammadownload.com

e in Shan State

The First internz 5 ) - ibi
iflential Fgures inLearnng or Medlaboi I Thervada Buddhism in 19-201 canlurles

Veluwan M

Veluwan Monastery, Taunggyi, Shan State, 2014: International Pali
Conference

Laikha, Shan State: Ven. Dr. K. Dhammasami greeting well-wishers on his
S0th birthday, at the Wat Ho Loi Monastery in Nong Pang Village
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OBV Malaysia, 2011: Meditation and Dhamma talk
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Kertarajasa Buddhist College, Indonesia, 2006: Inaugural ‘Conference of
Indonesia Buddhist Colleges’

Buddhist & Pali University of Sri Lanka, 2013: With the Vice Chancellor
and teaching staff
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The Bodhi Tree and the Sheldonian Theatre, University of Oxford





