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Buddhism in the 215t Century

Buddhism in the 21% Century is based on dual
systems. On one hand, it is based on monastic

Buddhism while on the other Buddhism is based on
the educational institutions. Buddhism is studied in
the institutions from school to tertiary level. In ancient
and medieval Nepal, the Viharas and the Bahils served
as educational institutions. Monasteries were/ are the
abode of Buddhist monks. Nepalese monks are
married monks like Tibetan monks and they live in
Viharas and Gumbas. In medieval Nepal, the
Vajracharya Bhikshus (celibate monks) live in Bahils.
Nowadays the monks in Nepal are not celibate but
they assume the title of Brahmacharya Bhikshus and
they live in traditional Viharas and Bahils. They
practice Shil (discipline), Samadhi (concentrated
meditation) and Prajna (wisdom) in the Viharas,
Bahils and Gumbas. There are about 400 Viharas and
Bahils, 4000 Gumbas as well as 96 Theravada Viharas
in Nepal.!

To quote Metta Lodge, the term Buddha is
derived from Pali language meaning, thereby, an

— Dr. Khadga Man Shrestha

awakened person. Bodhisattva, Siddhartha became
Buddha unaided and unguided by any supernatural
agency, solely relying on his own efforts and wisdom,
eradicated all defilements, ended the process of
grasping, and realizing things as they truly are by his
own intuitive knowledge became a Buddha. One is
not a Buddha by birth but becomes Buddha by his
own efforts. Ile fully comprehended Four Noble
Truths. Ile not only comprehends but also teaches
and enlightens others. So he is called Samma
Sambuddha (highly enlightened Buddha).” He is also
known as Tathagata (thus gone). In his first discourse
he declared — “Light arose in things not heard before”.
The Buddha in his discourses calls himself neither a
Deva (God) nor Yakkha or Yakshya (demon), nor
Gandharba (angel). Le calls himselfas Brahman and
Tathagata. He says in his discourses that the
Tathagatas are only teachers. The Buddha says —“You
yourself should make exertion. The Tathagatas are
only teachers”. “Be you an island onto yourself; be
you a refuge onto yourself, seek no refuse in others”.’
The Buddha raised voice against the evils of caste

1 Surendra Man Vajracharya, “Bauddha Dharma Ra Nepal”, Amritopadesh, National, Year 4, No. 2, Kathmandu; Satya Sandesh

Prakashak Prakashan, 2008, p. 27.

Mella Lodge, “The Buddha”, Amritopadesh, National Year 4 no. 2, Kathmandu, Satya Sandesh Prakashak Prakashan 2008, p. 31.

* Ibid., p. 31



system and advocated equal opportunity for all. He
declared that the gates of deliverance are open to all.*

Buddhism originated in about two and a half
millennium years ago, is getting more and more
popular. Everyone appreciates the Buddha way of
life. Scholars divide the development of Buddhism
in five phases such as

a) The 6™ to the 1* centruy B.C - 1* phase of
Buddhism

b) The 1* to the 5" century A.D. - 2" phase of
Buddhism

¢) The 6™ to the 10" centruy A.D. - 3" phase of
‘ Buddhism

d) The 11" (o the 15" century A.D. - 4" phase of
~ Buddhism

€) The 16™ to the 21* century A.D. - 5" phase of
Buddhism

The present Buddhists including
Theravadians believe the existence of 27 human
Buddhas before Siddhartha Gautam Buddha.
Siddhartha Gautam Buddha was the 28" human
Buddha. Pratyek Buddhas (isolated Buddhas) and the
25 Bodhisattvas also existed. Since then Buddhist
beliefs and practices, literature and institutions have
been spreading, developing and influencing their
cultures and religious way of life. Some Indian
scholars have tried to trace the history of Buddhism
from the time of Indus valley civilization on the basis
of Buddhist symbols drawn in the wall. But it has to
be attested by concrete evidences. It demands
increasing need of Buddhist historical researches.
Purana mentions Svayambhu (Adi Buddha) originated
in the Kathmandu Valley long before the advent of
Lord Buddha. Attempts have been made to outline
some of the significant Buddhist developments within
the period of five centuries each.

Buddhism during the first phase

It is obvious that Buddhism as a way of life
has been variously understood followed and

expanded by its adherence. The developments of
Buddhist belief and practice have been influenced
by several factors such as ethnic traits, social
customs, subjective interests and partial knowledge
of religion. Dr. Richard A Gard writes — “Conceived
in Asia Buddhism remained as a historical expression
of universal human ideal”. Writing about Triple
Gems, Gard further writes — “the Buddha (teacher),
Dhamma or Dharma (Buddhist practices), the
Sangha (Buddhist monasticism) took new courses
from time to time. It offers an individual or society,
a voluntary way of thought, based on analysis and
conditioned existence dependent upon supreme
human effort and directed towards the realization of
freedom of perfect existence.’

During the first phase of development of
Buddhism (i.e. the 6™ to the first century A.D.) the
Buddha was regarded as the teacher and conceived
as the great man (Mahpurusha) and the Universal
Ruler (Chakravartin); popular veneration of him
developed into a Buddha Puja which expressed and
facilitated belief in him as the Exalted one
(Bhagavanta). The Buddha Dharma was developed
into doctrinal statement and scholastic interpretation
and textually begun in Pali, Sanskrit and Buddhist
Hybrid Sanskrit.*

During the lifetime of Gautama Buddha his
teachings were not written in black and white. It was
the duty of Bhanakas (recollectors) to memorize his
teachings. For about a century, the Buddhists
remained united after his Parinirvana. About a
century after his Parinirvana the Buddhists were split
into separate schools. These schools had their own
recessions of Tripitakas for the texts of giving
authority to their new ideas.” By the 4" century B.C.
Buddhism was divided into 18 sects or schools.
Among them Theravada, Mahasangika, Sarvastivada
and the Sautantriaka (followers of Suiras) became
most influential. Sarvastivada is a sect that emerged
from Sthaviravada in 260 B.C.

4 Ibid., p. 32
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A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism, Delhi; Moti Lal Banarasidas, 1970, p.4



Buddhist Councils or Conferences

Several Buddhist Councils were held in
India. The first council or conference at Rajgir, the
capital of Magadha, held under the patronage of King
Ajata Satru, three months after Buddha’s demise
questions Buddhist development. It mainly dealt with
Dharma and Vinaya.® The second council was held
in Balukaram Vihara during the reign of Kalashoka.
Gard suggests Vaishali somewhere 100 or 110 years
later. At that time the Buddha was known as Shasta
and the Buddhism as Shasana. The council was
divided in opinion. The followers of “Ten Rules”,
“Deshavathu” relating to Dhamma and Vinaya
showed thier dissension and they were known as
progressive Bhikshus.®

Under the protection of King Mandali the
dissident Bhikshus who supported “Ten Rules” held
a council led by Mahadeva were known as
Mahasangikas. According to Theravada accounts the
third council was held at Ashoka Ram in Pataliputra
(Patna) under the patronage of Emperor Ashoka for
nine months in the 3" century B.C. They were known
as separatists. The fourth council was held in Kashmir
(Jalandhar) during the reign of Kanishka (78-101
A D) under the chairmanship of Basumitra.'"” The
Thieravadians recognized that the fourth council was
<.onvened in the Alu Vikara at the Matali in Sri Lanka
i the late first century B.C. during the reign of
Bauagami.ni in the 79 B.C.

It is commented that during the reign of
Sunga dynasty (187-72 B.C), Kanwa dynasty (72-
2% B.C.), the Theravadines (Hinayani) or lesser
» zhicle migrated from Magadha Koshala to Videsha
--adern Sanchi, Gwalior) and Sarvastivadins to
“'z:hura. The Sarvastivadins translated their

Tripitaka in Sanskrit. The Sarvastivadins of Mathura
had their dissentions with the Sarvastivadins of
Magadha. The Sarvastivadins of Mathura called
themselves as Mulasarvastivadins. During the reign
of Kanishka, as they are the followers of Vibhasha
they were called Mulasarvastivadins."

In 260 A.D. the expelled Sarvastivadins from
the 3" council conducted their own council
(conference) in Nalanda, the capital of Magadha
separately.'? Scholars write that a system of thought
now known as Mahayana developed after the
speculation of doctrinal controversies."* Reffering
T.W. Rhys Davis, Pradhan writes - “Manjusri
historical personnel had written an ancient text
entitled “Saddharmapundarika” by the end of the
1* century B.C. and beginning of the 1¢ century A.D.”

. On the basis of the principle propounded in that

Mahayana text Mahayana developed.'

Historically the term Mahayana was widely
used by Kanishka in the first century A.D. It is also
stated that Mahayana philosophy was developed
through Lalitavistara, Mahavastu and the Buddha
Charita." Shakya also mentions that Sarvastivadins
held a council in Kashmir under the chairmanship
of Bhikshu Basumitra and the vice-chairmanship of
Bhikshu Ahwa Gosh. It was the fourth Buddhist
council. Opinion of Scholars differs in it. However
it is historically ascertained that Mahayana had its
origin from Mahasanghika sect. The Mahasanghika
fostered dissention from the Theravada. Together
with other factors eventually resulted in the rise of
Mahayana tradition. The Prajnaparamita doctrinal
literature and related Mahayana tradition began to
evolve Nava Sutra Sangraha (nine holy texts) of
Nepal known as the holy texts of Mahayana
Buddhism. llowever Nepalese Buddhists believe the

Dr. Laxman Shakya, Bauddha Itihasma Shakyamuni Buddha, Kathmandu; Human Gem Study Center, 2005, p.15

¥ Ibid., p. 16-17
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* Bhuvan Lal Pradhan, Nepalma Baudhha Dharma, Kathmandu; Royal Nepal Academy, 1998, p.30

* Ibid.. p. 30
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