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From the Editor

has been a year of transition for Present as we watched
founder Susan Pembroke retire from her role as editor
in chief, How Susan was able to publish such a beautiful,

substantial magazine and serve as head of the Alliance for Bhikkhunis is something of a miracle.
Despite the challenges of this transition, we are especially pleased that in 2012
the magazine served as a venue for a number of substantive articles on bhikkhuni history:

Venerable Tathaaloka’s canonical study “Lasting Inspiration”; Anandajoti Bhikkhu's new

translation from the Extended Mahavamsa; Bhikkhu Analayo’s examination of feminist readings

about Subha Theri in the Ekottarika Agama (featured as part of our International Bhikkhuni Day

celebration of Sanghamitta Theri); Susan Pembroke’s look at recent bhikkhuni developments in

Sri Lanka; and Bhikkhu Bodhi’s argument for the reestablishment of the Sri Lankan Bhikkhuni

Order, an essay he crafted in response to a statement against it from the Concise Tripitaka

Editorial Board.

We found that our most popular articles were the personal narratives: the paths to

ordination by both Venerable Sudhamma and Venerable Munissara; an interview with, and

Dhamma teaching from, Venerable Tathaaloka; the challenges of life as a modern-day bhikkhuni

by Amma Thanasanti; and Tenzin Kiyosaki’s experience in the dual roles of monastic and

hospice chaplain.

You will find these articles, along with various others, gathered here into an annual

compilation issue composed of our complete August 2012 and December 2012 installments

together with our 2012 International Bhikkhuni Day articles.

To deepen Present’s niche, bringing you “the voices and activities of Theravada Buddhist

women,” we need your help as scouts around the world. We warmly welcome your ideas,

suggestions, feedback, and articles—features and reviews, academic and otherwise. Please drop

us a line at presenteditor@bhikkhuni.net.

Present | The Voices and Activities of Theravada Buddhist Women | 2012 Annual Compilation Issue

—Sarah Conover, Editor in Chief



“Im pretty clear that at this time | teach
and study in Theravada Buddhism. It is, to
my mind, the heart or the essence of the
Buddha's teachings. There are all kinds
of things in Theravada Buddhismm—many
cultural aspects and developed traditions
and commentaries and ethnic traditions. I'm
not trying to do all of that, and I don't think
there is any way someone could do all of
that. I'm interested in the essential practices
of what the Buddha taught.”

-Venerable Ayya Tathaaloka
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‘The Great Inquiry

An Interview with the Venerable Ayya Tathaaloka

by, Jacqueline Kramer

first met Ayya Tathaaloka when she was in Northern California

looking over the land near Jenner that was to become the

Aranya Bodhi Forest Hermitage. I had an immediate feeling
of sisterhood with Ayya. It turns out that both of us were deeply
influenced by her bhikkhuni mentor, the Venerable Myeong Seong
of South Korea. The venerable was dedicated to helping rebuild the
Bhikkhuni Sangha, and that intention was transmitted to both of us
at different times in different ways. Ayya Tathaaloka has bravely
and intelligently gone about supporting the growth of the Bhikkhuni
Sangha by helping establish the first bhikkhuni forest hermitage in
the West, by acting as a preceptor for many Western bhikkhunis, and
in many other large and small ways. She has taken great pains to
insure recognition of the Bhikkhuni Sangha by careful scholarship
and adherence to established procedures.

We spoke again on a sunny May afternoon in 2012, exploring
how her early life brought her to the gates of the Bhikkhuni
Sangha. The question of how our Western Buddhist pioneers came
to the path is an intriguing one. What makes a child from a Judeo-
Christian culture seek out Buddhism? What sorts of influences and
personality traits draw a child to the East? It’s no surprise that an
adventuresome, independent spirit and a questioning mind are
necessary for the journey. A certain amount of doubt and discomfort

are also important catalysts. In this interview we get a glimpse of
Ayya Tathaaloka’s adventuresome, independent spirit; her early
doubt; and the kind influences that guided her East to Buddhism.

Jacqueline Kramer: What was your first glimmer of
Buddhism?

Ayya Tathaaloka: This is a question that other people are
able to answer, but I find for myself that I can’t. I don’t
remember my first encounter with Buddhism. Growing up,
there were books that had things about Buddhism around
me. There was also Buddhism in the movies and on TV and
magazines like National Geographic. I remember seeing robed
Buddhist monks in jungle environments. There are some
things I remember from my teenage times that particularly
impressed me. Whether you'd say they are connected to
Buddhism or not, I'm not sure. I watched the show Kung
Fu. David Carradine was playing a man who was a Buddhist
novice training with a master and was wandering from place
to place in the old Wild West learning various life lessons.
That series became a kind of paradigm for me. I
understood the pattern that you pick up wisdom from
teachers or teachings and then in life circumstances, you
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reflect on that wisdom and apply that to the circumstances
that you’re meeting in life. Then the circumstances themselves
have the opportunity for growth or catharsis or reflection.
They may become part of your ongoing awakening experience.
Those teachings then become relevant, come to life, and
become manifest. That’s something that I got from watching
that show.

Of course, that’s not the only place I saw that paradigm; it
was all around. There was encouragement from my parents to
learn and apply what has been learned to life circumstances.
So that’s not a new thing, but that show illustrated these
lessons and their wisdom in a classical Buddhist context.

The Lord of the Rings and Star Wars also contained
deliberate use of archetypical images of Christian and
Buddhist monastics, paradigms of forces of good and evil, wise
mentors, and the development and cultivation of the acolyte.
The disciples were tried and tested, and triumphing over the
forces inside themselves was the big issue. The small person
who is from nowhere is the one who then triumphs and saves
the world. They were archetypes of spiritual seekers.

Also, there were a couple of other things. I remember
one friend of the family had gone to Thailand with the Peace
Corps. He ordained for three months as a Buddhist monk
during the vassa after finishing his assignment. I remember
hearing about that experience and finding it very interesting—
hearing about what it was like and learning that it was
possible for a Western person to go and do that. This friend
was male and I was interested in whether this would be a
possibility for myself or not. It sounded like a really great

learning experience. I was looking at my possibilities for

higher education at that time. To have that kind of training in
sila (virtue) and meditation and wisdom seemed interesting
and excellent as compared to university options.

But I was discouraged when I asked whether women
could do that too and was told that this was a possibility
open only for men. I remember thinking that I had seen some
old Buddhist texts and had the idea that women had been
ordained in Buddhism in the Buddha’s lifetime. I felt that if the
Buddha was truly enlightened, this possibility should be open
for women as well. I felt it should be there and that it had been
there. It seemed really strange to me that this would not be so
in a place where Buddhism was thriving, in an affirmatively
Buddhist country. To my young teenager’s sense, not knowing
much, that seemed very strange to me.

Not so long after that another family friend who came
by to visit had been at Shasta Abbey. I hadn’t heard of Shasta
Abbey before. I was living in Washington State and at that
time we didn’t have any Buddhist temples or monasteries
around that part of the country. But Mt. Shasta was just south
of us, not so very far. That friend mentioned that there were
both male and female Buddhist monks there. When I heard
that, I thought, “Right! That’s how it should be.” I felt this kind
of awakening interest then. And I learned there were these
differing dynamics about ordination and women being able to
ordain or not.

I would say another memorable thing would be a little bit
later, still as a teenager, encountering two books that were
quite important. One was Master Sheng Yen’s Faith in Mind.
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It is an English translation of an enlightenment poem by
the Third Zen Patriarch in China. I ended up studying and
practicing the hua tou with him later.

JK: Where was he?

AT: He was in Taiwan. He also founded the Dharma Drum
Buddhist Association Center on the East Coast here in the
U.S., and it has a West Coast branch as well. That poem by
this old Buddhist master touched me.

Then there was the Blue Cliff Records, the koans. Someone
introduced that book to me as a book of Buddhist wisdom
because I seemed to be interested in such. I opened it up and
began to look at it, and it brought up tremendous doubt in
me right away—the underlying doubt about the many things
in life and in our world that were always simmering below
the surface. We’re skimming on top of that in ordinary life.

know both my mother and my father seemed to have respect
for the Buddha.

JK: What religion did you grow up with?

AT: 1didn’t grow up with one particular religion. My father
was an atheist scientist and his family was not religious.
They were a family of engineers, with a lawyer or two. They
were into the material world and big into cause-and-effect
forensic science, which is an investigative science. I got a
kind of religion of science and investigation from them. My
mom had a partly Episcopalian background with a large dose
of naturalism—love for the natural world. She had studied
botany, worked as a naturalist, and ended up doing her
Ph.D. in phenomenology, which originated with that name
under the German philosopher Heidegger, who studied
Yogacara Buddhism, which is also known as Vijfianavada,

“Doubt can become a hindrance and cause a lot of suffering

in our minds. For me, this accumulated doubt was an

JK: Was this like the great doubt that Zen teachers speak
of, or was this doubt as in a hindrance

AT: 1 think this would be the great doubt that the Zen
teachers talk about—deep and fundamental doubt. Touching
into and penetrating this is the clearing of a hindrance.

JK: Like what are we doing here.

AT: Yes. Of course, before one has a breakthrough to the
great inquiry—what are we doing here?—that and the kind of
doubt that is a hindrance in people’s ordinary lives dance
intertwined, intermingled with each other. This is because
of not applying that doubt to inquiry in wise ways. When
that’s so, doubt can become a hindrance and cause a lot of
suffering in our minds. For me, this accumulated doubt was
an abiding, underlying pit of suffering. Reading even a few
of the koan cases drew it all together into a great mass—like
I was a cat that needed to vomit up a fur ball as big as the
whole world. This was a great mental energetic mass of
everything I had been unable to digest in the whole world
because of not having right understanding. At that time, I
didn’t know how to see it correctly and penetrate that
great mass.

Thinking back I would say those were impressive things,
but I don’t remember what the first thing was early on. I

’

abiding, underlying pit of suffering.’

Cittamatra, or the Mind-Only School of Buddhism. From

her I got a great appreciation for the natural world—the
human interrelationship with the natural world being, in
itself, her sphere of spiritual communion. Then both my
parents remarried. My father remarried a Jewish woman
and my mom remarried a Muslim man. So that increased the
religious diversity in our family quite radically.

JK: Was your stepmom practicing Judaism and your
stepdad practicing Islam?

AT: Just a little. I wouldn’t want to say that they were not
practicing. They were gently practicing. My stepmom, who
was very much a second mom for me, not only did she have
a Jewish background but she had a brother who was a “Jew-
Bu.” He officially became a Buddhist. So that was also part of
my stepfamily.

JK: What form of Buddhism did he study?

AT: I'm not sure. Either Zen or . . . I'm pretty sure it wasn’t
Tibetan or Chinese.

JK: It sounds like you grew up in a rich atmosphere that
invited questioning.

AT: Yes. I think this was also part of the doubt. There were
all these religious traditions, and I had lots of friends who
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invited me to various churches. I went now and then to
different churches, although my parents were cautious
about people’s attempts to convert their children. Going
to Sunday school a few times with friends, I had questions.
I was interested in asking them and in what was being
taught. My home environment was one of free inquiry and
open discussion in which questions were welcomed and
encouraged.

The churches I visited with friends did not seem to be
ones of free inquiry for children. That quite put me off. It
seemed that there was more of an expectation to just believe
what we were being told but not to think about it—even
that it was wrong to think about it. Free inquiry was not
encouraged. That seemed really strange to me, coming
from my home environment. I learned to be leery of any
circumstance where my own intelligence or inquiry was
not respected. I was taught that this could be dangerous or
harmful for people. My parents tried to inculcate in me a

respectfulness with regards differing ways of doing things.
They gave me the idea that most everyone will most likely
think that they are right because they are doing the best
they can, but that applying this as a judgment to others—
that one way, my way, is right and another wrong—is also
something to look out for.

JK: You were taught to not traffic in views from early on.

AT: Maybe not 100 percent, but some part of it. My father
had an interest in Taoism and Zen Buddhism, and later on
in life, after my going forth into monastic life, he became
much more active in pursuing that. Science seems to have
been disappointing in some ways in terms of what he loved
in scientific principle, like free inquiry into truthfulness and
that kind of honesty. He started to look into Taoism and Zen
Buddhism particularly in regards to those principles. For a
while he self-identified as a Taoist.

JK: How do your parents feel about their daughter
having become so fully involved in the Buddhist world?

AT: 1 think they, being compassionate people, felt quite a
lot of sympathy for the painfulness of my own doubt and
inquiry and my need to seek and search more deeply. I think
they may have had appreciation and hope for me in what
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the Buddhist path might be able to offer. I think they may
have had an interest in what could come out of that. Certainly
a good number of my family members, in the times that I had
to visit with them after my first five years away in Europe and
Asia, really expressed quite a lot of interest, because for my
family this was the stuff of movies and books and magazines.
To have a family member go and do that was interesting

to them.

JK: You're living the adventure!

AT: Living the adventure! Yes. I certainly had a very strong
adventuresome spirit, which I think was nurtured in my
family environment, particularly by my father. The things he’s
done in the form of social welfare, in that spirit of adventure,
are quite an amazing example. And my mom mentioned to
me, about ten years after I had entered monastic life, that she
herself had also thought about becoming a nun when she was
a younger person, a teenager. But she didn’t want to become

a Catholic nun as things were, and she didn’t know what else
she could do. She mentioned that at the time that she was
pregnant with me she thought about that again. And then she
realized that, being pregnant, “now my path is to be a mom.”
She mentioned that while she was pregnant she was thinking
about that. In a way, vicariously through her eldest daughter’s
experience, she has shared together in parts of the experience
of the monastic life.

JK: It’s so beautiful how the mother’s vision flowers in a
world where there are more possibilities for her daughter.

AT: Yes. ] wonder sometimes about karma and rebirth. Like
the story of the Buddha’s own mom and how she changed,
according to the story, in the time of her pregnancy and

how important she was in terms of the Buddha’s choice for

a mother. Now, through modern science, we see how the
mother’s genetics can be modified by the baby. In a way, the
baby influences the mother profoundly while the mother also
influences the baby profoundly.

JK: I experienced that when I was pregnant. My daughter,
Nicole, who has a very serene nature, influenced my
feeling of serenity when I was pregnant with her and on
meditation retreat.

10



AT: Yes, this is something I've wondered about. How much
was that thinking of my mom’s coming from me, inside her,
or how much did I get that from her? Because it can certainly
go both ways. As you both change by the modification that’s
happening between the two of you, it’s synergetic.

I've also learned from listening to my parents’
discussions about what it is to be a free person. They were in
the universities in the 1960s. Questioning one’s parents, the
ways of the parents, and going one’s own way was really an
enormous culture and movement in those times. They talked
a lot about these things when I was a young person. Over and
over again they looked at the patterns they picked up from
their parents and how difficult patterns are passed down
from generation to generation. That’s something that they
tried to bring a lot of mindfulness and awareness to and were
trying to work with really, really strongly.

Because of hearing that so much as a young person, I
developed a heightened awareness for this subject. I think
that’s one of the things that made me not want to have
children right off myself. There was a concern about passing
on convoluted programs, or issues, from generation to
generation. I wanted to have time to try and work those
things out as best I could before passing them on to others.

You know, the idea that my aspiration to ordain
may have come from my mom, from what I've learned in
Buddhism, I feel so happy and amiable about that. What I
learned from being a child born in the 1960s, that sets off
these alarm bells. Those alarm bells are not outside the scope
of the Buddha’s teachings. Really, at the heart of what’s there
is the question: Are we going to be perpetuating difficult and
dysfunctional patterns, or are we going to get out of the loop
with those things and become free and happy people?

JK: What an interesting correlation—the Buddhist interest
in freedom from patterns and the new psychological view

of not wanting to pass negative patterns along to the next
generation. I never put that together with the

arahant path.

AT: To me that is right out front, very big!
JK: Who was your first Buddhist teacher?

AT: As a younger person, when entering monastic life, I
encountered a number of people who served as teachers. I
think there wasn’t any one teacher, even when becoming

an anagarika up through my first novice ordination. I never
really thought that someone was truly my teacher until I

met my venerable bhikkhuni mentor, the Venerable Myeong
Seong, Bright Star. But she is not often called by her name but
rather by her role.

JK: What was her position?

Venerable Myeong Seong
Photo: http://www.myspace.com/ayyatathaalokabhikkhuni/photos/albums/
my-photos/92023/

AT: She was the abbess and the main teacher of one of South
Korea’s foremost bhikkhuni training monasteries. Later on
she retired from being abbess and became the head of that
monastery’s bhikkhuni council of elders, as well as the rector
of its college of Buddhist studies. After that she was elected as
the national head of the Korean Bhikkhuni Sangha, the female
equivalent of what is called the supreme patriarch, like the
supreme matriarch for the Bhikkhuni Sangha. But they don’t
use those titles there. She may still have that position today.

JK: How did you come to her?

AT: I had heard about her through the Dharma bum circuit. At
that time we weren’t using email or the web, and I was out and
about internationally finding places of practice and teachers,
going here and there. I heard that the situation for ordained
women in Buddhism was best in Korea in terms of education,
training, and support. The situation for bhikkhus and
bhikkhunis was really quite equal in terms of these factors.

I remember traveling on a ferry and meeting with a fellow
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Dharma bum. He was just coming from South Korea, and he
saw something there that he hadn’t seen in his experience of
Buddhism anywhere. He was told there was a great Dharma
master giving a talk at the main monastery of the Chogye
Order in Seoul and that someone would be translating. He was
invited to go, so he went. There were lots of bhikkhus and
bhikkhunis, and up on the high seat in that head monastery
there was a bhikkhuni preaching, teaching them. In his travels
he had never seen such a thing, a woman teacher at a main
bhikkhu monastery being a primary, featured speaker. He was
really impressed by that. He was raving about that when we
were on that ferry together. I thought, “Oh, that’s interesting.”
When I went to South Korea later, I ended up going up to
a hermitage in the Eight Peaks Mountains called Seong Jeon
Am (Noble Sages Hermitage) and studying and practicing with
a master who had been secluded there for about twenty-five
years at that time. After being there for some time, I thought I
would like to try to enter into the Bhikkhuni Sangha in
South Korea.

JK: Were you inclined towards Theravada but studied in
Mahayana because this was what was available?

AT: 1 had been in India, and the situation for women in
monastic Theravada Buddhism at that time was largely
nonexistent. For those who were lucky enough to receive
samaneri ordination and encouraged to live and practice like
a bhikkhuni, especially for Westerners, as was the case also
with Tibetan Buddhism, we were expected to take care of and
support ourselves. As a young person in my early twenties,

I had given up everything, left everything behind when I
became an anagarika. To support myself was not so easy, as
was also the case with others. What was often expected from
Westerners was to be giving support. There is the thought that
the U.S. and Europe are rich countries and the Asian countries
are poorer and in need of support in many places.

This was not always the case with men. I heard someone
say—it’s kind of a crass comment—“If you were a man, you
could just plug into the system in Thailand and you’d be fully
supported. There are lots of great teachers there. It’s like
Buddhist heaven.” I thought, “You’re right, that would be
good.” But, being a woman, if I were to go, I would have to
think about arranging for my own support. You pay and go
for some time on retreat. When the money runs out, then you
leave, go to work, make some money, then go back on retreat
again. This is what a lot of women have done, and what a lot of
women are still doing.

For someone who has left everything and doesn’t want
to go back—in my heart I didn’t even feel able to go back—it
seemed like where I wanted to go was much deeper into this
path, not coming out for awhile and then back in. I was really
looking for how I could do that. What was asked of me as a

very young and newly robed person in terms of supporting
myself seemed pretty difficult. It seemed like the act of trying
to support myself and trying to seek some gainful employment
didn’t serve what my heart’s desire was. Hearing that there
were places where women could go and really be received
into the Sangha and fully trained and supported seemed like
the direction I needed to go. I started looking for where that
might be possible. What I heard was, “Go north,” which meant
Taiwan and South Korea. At that time Buddhism had not come
back big in China.

So I went north. When I went to Taiwan, I found
monastics practicing a lot of repentance. A lot of recitation
of the names of buddhas and bodhisattvas, a strong emphasis
on vegetarianism, on childhood education, and on education
in general. The main practices of recollection of the Buddha’s
name and repentance did not appeal to me deeply as my way
of practice. In South Korea I found something that was really
important to me, and that was the San Lim Seon Jeong, the
Mountain Forest Meditation Tradition. It was completely
and fully open to women. The stark, rugged simplicity of this
tradition and the time in meditative inquiry—these things
really struck a chord with me. I resonated with the part of
learning from nature and the part about inquiry, working with
radical inquiry. From young in life, as you heard, these had
been things that really struck a strong chord in me.

JK: What sort of inquiry practice did you work with?

AT: My venerable bhikkhuni mentor did not actually practice
inquiry meditation. She was very strong in Dhamma teaching.
She did excellent work in terms of the Bhikkhuni Sangha and
developing a training monastery and assistance for a training
monastery. Her love and her heart is in Dhamma study and
Dhamma teaching. So my own venerable bhikkhuni mentor
did not teach me direct meditative inquiry, although I felt
very intuitively connected to her when first meeting her. I
bowed down to her nine times, not knowing why I did it. She
recognized nine bows, from some teachings, as my asking

her to be my teacher. She asked, “Do you want me to be

your teacher?” I thought about it and from a deep intuition
answered yes, almost as a surprise to myself. Despite this deep
connection, due to my love for meditative inquiry, she sent
me to study and train with another bhikkhuni who is kind of
a Dhamma relative of hers who had studied a type of inquiry
meditation that in Korean is called hwadu meditation and in
Chinese Chan Buddhism is called the hua tou.

JK: Who was this teacher?

AT: The teacher is the Elder Kyeong Hi Sunim. I was sent by
my teacher to serve as personal attendant to her and thus
be able to learn from her closely. That was a normal thing
in the Bhikkhuni Sangha, to send a student to an associated
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bhikkhuni teacher whom she might be able to learn from. It’s
the same in the Thai Bhikkhu Sangha. You may have heard
stories about Ajahn Chah sending his students to a related
teacher whom he thought they would learn something of
benefit from. So I had the opportunity to study with her

as well as a number of the other teachers of the hwadu
meditation practice. I was learning about practices and
teachings, trying to seek out the heart of the Buddhist path
via meditation and Dharma understanding.

JK: What was the hwadu practice? Is that an inquiry
practice like koans?

AT: It’s not working with koans but
with the heart or essence of the koan.
The koan would be the story or the
case of an awakening, and the hwadu
literally means the “head of the word,”
like the fountainhead of this streaming
Dhamma, it is the source.

I know that there hasn’t been so
much written or so much taught about
the hwadu practice in the West. In fact,
for those who do this practice, to find
anyone else to talk with about the
practice is rare. I think the late Father
Thomas Hand, a partner in monastic
interreligious dialogue, was the only
one I ever met. He was a Jesuit priest
and had learned the hua tou practice in
Japan and had practiced with it deeply
as a Christian. He didn’t find it at
variance in any way with the essential
heart of his Jesuit practice. I learned
from him about this in a monastic
interreligious dialogue gathering called
“Bodhisattva Path/Christ Path.” But he was the first and
only person in the United States whom I talked to who really
worked deeply with that practice (at least as I had learned it)
and could speak about it fluently in English. I haven’t ever
seen anything published about it that seemed accessible or
mainstream. It’s not well known.

JK: Is it done in conjunction with deep meditation
practice?

AT: Yes.
JK: Is it a practice that you bring into retreat?

AT: Yes, and it’s a whole life practice. In working with

it, you are encouraged to start with the first moment of
consciousness upon waking in the morning, then develop
working with the practice with every activity of daily life. It

Present | The Voices and Activities of Theravada Buddhist Women | 2012 Annual Compilation Issue

doesn’t exclude deep retreat practice. It is a kind of essential
practice that is, by nature, before words and hard to put into
words, but known within one’s heart when it’s touched upon.

JK: So you did this practice in Korea. Practicing in this
Mahayana country, did you have more of an inclination
toward the bodhisattva or arahant path, or did the
question even come up?

AT: It wasn’t something that mattered so much to me. I
knew that there was a lot of concern about that. I developed
an appreciation for whoever has the interest and willingness
out of compassion to be available, to be born. It’s kind of
amazing to think of one who
is willing to be born again and
again for the welfare of others.
There’s all this talk about
bodhisattvas and arahants and
making distinctions between
Theravada and Mahayana. 1
felt a bit of angst about the
way some people approached
that subject. I heard a saying
by Ajahn Chah that I liked very
much. When he was asked about
being a bodhisattva or being an
arahant he said, “Don’t try to be
anything at all.” I appreciated
that.

I have a strong appreciation
for the core of these matters.
To me, that gets down to what’s
important and what I feel is
deeply important on the path.

Photo: http://www.myspace.com/ayyatathaalokabhikkhuni/
photos/albums/my-photos/92023/ JK: What would you say is the

tradition you teach? Is it a

universalist Buddhism, or is there a lineage that you feel
is your lineage?

AT: I'm pretty clear that at this time I teach and study in
Theravada Buddhism. That is, to my mind, the heart or

the essence of the Buddha’s teachings. There are all kinds
of things in Theravada Buddhism—many cultural aspects
and developed traditions and commentaries and ethnic
traditions. I'm not trying to do all of that, and I don’t think
there is any way someone could do all of that. I'm interested
in the essential practices of what the Buddha taught.

JK: What is it about Buddhism that speaks directly to
your heart?

AT: It’s what I find in the Four Noble Truths—about
suffering and the end of suffering. Also, about there being
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a practical path, a
way to end suffering.
I'm interested in the
Ovada Patimokkha,
the Buddha’s first
teaching, which is
first about reducing
and ending suffering,
both my own personal
difficulty and that of
others as well. The
Buddha’s teachings
may match any
circumstances, that
is, be appropriately
applied to any given
situation in which there is suffering or “dis-ease” for their
alleviation and cure. Second is what makes us happy, the
things that not only make for our short-term well-being but
that lead to deepening, expanding, and establishing real long-
term happiness, peace, and freedom.

The third point of the Ovada Patimokkha goes back to
path again, the path of purifying one’s mind and heart. Being
able to do that is essential for understanding what does work
and what doesn’t work—and also for strengthening the mind
and creating the context in which the work can be done.
Once you see what needs to be done, you still need to have
the strength, the resource, the container for doing that. The
purification, the clarification of the heart, is that.

In Zen the last point of these three is different, but
in Theravada the last point is purifying the mind. Not to
say the people in Zen aren’t doing that, not at all. If they
are practicing rightly, they are. In a way it’s a technical
distinction, for if we do that, it naturally benefits all
living beings.

JK: That is so beautiful, Ayya. Before we close I wanted

to say that I met your bhikkhuni mentor when I was

in Thailand for the Outstanding Women in Buddhism
awards and spent some time with her. The thrust of the
conversation was about how can we support the Thai
Bhikkhuni Sangha. Your teacher was strong on wanting to
support Thai women.

AT: She’s done so much for them. She very much encouraged
me and blessed me to go forth and do what I could.

JK: And look what you’ve done! That’s exactly what
you've done.

AT: She had been trying and trying in years past and hadn’t
made much headway. She thought that perhaps someone not

Photo: http://www.myspace.com/ayyatathaalokabhikkhuni/photos/albums/my-photos/92023/

quite so high up might
able to do more. She
gave me her blessing
and encouragement to
do that.

JK: Having seen her
and met her, and
knowing the skills
and practices you
were given . . .

AT: She was aware
of this and very
much wanted me
to have those skills.
She was aware that

I was already in another tradition before coming to her but
wanted me to go through the Korean Buddhist training from
the beginning to get the entirety of it, all of the benefit and
experience out of that. She said that explicitly. She really
wanted that because she thought that it was important to have
that experience, not only for myself, my own strengthening
and fullness of my own monastic life, but to be able to rightly
pass that on to others. She mentioned that explicitly. That’s
one of the things that is great about her. With regards to
community, she has big view in terms of causality and
causation. Her Dhamma about these kinds of things is very
right. Not only is it big, but it comes down to individual
circumstances and timeliness.

JK: This is amazing. She sent her beloved daughter out to
widen the circle. I have a deep feeling for that because I've
seen her and know her character. She is like a mountain.
We spent five days in a funky bus together with her, Dr.
Lee, and some others. Dr. Lee took us around to different
sites in Thailand. I really appreciate her strength.

AT: She was deliberately trained in that. The monastery I
trained at, my home monastery, which she was abbess of, is
in the Leaping Tiger Mountain Wilderness of Korea’s Kyeong
Sang Buk Do province. There were no more tigers in the
mountains, but it was said that in the monastery one tigress
remains, and she is it. Being a tigress in the mountains is her
realm and her domain.

JK: What a great gift she gave us. Thank you for sharing
the early years of your path with me. I hope we can talk
soon about your journey back to the West.

Jacqueline Kramer is former executive editor and a regular
contributor to Present. She is the director of the Hearth Foundation,
where she teaches Buddhism to mothers online.
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Earth Day
Earth Witness

By.Ayya Tathaaloka Bhikkhuni

Warm Earth Day greetings, my human friends, and to all
forms of life. I share with you a little story—a story within a
story. But first, a poem from the Ratana Sutta:

Like woodland groves in blossom
in the first heat of the summer
Is the sublime Dhamma that he taught
leading to Nibbana, the highest good.
In the Buddha is this precious jewel.

By this truth may there be well-being.

And now the story:

Earlier on in my life, as a younger person, I despaired of
the sufferings in our world: personal sufferings, interpersonal
sufferings, global systemic sufferings, illness, disease, poverty,
death, conflict, war, the desecration of the forests, pollution
of our waters and air, landfills, consuming and turning once
pristine natural resources of land, water, and earth into
garbage . .. and I sought the spiritual way out. Practicing yoga
and forms of meditation to raise the mind out of and above all
such crude phenomena, I loved the lightness and clarity that
was above and beyond.

Then one day I met a Zen (Seon) meditation master who
touched and changed all that. He stopped me in my tracks
and called me to attention. He mentioned that the way I was
practicing might lead to heaven, but that is not the Buddha’s
way. The Buddha also taught this, yes, but it was not his path.
Rather his path was the touchdown. He asked me to look.

To look at the statuary image of the Buddha. He pointed
out the posture. One hand in meditation posture, but the
other with hand reaching out, touching the ground. And he
told me that I needed to do this to. To touch the ground.

He said that in order to awaken in this world, one must
first become truly human. And to become truly human, we
need to know not only the sky (heaven), but the Earth. To
stop, to touch ground, to know our origin, our root.
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Earth Witness Buddha, San Francisco International Airport.
Photo: http://www.flickr.com/photos/wonderlane/2698841837/sizes/z/in/photostream/

He asked me to go stand on a little landing on the
mountainside, and just stand, feeling into the Earth. Feeling
and knowing the Earth, and my connectedness with all forms
of life on this Earth. Feeling into and sensing into them all, and
knowing my co-being with them. Even all the humans.

In the clear air of the mountainside, I could look down
and out and see far in the distance like the city in the Wizard
of 0z, the peaks of a city under shimmering haze. I had come
up from them. This part was hardest.

I felt I could not blame nature. But humanity, endowed
with morality, conscience, and higher mind seemed culpable.
It took a long time of working with developing kind and
compassionate understanding to begin to really enter or
reenter the human world. At his advice, I looked at the Buddha
image daily. Awake, with one hand in meditation posture, and
one hand touching the Earth.

It is called the Bhumasparsa (Pali: Bhumapassa) image,
which means Touching Earth, or the Earth Witness—the most
popular of the statuary and painted forms of the Buddha,
more popular than with both hands in meditation. But one
could ask, is it the Buddha’s witness of the Earth or the Earth’s
witness of the Buddha?

According to the old Buddhist legends told in Thailand, it
is the Earth’s witness of the Buddha’s awakening, the goddess
of the Earth, the great goddess of land and waters, who
emerges in witness to the bodhisattva’s right to awakening,

washing away the armies of Mara—Death himself—with her
waters. The story says that if you are replete in generosity
(together with the other paramis), and if you awaken, the
Earth Mother herself will rise to support you. And as you have
watered her soils through your benevolence, she will wash
away all destruction wrought by the power of the kilesas—the
defilements in the human heart. It is a powerful story.

A story not of dominion of the Earth, or of coming to
safety and security through conquering her. But a story
of a man’s coming to ultimate safety, security, and peace
through conquering himself. Whence, Earth to him becomes a
benevolent protector. She is powerful beneficent protectoress.

But in this story, she truly has no supernatural power
other than the power of our own kamma, the power of our
own moral actions, our moral choices, and their accumulated
virtue. She does not need to be propitiated. But rather, we
ourselves have the power and the call to clean up our own
acts.

We need to turn and look at what we have done, what
we have made. We need to develop the openheartedness,
and great-heartedness—like the great expanses of the sky,
the vastness of the ocean, the great breadth of the Earth—to
be able to see the suffering of our world for what it is, truly.
The external world and the internal world. The elemental
nature of the body. The momentary energetic nature of all
phenomena. To see and know all of this as it is. Knowing the
senses and the sense bases.
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Phra Mae Thorani, Thai Mother Earth Goddess
Photo: http://theworldofstatues.blogspot.com/2010/04/phra-
mae-thonaree-chiang-mai.html

Work with mindfulness of the body and the elements can
be very helpful for this work of touching in, touching down,
and waking up.

The breath that flows through this body, through you and
me, is the breath of the world. The breath of the oceans and
of the trees. The light in my eyes and your eyes is the light of
the sun and moon and all the stars, the light deep within the
Earth, the light within each cell—each dancing particle—the
life. The bones of this body like rocks, rocking outcroppings
on the hillside visible where flesh of green and earth has worn
away.

They are all the same elements.

Our lives are all a part of this, and all a part of each
other. Touching ground, touching the Earth, in the space of
loving kindness, we can have the heart to bear and to be with
it all. And witnessing all intimately, awareness grows and
awakening can happen.

It has been said masculine and feminine elements are
fused in these stories, each becoming complete in themselves.
No longer at war with, and no longer needing to dominate
one another. But in harmony, full, complete, and replete in
themselves.

And still, knowing our interdependency, knowing the
truth of our interconnectedness, and that of all life, living with
great honor and great care for one another. Loving all forms
of life. With love, compassion, joy, and ease with one another.
Not heaven, but here together with one another.

The Earth Witness challenge.

There are the times that it is needed to turn away from
the world, to walk into the hills, to go within. And the time
to turn back, to embrace the world, with clear view and
mindfulness, and with right effort, to respond—to whatever
the path calls for, whatever needs to be done—to care well and
most wisely for ourselves and each dear other.

As a post firmly rooted in the earth
cannot be shaken by the four winds,
So is the superior person, I say,
who definitely sees the Noble Truths.
In the Sangha is this precious jewel.

By this truth may there be well-being.

Ayya Tathaaloka on an Earth Day morning hike up in the
hills of the San Francisco Bay Area regional wilderness at
Dry Creek. Photo credit: Luisa (Lulu) Garrett

Reprinted from the Dhammadharini website, http://www.dhammadharini.
net/dhamma-talks-from-the-bhikkhuni-sangha/aranya-bodhi-hermitage/
earth-day-earth-witness
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Bhikkhuni ordination, October 2011, Woodacre, California

Photo: © Ed Ritger, www.edritger.com

Can the Theravada Bhikkhuni Order be Re-established?
It Already Has

By Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi

In March 2012, Sri Lanka’s national newspaper, the Ceylon Daily News, printed a statement issued by the Concise Tripitaka Editorial Board, which

discusses whether the Dhammavinaya allows the re-establishment of the Bhikkhuni Order. The statement begins:

The re-establishment of the Bhikkhuni Order which was the subject of debate a few decades ago has surfaced once
again. Agitation and press conferences were held recently by the parties who claim to have established the Bhikkhuni
Order, in a bid to pressurize the Government to recognize the Bhikkhuni Order. Already the Most Venerable Maha
Nayaka Theras have informed the Commissioner-General of Buddhist Affairs that it is not possible to establish a
Bhikkhuni Order according to the ‘Dharmavinaya’ the doctrine of the Buddha.

American scholar-monk Bhikkhu Bodhi submitted the following response (which was not published in the Ceylon Daily News).

[ am writing in response to a statement published in the Daily
News on March 29, 2012, “Can the Theravada Bhikkhuni Order
be Re-established?” issued by the Concise Tripitaka Editorial
Board. The Board offers a negative answer to this question,
but I find its statement to be grounded upon biases and
assumptions that are not absolutely convincing. I have already
addressed these in detail in a booklet I published titled “The
Revival of Bhikkhuni Ordination in the Theravada Tradition”.
In this short article, with all due respect to the Mahanayaka
Theras, I wish to contend not only that the Theravada
Bhikkhuni Order can be re-established, but that it has already been
re-established and that by taking a liberal point of view, the

ordination should be regarded as legitimate.

The main legal objection the Mahanayaka Theras raise
against a revival of the Bhikkhuni Sangha stems from the
fact that the Vinaya holds that women are to be ordained
by both the Bhikkhuni Sangha and the Bhikkhu Sangha.

In their view, to be a purely Theravada ordination, it must
also come from an existing Theravada Bhikkhuni Sangha.
This leads to a predicament. In the absence of an existing
Theravada Bhikkhuni Sangha, a legitimate Theravada
Bhikkhuni ordination cannot be granted, and since, in their
view, there is no existing Theravada Bhikkhuni Sangha,
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they conclude that “setting up a Bhikkhuni Order cannot be
done under the Dharmavinaya.”

It is just this conclusion that I wish to contest. The first
step in doing so is to note that Theravada Vinaya theory often
merges stipulations that stem from the canonical Vinaya and
Commentaries with interpretations and assumptions that have
gained currency through centuries of tradition. I do not want
to undervalue tradition, for it represents the accumulated
legal expertise of generations of Vinaya specialists. However,
we also must remember that tradition should not be placed
on a par with the canonical Vinaya or even the secondary
authorities, the Vinaya Commentaries.

to apply under all circumstances without exception; (2) the
Theravada is the only Buddhist school that preserves an
authentic Vinaya lineage stemming from the Buddha. These
two assumptions are only traditional beliefs without canonical
support. Both can be challenged by making two contrary
stipulations.

The first is that under exceptional circumstances the

Bhikkhu Sangha alone can ordain women as bhikkhunis,
based on the Buddha’s statement: “I allow you, bhikkhus, to
ordain Bhikkhunis.” This allowance was never rescinded by
the Buddha. The legitimacy of ordination by bhikkhus alone,
when a Theravada Bhikkhuni Sangha does not exist, was
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Photo: Courtesy of lightmeister http://www.flickr.com/photos/lightmeister/7164478548/

We can illustrate this point with an analogy from
geometry. If we draw a straight line through a point and
extend the line, the distance between its two ends increases
and it seems logical to hold that the two ends will never meet.
But this is so only because we are thinking in the framework
of Euclidean geometry. If we adopt the standpoint of spherical
geometry, we can see that a continuous line drawn on a sphere
eventually winds back on itself. Thus, if I break away from my
familiar assumptions, a new range of possibilities suddenly
opens up.

The same applies to the Mahanayakas’ position regarding
the possibility of bhikkhuni ordination: they are based on
implicit assumptions. The two assumptions behind their
position are: (1) the dual-Sangha ordination was intended

recognized—even advocated—by no less a figure than the
original Jetavan Sayadaw of Burma, one of the most learned
monks of the twentieth century, the meditation master of the
famous Mahasi Sayadaw (I have translated the text from Pali
into English in my booklet referred to above).

The second stipulation is intended to preserve the form of
a dual-Sangha ordination. It holds that the Theravada Bhikkhu
Sangha can collaborate with a Bhikkhuni Sangha from an East
Asian country such as Taiwan in conducting a dual-Sangha
ordination. The Mahanayaka Theras think that what the
Chinese Buddhists confer is a Mahayana ordination, but this
is a misunderstanding. While Chinese monks and nuns for the
most part follow Mahayana Buddhism, the Vinaya tradition
they observe is not a Mahayana Vinaya but the Vinaya of the
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Dharmaguptakas, an early Buddhist school that prevailed in
northwest India. The Dharmaguptakas also originated from
the Asokan missions and belonged to the same Vibhajjavada
tradition to which the Theravada school belongs.

The Bhikkhuni Sangha that has recently sprung
up in Sri Lanka derives from a grand ordination held at
Bodhgaya in February 1998, conducted under the auspices
of Taiwanese Buddhist elders working in collaboration with
Sri Lankan elders. First, the grand ordination ceremony
assembled bhikkhus from several countries and traditions—
mainly Taiwanese and Sri Lankan—along with Taiwanese
and Western bhikkhunis to serve as the Bhikkhuni Sangha.
The women who were ordained included Theravada ten-
precept nuns from Sri Lanka and Nepal, as well as Western
nuns following Tibetan Buddhism. A full dual-ordination
was conducted in accordance with the Dharmagupta
Vinaya tradition. In Vinaya terms, the women that were
ordained became full-fledged bhikkhunis inheriting the
Dharmaguptaka Vinaya lineage.

To make them heirs to the Theravada Vinaya
lineage, the Sri Lankan bhikkhus took the newly ordained
bhikkhunis to Sarnath and conferred on them another
ordination based on the Pali Vinaya Pitaka. This ordination
did not negate the earlier dual-ordination received from
the Chinese Sangha but supplemented it, inducting the
bhikkhunis into the Theravada Vinaya lineage. This
procedure was very similar to the dalhikamma often given in
Sri Lanka to allow bhikkhus from one Nikaya to change over
to another Nikaya or to join another monastic community.

It may be of interest to note that while the Concise
Tripitaka Editorial Board ends by quoting Venerable Madihe
Pafifiasiha Mahanayaka Thera to support its repudiation of
bhikkhuni ordination, the Ven. Pafifiasiha’s close disciple,
the late Ven. Dhammavihari, a Vinaya scholar, came to
recognize the validity of bhikkhuni ordination late in his life
and defended it at the 2007 conference in Hamburg. Thus,
different views are possible even between close colleagues
in the Sangha.

As I see it, the Vinaya itself cannot be read in a fixed
manner as either unconditionally permitting or forbidding a
revival of the Bhikkhuni Sangha. It yields these conclusions
only as a result of interpretation, which often reflects
the attitudes of the interpreters and their framework of
assumptions. In my opinion, in dealing with this issue, the
question that should be foremost in our minds is this: “What
would the Buddha want his elder bhikkhu-disciples to do in
such a situation, now, in the twenty-first century?” Would
he want us to apply the regulations governing ordination
in a way that excludes women from the fully ordained

renunciant life so that we present to the world a religion in
which men alone can lead the life of full renunciation? Or
would he instead want us to apply the Vinaya in a way that
is kind, generous, and accommodating, thereby offering the
world a religion that truly embodies principles of justice and
nondiscrimination?

The answers to these questions are not immediately given
by any text or tradition, but I don’t think we are left entirely
to personal opinion either. We can see in the texts how the
Buddha displayed both compassion and rigor in setting up
the Vinaya. We can also see how, in laying down rules for the
Sangha, he took account of the expectations of lay people
in the wider society. In working out a solution to our own
problem, therefore, we have these two guidelines to follow.
One is to be true to the spirit of the Dhamma. The other is to
be responsive to the social, intellectual, and cultural ideals of
people in the present period of human history.

Looked at in this light, the revival of a Theravada
Bhikkhuni Sangha can be seen as an intrinsic good that
conforms to the spirit of the Dhamma, helping to fulfill the
Buddha’s own mission of opening “the doors to the Deathless”
to everyone, women as well as men. At the same time, the
existence of a Bhikkhuni Sangha allows women to make a
meaningful contribution to Buddhism as preachers, scholars,
meditation teachers, and also as counselors and guides to
women lay followers. A Bhikkhuni Sangha will also win for
Buddhism the respect of people in the world, who regard
the absence of gender discrimination as the mark of a truly
honorable religion in harmony with the worthy trends of
present-day civilization.

The author lived as a

monk in Sri Lanka for
twenty-three years
and was editor of the
Buddhist Publication
Society for eighteen
years. He now lives

in the United States.
He is translator of the

Samyutta Nikaya and
Anguttara Nikaya and
other works from Pali
into English.

To read the full statement
of the Concise Tripitaka Editorial Board, visit
http://www.dailynews.lk/2012/03/29/fea40.asp.
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Developments in Recent
Sri Lankan Bhikkhuni History

On 8 December 1996, at the Mahabodhi Society temple in Sarnath, India, Sri Lankan bhikkhus, aided by Korean
bhikkhus and bhikkhunis, ordained ten Sri Lankan women. This event heralded the revival of the Sri Lankan
Bhikkhuni Sangha.

In February 1998, at Bodhgaya, India, monastics from Taiwan’s Fo Guang Shan monastery held a large, dual-
platform ordination that included Mahayana as well as Theravada ordinees from twenty-three countries. Of the 132
women who ordained as bhikkhunis, twenty-one were Sri Lankan women who had been dasa sil matas
(ten-precept women).

On 14 March 1998, Inamaluwe Sumangala Thero organized the ordination of women on Sri Lankan soil, the first
such event in over a thousand years. At the Rangiri Dambulla Monastery, in the same hall where men ordain,
twenty-two former dasa sil matas ordained. Five senior bhikkhus and the newly ordained Sri Lankan bhikkhunis,
who had ordained the previous month in Bodhgaya, performed the ordination.

Since 1998, bhikkhuni ordinations occur annually in Dambulla, Navagula, and at the Dekanduwala Meditation
Centre at Horana. Women can also receive training at the Sakyadhita Training and Meditation Centre in Panadura
and at the Ayya Khema Mandir in Colombo, with additional training centers in the planning stage.

It is estimated there are well over a thousand Sri Lankan bhikkhunis and over two thousand samaneris. Since there
is no central registry of ordained women, an exact figure cannot be determined. Additionally, dozens of Sri Lankan
women ordain yearly.

Unlike Sri Lankan bhikkhus and dasa sil matas, Sri Lankan bhikkhunis do not receive any funding from the
government for their pirivenas (monastic training centers), which prepare bhikkhunis to sit for the
nationwide examination. Bhikkhunis must rely entirely on donations to manage these centers.

Despite lacking any official recognition from the government or the monks’ hierarchy, Sri Lankan bhikkhunis
are now routinely invited to participate in religious services, serve as Dhamma teachers and counselors,
give meditation instruction, and are accepted by the monks and supported by the laity in their communities.

—Susan Pembroke

See also “In the Company of Spiritual Friends: Sri Lanka’s Buddhist Nuns”
by Susanne Mrozik in the Summer 2011 issue of Present, and the 2008 article
“Contemporary Bhikkuni Ordination in Sri Lanka” by Ayya Sobhana Bhikkhuni.
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A Look into the Guiding and Determining Mental and Emotional States of Liberated Arahant Women in

Their Path of Practice and its Fulfillment as Expressed in the Sacred Biographies of the Theri Apadana
by Tathaloka Ther1

Offered in Dedication to All Our Awakening on the 2,595th Lunar Anniversary
of the Foundation of Our Buddhist Bhikkhuni Sangha

Bhava sabbe parikkhind,
bhava santi vimocita;
Sabbasava ca no natthi,

arocema mahamune.

Let us tell you, Great Sage,
Of how the entirety of all becoming has been cut off in us;
Of how we have become freed from becoming and come to peace,

And in us nothing of all the cankers and taints remains.

—Thousands of Bhikkhunis Announcing their Awakening to the Buddha,

Yasavati Pamukha Attharasa Bhikkhuni Sahassa Apadana, v. 1
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Abstract

his article looks at the language and words used to
Texpress the decisive mental and emotional states of the
awakened women disciples of the Buddha whose past life
stories are remembered and recorded in the Theri Apadana of
the Pali Canon’s Khuddhaka Nikaya—words which singularly
and in sum might be seen as the Pali-text Tipitaka’s equivalent
to the arising, developing, maturating, and fulfilling of
bodhicitta.! Words expressing the inspiration which led to
these women'’s successful aspirations to awakening, the
mental and emotional states supporting their aspiration and
resolve, and the character of their intention itself are looked
at in context with an eye to what we can learn from them.

Introduction

he Theri Apadana (Sacred Biographies of the Theris),
Tcompanion to its male counterpart the Thera Apadana,
forms one book, or more properly a part of one of the major
genres of the Pali Canon’s Khuddhaka Nikaya. The Apadanas?
are Theravada Buddhist texts considered to originate from
the post-Ashokan second to first century s.c.k.,’ up to the
beginnings of the Okkaka (Skt: Tkshvaku) dynasty. They are
companion to and younger sibling or daughter of the related
and earlier Therigatha (Verses of the Women Elders), also known
as the “Psalms of the Sisters,” with its male counterpart the
Theragatha.* Together, the Theri Apadana and the Therigatha,
the Epic Biographies and Enlightenment Verses of the Women
Elders, are amongst our world’s earliest known and preserved
forms of women’s religious poetry and biography. We will
focus here on the Theri Apadana for what it may reveal about
women'’s inspiration, aspiration, resolution, and fulfillment of
the spiritual Path.

The Apadana genre is well known in Greek performance
art as epic hero’s biography, and the Sacred Biographies
of the Theris gather lore of the ancient Buddhist arahatis’
lives into an epic poetic style composed for inspiring and
edifying performance at mahas, ancient religious festivals
that in Buddhism became popularly associated with Buddhist
religious shrines, whether a stupa or Bodhi tree.* The mental
and emotional states expressed within are meant to be
instructive to their audience, to stimulate, support, and guide
the aspiration of their audience along the Path in the years
following the Buddha (Gotama)’s Parinibbana (Skt: Parinirvana)
in the span between one Samma-sambuddha and the next.
They place the cultivation of the Path, from first inspiration,
to aspiration, to final fulfillment in the context of many lives
occurring over vast time and space.

Their setting is one in which the practice of veneration
of the Buddha’s stupas and relics together with the Bodhi

tree as representative of the Buddha are actively practiced,
while statuary images of the Buddha have not yet entered

the culture. Related inscriptions do not yet name Buddhist
sects. Buddhist monasteries for both bhikkhus and bhikkhunis
appear large and hopeful to remain well endowed and
supported by Ksatriya rulers, Brahmins, and strong Vaishya
and growing Setthi merchant and trader classes, while
remaining open and affirmative to the Sudra and Dasi laboring
and serving classes as well. Although the Theri Apadana relates
biographical legends of women monastic disciples of the
Buddha who became arahants, due to the stories spanning
many lives, the roles of both lay practitioner and monastic

are supported and valued, the mental and emotional qualities
highlighted, advocated, and appreciated being generally
equally relevant, advocated, and appreciated for both man and
woman, lay disciple and monastic.

It is known that during this time period, both within
mainstream orthodox Brahmanism and the co-contemporary
Jain religions, there arose serious negating challenges to the
social and religious possibilities for women’s practice and
fulfillment of the spiritual Path—what could be considered
a major heresy with regards to early fundamental Buddhist
teachings.® The Theri Apadana illustrates the Buddha, in
partnership with and via the ancient awakened therfis,
repeatedly demonstrating the falsity of such claims.

The leading theris are regularly compared favorably to
then contemporary symbols of royal and natural power and
awe: great trees bearing heartwood, she-elephants that have
burst their bonds and now roam freely, and lionesses, with the
Buddha asking them to roar their lion’s roar by demonstrating
their abilities and powers accrued in the fulfillment of their
Path.

Mahato saravantassa, yatha rukkhassa titthato . . .

Like a great tree standing, bearing heartwood . ..

—The Buddha, regarding his foster mother, Maha Gotami (Gotami
Theri Apadana, v. 278)

Thina dhammabhisamaye,
ye bala vimatim gata;
tesam ditthippahanattham,
iddhim dassehi gotami.

There are these fools who doubt

That women too can grasp the truth;
Gotami, show your spiritual power

That they might give up their false views.

—The Buddha’s direction to Mahapajapati Gotami Theri (Gotami Theri
Apadana, v. 178)
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Sthova pafijaram bhetva. . .

[She will attain Bodhi] like a lion freed from its cage . . .

—The Buddha Padumuttara, to the future Buddha Gotama re: the
future Yasodhara (Gotami Theri Apadana, v. 376)

Iddhificapi nidassehi,
mama sasanakarike;
parisanarica sabbasam,
kankham chindassu yavata.

Demonstrate your spiritual potency
To those enacting my Sasana;
Within all the Assemblies,

Cut off whatever doubts remain.

—The Buddha Gotama, to his former wife, Yasodhara Theri
(Yasodhara Apadana, v. 967)

Like a She-Elephant Having Broken Her Bonds. Tile fresco of the life
story of Uppalavanna Theri, Foremost in Supernormal Powers.

Iddhificapi nidassehi,
mama sasanakarike;
cattaso parisa ajja,
karikham chindahi yavata.

Demonstrate your spiritual power
To those enacting my Sasana;

For the Fourfold Assembly now,
Cut off whatever doubts remain.

—The Buddha, to his spiritual daughter Uppalavanna Theri
(Uppalavanna Theri Apadana, v. 388)

The Theri Apadana appears to employ skilful means
regarding then contemporary social norms and trends,” with
large long-term impact. It does so by repeatedly placing its

chief and leading heroines’ freedom and independence within
the context of having developed over past lives in the Path of
loving service to previous (male) buddhas and the bodhisattva
himself. It is noteworthy that such beneficent supportive
association with the bodhisattva and former buddhas is

not only so in the biographies of the leading theris, but
appears in the theras’ (the male elders’) biographies as well.
However, in the Apadanas, as this genre does not illustrate
cross-gender rebirth as some other Buddhist texts do, none
of the male elders are ever remembered as having served so
intimately as female partners, wives, consorts, or women of
the bodhisattva’s “inner chambers,” as large numbers® of the
theris are recorded as having done in both their penultimate
and past lives.

Let us now begin to look into what is revealed herein of key
mental and emotional qualities in the development of the
spiritual Path in these lives.

Fortunate Encounters

he vast majority of the women portrayed in the Theri
TApaddna remember moments of a first inspiration. For
many of these women, this first inspiration arose during a
fortunate personal encounter with one of a whole number
of previous buddhas, whether the very ancient Dipankara
Buddha or Padumuttara Buddha, or those of this Fortunate
Eon, the Bhadda Kappa (Skt: Bhadra Kalpa).

These encounters suggest to their audience the question
of whether we too may have had a fortunate encounter with
the Sakyan sage, the Buddha Gotama, and/or with another
even more ancient buddha or buddhas immemorable, inviting
us to consider this possibility in our part of this ongoing
cosmic biography. They also suggest the possibility of our
acts now, in appreciative connection with the Buddha’s relics
and stupas, Bodhi trees, and the monastic sangha, as well
as our hearing (and reading) of the Dhamma, as potentially
connecting to our coming into contact with the future Buddha
Maitreya (Pali: Metteya), if such inspired aspiration arises in
our hearts. The types of acts and mental and emotional states
which might lead any of us to such are recounted in manifold
ways, but all following similar discernible patterns.

As Sumedha Theri remembers in the opening chapter of
the Theri Apadana, reflecting back on her fortunate encounter
with the ancient Buddha Konagamana and the gift of a vihara
to his sangha, together with her practice of sila, dana, and
vatacariya® under another ancient Buddha Sikhi:

So hetu ca so pabhavo,
tammiilam sasane khamam;*
Pathamam tam samodhdnam,
tam dhammarataya nibbanam.
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This was the cause, this was the reason,

My acceptance of! the Teaching was rooted in this:
That was my first encounter;

That delight of mine in the Dhamma led to Nibbana.?

(Sumedha Theri Apadana, v. 16)

Not all of the fortunate encounters are with past buddhas,
or past buddhas alone. Such significant meetings are also with
leading male monastic disciples, and regularly with reliquary
shrines and Bodhi trees representing a buddha.

For most of the women who became foremost leading
disciples, or etadagga savika, of the Buddha Gotama, it was not
only their meeting with a past buddha, but also their seeing
the Buddha together with an awakened woman, a leading
bhikkhuni disciple of the Buddha, that truly stimulated their
inspiration and galvanized their aspiration.

Leading women elders Mahapajapati Gotami, Khema and
Uppalavanna, Dhammadinna, Bhadda Kundalakesi, Sakula, and
Kisa Gotami all witnessed women—bhikkhunis—being praised
by a former buddha as being foremost amongst his leading
female monastic disciples in some exemplary quality that was
particularly inspiring to them.

Upetva tam mahaviram,
assosim dhammadesanam;
Tato jatappasadaham,
upemi saranam jinam.

I went before him, that Hero of Great Virtue,
And heard the teaching of the Dhamma;
Then pasdda was born in me,

And I went for refuge in the Conqueror.

Atikkante ca sattahe,
mahapafifianamuttamam;
Bhikkhunim etadaggamhi,
thapesi narasarathi.

When seven days had passed,®

The Leader of Humankind placed

The one supreme of those with great wisdom
In the foremost position of the bhikkhunis.

(Khema Theri Apadana, vv. 291 & 293)

Pasada

F or most all of these women, the outstanding and
galvanizing quality first noticed and remembered is

of pasada (Vedic: prasada). For many, such as theri Khema
above, pasada arose while listening to the Dhamma being
taught. Pasada is a quality, group of qualities, or a mental

and emotional state and process of enormous depth and
importance. Pasada is defined variously in the Pali Text
Society’s Pali-English Dictionary as “a heart full of grace; to
enter into and become established in faith, to be sanctified;

to be or become clear, bright and pure; to be or become

happy and gladdened; to be reconciled and pleased; to be and
become believing and trusting; to be and become pious and
virtuous; to be devoted; to be granting or receiving graces and
gratification; and to be rendered calm and peaceful.” Pasada is
a close relative of pasanna, in which the qualities of “seeing”
and “knowing” that serve as essential aspects of the insight
knowledge of vipassand are a fundamental part of the meaning.

There is a major shift that occurs with this seeing: a
clearing and brightening of the heart and mind which gives
rise to mental purity of a kind in which faith and trust
grow and becomes established, together with happiness,
joy, devotion, pious and virtuous dedication, calmness, and
peacefulness. These are linking qualities between tranquility
(samatha) and insight (vipassana), a fertile ground for the
deepening of both. All of these qualities spring forth in a
way that may be religiously characterized as an experience
of grace, reconciliation, and even sanctification, that is, a
primary first step in entering into the path of holiness.

In the Bodhi Bojjhangas, or Factors of Awakening, pasada,
or pasadi, is one of the primary seven factors, closely linked
on the one hand to the piti (joy or rapture) and on the other to
the samadhi and upekkha (equanimity) that balances, steadies,
stabilizes, clears, and strengthens the mind. We can also see
the connection here to the second awakening factor, dhamma
vicaya, out of which in this case piti and pasadi have arisen.
These qualities together make the heart-mind beautiful,
positive, and clear as well as balanced and stable, an ideal
mind-ground for deep, effective cultivation of the path, and
for awakening.

Sanghe pasado yassatthi,
ujubhitafica dassanam;
Adaliddoti tam ahu,
amogham tassa jivitam.

For whom there is pasada in the Sangha,
And whose vision has been set straight;
They say, “S/he is not impoverished,
And his or her life is not lived in vain.”

Tasma saddhafica silafica,
pasadam dhammadassanam;
Anuyufijetha medhavi,
saram buddhanusasanam.*
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Therefore, bearing in mind the Buddha’s instruction,
A wise and sagacious person should apply herself

To faith and virtuous conduct,

To pasada and seeing the Dhamma.

(Singalamatu Theri Apadana, vv. 88-90)

Samvega & Samvigga

ogether with pasada or independently, samvega or samvigga
Toften arise. Samvega is characterized as the emotion

of religious awe or thrill, stimulation, and enthusiasm—a
strong energetic movement in the body and mind which
comes from seeing oneself and the world differently

and gaining new knowledge, perspective, and clarity.

It is often translated as “spiritual urgency,” as time
and the perception of impermanence and the rarity and
preciousness of the opportunity found take on a new and
urgent sense of meaning which completely changes the
value system, priorities, and life direction of s/he who
experiences them.

As theri Bhadda Kapilani remembers occurring at the
same time as was also happening independently for her
husband, Maha Kassapa, very shortly before both decided to
go forth:

Gharevaham tile jate,
Disvanatapatapane;
Kimi kakehi khajjante,
Samvegamalabhim tada.

While staying at home [I saw], born out of sesame seeds,
Lying drying under the hot sun,

[Live newborn] worms being eaten by crows;

And a sense of spiritual urgency overcame me.

(Bhadda Kapilani Theri Apadana, v. 303)

Remembering a Fortunate Meeting. Sakula Theri, later to become
Foremost of Those with the Divine Eye.

Abhaya Theri remembers how seeing a former buddha
walking down the street with his order of bhikkhus changed
her life:

Buddhassa ramsim disvana,
hattha samviggamanasa;
Dvaram avapuritvana,
buddhasetthamapiijayim.

Seeing the radiant aura of the Buddha

My mind was elated and deeply stirred with samvigga,
And opening the door

I honored the Buddha, the Foremost One.

([Abhaya] Sattuppaladayika [Giver of the Seven Lotuses] Theri Apadana,
V. 76)

Abhivadana

ith the transformative arising of pasdda and samvega, for

many of the women profiled, abhivadana then follows as
the natural responsive unfolding of their hearts, their bodies,
and their minds in the Path—they bowed down to the Buddha,
his Teaching, and his Sangha with a natural and true heart of
deep honor and the highest respect, reverence, and veneration
(abhivadana), seeing the opportunity. They let go of the past
and what they had been, released, opened their hearts, and
entered into a state of open and receptive potentiality.

Kisa Gotami remembers her heart’s response:

Karam katvana buddhassa,
yathasati yathabalam.
Nipacca munivaram. ..

Honoring and revering the Buddha

with all of my power® and strength.

I bowed down in ready humility and service to the
Sage’sway ...

(Kisa Gotami Theri Apadana, vv. 59-60 [excerpted])

Mutta Theri (“She Who Was a Bridge”) expresses
her heart’s movement of reverence most dramatically,
reminiscent of the Buddha himself upon entering the
Bodhisattva Path as the rishi Sumedha when meeting Buddha
Padumuttara:

Gharato nikkhamitvana,
avakujja nipajjaham;
Anukampako lokanatho,
sirasi akkami mama.

Coming forth from my house,
I lay down prostrate before him;
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The Compassionate Lord of the World
stepped on the crown of my head.

(Sarikamanattha [She Who Was a Bridge] Theri Apadana, v. 32)

Dana

In their clean, clear, calm, and brightly reverential heart-

minds, the next natural arising was of generosity. Most
of them then wished to offer as great a dana as they were
able to in supportive appreciation of the Buddha and his
Teaching. A full fourteen of the forty sacred biographies are
actually named after the important acts of generosity of their
heroines, some even when the generosity was so small as a
single ladleful of food.!® Generosity is portrayed over and over
again in its natural arising in the process, and in its successful
enactment, as one of the main elements which sustained their
Path over time and brought it to fulfillment. Dana is one of
the three fundamental practices to cultivate for all Buddhists,
the first in the triad of Dana, Sila and Bhavana. It is also one of
the main Paramis (Skt: Paramitas),"” if not the foremost or the
crowning, culminating parami in terms of spiritual maturity
in the Jataka tales, which appear historically to have been a
genre, in part, contemporary or near-contemporary to the
Apadanas and to share substantially in material content.* The
mind of dana is one of both release and of wholesome opening
to possibility. In the Theri Apadana, the danacitta (the heart and
mind of generosity), when brought to life in concordant bodily
action, is the wholesome ground in which the possibility
for future awakening can be received and, like a seed, can
germinate.

Tada muditacittaham,
tam thanamabhikankhini;
Nimantetva dasabalam,
sasarigham lokanayakam.

Then, with my heart of mudita,

Longing for that attainment,

I made an invitation to the One of Ten Powers,
The Leader of the World together with the Sangha.

Bhojayitvana sattaham,
daditvava ticivaram;®
Nipacca sirasa pade,
idam vacanamabravim.

I offered food for seven days,

And dana of the triple robes;?

Then I bowed down humbly placing my head at his feet in
obedient service,

And spoke these words:

Ya taya vannita vira,
ito atthamake muni;
Tadisaham bhavissami,
yadi sijjhati nayaka.

Like she who was praised by you, O Valiant One,
Eight days ago, O Sage;

0, to become such like her—

If my aspiration could come to be fulfilled, O Guide.

(Patacara Theri Apadana, vv. 472-474)
Mudita

n this mind of clarity and vision, reverence, and generosity,
Imuditd is another key associated quality to arise. Mudita

is widely known as the third of the Four Immeasurables,

or the Four Boundless Qualities, which are also known as

the Brahma Viharas or Divine Abidings. We have no exact
parallel for the wholesome muditd in English but know it
clearly by its opposites, the envy and jealousy that can also
arise in the human heart when seeing someone else attain,
achieve, experience, or receive a desirable condition. Mudita
is a state of blessed and beneficent, empathetically shared
happiness, joy, and appreciation in which the heart and mind
are positively and fortunately attuned with the benefits and
goodness of the state of the other—in this case, the
awakened other.

Herein, mudita has a powerful galvanizing impact on the
karmic processes of the individual involved, which begins
to draw them toward and nearer to that state, linking them
karmically with it. In the Theri Apadana, desiring for oneself
the state of the other for which there are feelings of mudita is
not considered negative at this stage of the Path. Rather, we
find the examples of this desire most often being voiced to the
Buddha himself with ardent aspiration and reverence, with
undoubtedly positive and affirmative response.

Returning to the apadana of theri Khema, the Buddha’s
female disciple Foremost in Wisdom, she here remembers her
response after hearing an earlier buddha pronounce one of his
leading bhikkhuni disciples foremost in wisdom long ago:

Tam sutva mudita hutva,
puno tassa mahesino;

Karam katvana tam thanam,
panipacca panidahim.

Having heard this, with having become full of mudita,

Having again offered reverential service to that great
sage;

And having bowed down before him,

I aspired to and resolved my heart upon that position.
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Tato mama jino aha,
‘sijjha® tam panidhi tava;
Sasarighe me katam karam,
appameyyaphalam taya.’

Then the Victorious One said to me,

“May your aspiration be achieved,;

For the reverential service you have offered to the Sangha
and me,

Will be of limitless fruit for you.”

(Khema Theri Apadana, vv. 294-295)
Cetana Panidhana

1l important in the formation of affective karma, cetana

is formative intention, the volitional direction of the
heart-mind. Panidhana (Skt: pranidhana), as we can see above
in the last line of verse 294, is the direction of the mind toward
that intent, the Goal. In the making of an effective aspiration
and the formation of an effective resolution, cetana panidhi is
a crucially important step; one to be enacted over and over
again by the apadana’s heroines as a crucial turning point. As
repeatedly affirmed and reaffirmed, it is kammena sukatena,
a fundamental step in the laying out of the morally virtuous
karma, which will underlie and support the rest of the path
and everything that follows and results from there, through to
its final fruition.

Most of the apadanas contain very similar quatrains in this
regard, with virtuous deeds leading the heroines to sojourn
for some time in the Tavatimsa heaven before coming to their
final birth. As theri Patacara remembers:

Tehi kammehi sukatehi,
cetanapanidhihi ca.
Jahitva manusam deham,
tavatimsamagacchaham.

This was the result of those virtuous actions,
And due to my aspiration and resolution;
After abandoning my human body,

I went to the Tavatimsa [realm].

(Patacara Theri Apadana, v. 487)

Patthana, Abhipatthana &
Thanamabhipatthana

ot dallying in the heavens, but remaining intent with
Nour heroines now in their stages of critical development,
from the volitional direction of the mind, patthana (Skt:
pra + arthana) had then arisen. Patthand is the prayerful

wish, the voiced aspiration, the expressed resolution. What

happened in the mind at the level of intention now appears
and is expressed. The awakening women of the Theri Apadana
repeatedly relate their key moments of abhipatthand, the
higher aspiration and resolve awoken and come to active life
in them. As in Khema Ther1’s verse 295 above, those who were
to become the great leading theris often speak of thanam-
abhipatthana—with determination, standing and knowing
themselves as having become firmly established in the basis of
their resolve.

Saying “No” to Proffer of All the Family Wealth. Dhammadinna
Theri, later to become Foremost in Dhamma Teaching

As Nanda Theri, the Buddha’s half sister, relates in her
apadana, after hearing the Buddha making known the highest
good teaching the ambrosial Dhamma of the Deathless,
making known the highest good, with clear and bright mind of
pasada she invited the Buddha and his sangha for a maha dana,
and serving them with her own hands (vv. 173-174):

Jhayininam bhikkhuninam,
Aggatthanamapatthayim;
Nipacca sirasa dhiram,
Sasarigham lokandyakam.

I aspired to the position of the foremost

Of the bhikkhunis [skilled] in Jhana;

Bowing down my head in humble and ready willingness,
Before the Leader of the World with his Sangha.

(Nanda Theri Apadana, v. 175)

And Dhammadinna Theri, after feeling tremendous joy to see
a former Buddha recognize a bhikkhuni as foremost among
speakers of the Dhamma, enacted and established her
resolve thus:

Nimantayitva sugatam,
sasangham lokanayakam;
Mahadanam daditvana,
tam thanamabhipatthayim.
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I invited the Well Come One,

The Leader of the World, together with his Sangha;
Having offered a great dana,

I aspired to that position.

(Dhammadinna Theri Apadana, v. 102)
Anumodana

n many cases? their aspiring wish, which has been
Iexpressed either publicly or privately, is met and followed
by the Buddha himself acknowledging, appreciating, and
rejoicing in it. The aspiring recipient becomes beneficiary
of the Buddha’s personal anumodana. The root word modana
(or modati) is a very close and almost interchangable relative
of the empathetic joy above and, joined with the prefix
anu, meets and acts as a supportive companion, journeying
together.

As Bhadda Kundalakesi remembers, after witnessing
the ancient Buddha Padumuttara commend a bhikkhuni as
foremost in speed to gain awakening, and experiencing the
arising pasada and mudita in her heart, her offering of dana and
thanamabhipatthana and offering of herself in humble service
prostrate before the Buddha, he rejoiced and blessed her with
his anumodana:

Anumodi mahaviro,

‘bhadde yam tebhipatthitam;
Samijjhissati tam sabbam,
sukhini hohi nibbuta.’

The Great & Valiant One expressed his anumodana to me,
saying:

“Good lady, all that you have resolved upon,

Will be successful [in time to come];

Be happy and peaceful.”

(Kundalakesa Theri Apadana, v. 6)

In this relational process, not only is the Buddha seen and
known by and awakened within the heart of the person who
is now both disciple and aspirant, but they too are seen and
known, with joy and welcome receptivity by the Awakened
One, who then blesses them with the ultimate encouragement
and affirmation: their prediction to awakening, enlightenment.

This blessing and affirmative recognition is a completion
in a way of this initial process, for there has been a mutual
seeing and knowing, dedication and determination have
arisen, and the destiny of the recipient is now sealed.

As is expressed so beautifully in the apadana of Son3,
Foremost in Ardent and Valiant Effort:

Abhivadiya sambuddham,
thanam tam patthayim tada;
Anumodi mahaviro,
‘sijjhatam panidhi tava.’

Bowing prostrate before the Sambuddha,
I then aspired to that position;

The Great Hero expressed his approval:
“Let your aspiration succeed.”

(Sona Theri Apadana, v. 223)

Pamodati

B ut there is one more return, one more aspect to this

process which then courses through the sealing and
activates it, going beyond and moving into the life of the Path,
not only the completion of the circle, but the turning of the
Dhamma wheel in this woman’s life—following upon receiving
of the benediction. This is pamodati (pra + modati), the higher
joy, delight, and rejoicing which then arises in the heart of
the recipient in response to the Blessed One’s recognition
and affirmative anumodand. In many of these stories, pamodati
is linked with sumana, the wholesome, well, healthy, and
virtuous heart and mind that is both elevated and joyful—what
we would also simply and rightly call “the good heart” or “the
well-faring heart.”

Buddhassa vacanam sutva . . .
Hearing the [affirmative] words of the Awakened One.. . .

Pamoditaham sumand,
patthe uttamamanasa;
Andagatambhi addhane,
idisa homi nayaka.

I rejoiced, jubilant,

And in an exalted state of mind,
(T aspired): “In time to come,
Let me be such a one, O Guide.”

(Uppalavanna Theri Apadana, vv. 420 [excerpt] & 421)
Mettacitta Paricari & Parikari

hese women have experienced upatthita: their heart of
Tclarity and faith, reverence, generosity, and appreciative
joy have together initiated a new kind of giving, upatthita, the
reverential and fully ready and willing gift of themselves and
their life to the Buddha’s Way, the Path of Awakening. They
have both drawn near and become intimately established
in the base for awakening, and now stand in it themselves,
transformed.
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In Yasodhara’s case, after lifetimes of offering innumer-
able physical services, it was only after realizing freedom from
fear that she was able to truly and fully give her life.

Nekakotisahassani,
Jjivitani pariccajim;
Bhayamokkham karissanti,
dadami mama jivitam.

Innumerable thousands of kotis

Of lives have been rendered in your service;
In freedom from fear,

I give you my life.

(Yasodhard Theri Apadana, v. 351)

In other therT’s stories as well, although with far less
radical dedication recorded beforehand, we find them giving
innumerable lifetimes to acts of service on behalf of significant
others. Yet it is after these significant turning points involving
clearing of the heart that they now express the rest of their
life energy, until its end, has truly become one of dedicated
metta paricariya, a life of service arising out of and fully imbued
with unbounded and altruistic love and kindness.

After a Lifetime of Service to Family, Now Free, Offering the
Bhikkhunis’ Water Fast Heated via the Fire Element. Sona Theri,
Foremost in Ardent & Valiant Effort.

Tam sutva mudita hutvd, yavajivam tada jinam;
Mettacitta paricarim, paccayehi vindyakam

Joy arose in my heart hearing the Victorious One,
And then, for as long as life endured,

I offered requisite support to the Guide,

Serving with a heart of loving kindness.

(Sona Theri Apadana, v. 226)

Mettdacitta paricari is defined and characterized by a kind
of humility and reverential willingness to serve, to paricari or
parikari, to walk the Path on foot (barefoot/in humility and
effacement) in each one of its steps. It is the full willingness
to lovingly and devotedly give and oneself attend upon
whatever it takes to meet and engage with each step and stage
of the Path with a mind imbued with metta, maitri or agape—
altruistic and unlimited love and kindness, without aversion
and without ill-will—a major unbinding and purification
of heart.

Atthe dhamme ca nerutte,
patibhane ca vijjati;
Nanam amham mahavira,
uppannam tava santike.

There exists in us knowledge,

Of the meaning, the Dhamma, and language,
As well as of exposition. This has arisen,

O Great Hero, through association with you.

Asmabhi paricinnosi,
mettacittahi nayaka;
Anujanahi sabbasam,
nibbandya mahamune.

We've attended and offered service

With hearts of metta, O Guide;

With your blessing to all of us,

We would attain [Pari]nibbana, Great Sage.

(Gotami Theri Apadana, vv. 229-230)

Kalyanamitta, Kalyanasahayika &
Uniting of Intention

ne of the strongest and most outstanding examples of this
Otype of loving service and generosity in the Theri Apadana
is of the Buddha’s former wife and consort of many lifetimes,
the theri Yasodhara (“Bearer of Glory”), also known in the
Anguttara Nikaya as Bhadda Kaccana (“Auspicious Golden
One”) and in the Pali-text Vinaya as Rahulamata (“Rahula’s
Mother”). Both her and theri Bhadda Kapilani’s apaddnas are
unique in that their paths and destinies are deeply partnered
with the Buddha’s and his leading male disciple Maha
Kassapa’s destinies, respectively. In Bhadda Kapilani’s apadana,
she speaks of her and her former husband, Maha Kassapa’s,
past and present life relationship of spiritual friendship,
greatly extolling the virtue and value of such friendship in the
Path over time.
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Na cireneva kalena,
arahattamapapunim;
Aho kalyanamittattam,
kassapassa sirimato.

After no long time,

I completely fulfilled the arahanta [path].
0, spiritual friendship!—

With Kassapa the Glorious.

(Bhadda Kapilani Theri Apadana, v. 306)

Her apadana is special in that it is her own “anumodana”—
her affirmation and rejoicing—two times over with regards
to Maha Kassapa’s important gifts of robes that are recorded,
rather than a buddha’s.

In Yasodhara’s apadana, she serves as spiritual friend,
partner, and supporter of the Bodhisattva’s Path to awakening
over eons. In nearly forty of her verses she remembers how
“I put forth vast alms for you (the dana I offered for your sake
was enormous). . . . Constant was my service.” In a full fifteen
of her verses, she states her motivation as being tuyhatthaya,
translated as “on your behalf” or “for your sake,” which even
more specifically and literally means when one unites one’s
intention, aspiration, and aim with that of another.

One of the two foremost leading women monastic
disciples of the Buddha, Uppalavanna Ther’s path is also so
linked to not only the Buddha in his past lives as bodhisattva
and to his son, Rahula, but also very significantly interlinked
over many lives with six of her fellow bhikkhunis: Patacara,
Khema, Bhadda Kundalakesi, Kisagotami, Dhammadinna, and
Visakha. The seven of them, together with further kalyana-

sahayika* (virtuous woman friends and companions) such

as Sumedha, supported one another in their development
of the Path time and time again, until finally becoming the
backbone and the core of the founding Bhikkhuni Sangha
of most exemplary arahati leading disciples and teachers as

ka (leading lay woman
disciple) Visakha. In each of their apadanas they remember
not only their mudita-ful support of one another in living the
spiritual life at home unmarried, but in the same words, their
linking of their destinies with the Buddha’s through collective
unity in buddhopatthana-nirata (“unwearying service to

the Buddha”).

Komaribrahmacariyam,
rdjakafifia sukhedhita;
Buddhopatthananirata,
mudita satta dhitaro

Practicing the holy life [at home] as maidens,

We royal ladies abounded in happiness and comfort;
Seven daughters joyful with mudita,

We delighted in service to the Buddha.

(Dhammadinna Theri Apadana, v. 306)

Exhorted by a Kalyanamitta to Meditate. Nanda Therfi, later to
become Foremost in Jhana Meditation.

Clearly, in the TherT Apadana text, one’s karma is not only
one’s own, but is also effectively interlinked and interwoven
with those one supports and those one chooses to dedicate
oneself to as intimate companions and associates. For as we
find in verse 7 of Mutta Theri's Apadana:

For whoever offers service by hand [together],

Be they women or men;

In a future lifetime,

All will come into one another’s presence [again].”

Both having and being good kalyanamitta and
kalyanasahayika are deeply important. In fact, the very first
apadana of Sumedha Theri, as well as four whole apadanas
in the final two chapters of the Theri Apadana, are devoted
to the collective stories of women whose paths were deeply
interrelated with fellow women as well as the Buddha/
bodhisattva as their kalyanamittas and sahayikds.

These are in addition to the seven apadanas of the seven
sisters already mentioned,? and Mahapajapati Gotami, whose
apadana contains within it the stories of five hundred women?
who were her companions, developing the Path together over
many lifetimes and fulfilling it together in their final life, even
so much as entering parinibbana (Skt: parinirvana) together.

In the Theri Apadana’s final chapters, we find more
than one hundred thousand women who realized awak-
ening through their beneficent and longtime spiritual
companionship, many in relationship not only to the Buddha,
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but to two former queens who became leading bhikkhuns, the
theris Yasodhara and Yasavati.®

Thus, it is not only generosity, mudita, giving rise to
aspiration and dedicated loving service considered of high
importance in this Way. Spiritual friendship, well wishes,
supportiveness to fellow wayfarers, and beneficent sharing
and uniting of intention are highlighted and shine brightly as

important sustaining qualities for the long term on the Path.

Bodhatthaya & Sambodhi Abhipattha

n the midst of theri Yasodhara’s forty or so verses on

her lifetimes of generosity and devoted service to the
bodhisattva who was to become the Buddha of our Fortunate
Eon, past buddhas, former great disciples, etc., we find three
special verses? that serve to define the entirety of this service
and vast effort. These verses explicitly mention what was
made as a conjoined wish, intention, aspiration, or aim for
Bodhi—Awakening (Pali: Bodhi + attha, Skt: bodhi + artha).
For Yasodhara, then named Sumitta (Skt: Sumitra, the Good
Friend), this aspiration arose when seeing the ancient Buddha
Dipankara together with the rishi Sumedha. Her wish and
her fate were sealed by her sharing of the gift of more than
half her lotuses that she had brought to offer to the Buddha
with the rishi, for his offering. It is her generosity in sharing
and dedicating her gift for his awakening that brought on
a prediction of her own future awakening as well. She and
the bodhisattva Sumedha’s destinies and paths then became
intimately karmically interlinked, as explicitly stated by the
Buddha Diparikara, for the entirely of his (their) bodhisattva
career(s). For, as the ancient Buddha said, they were samacitta
(“of like mind”), samakamma (“of like kamma/action”), and
samakari bhavisati (“of like conduct and development”).*® And
thus, not only he, but she too, was in those moments predicted
“full of compassion . . . to fulfill the perfections (parami/tas)
and attain Bodhi.”" As the Buddha Padumuttara said to rishi
Sumedha regarding Sumitta (Yasodhara):

Yathapi bhandasamuggam,
anurakkhati samino;

Evam kusaladhammanam,
anurakkhissate ayam.

Just as [a wife] safeguards her husband’s
Accumulation of wealth and goods,*

So too she will be a protector

Of [your, the bodhisatta’s] wholesome dhammas.

Tassa te anukampanti,
purayissati parami;
Sihova pafijaram bhetva,
papunissati bodhiyam.

Showing compassion for you,

She will fulfill the paramis;

Like a lion breaking out from a cage,
She will attain bodhi.

(Yasodhara Theri Apadana, vv. 375-6)

But she was not the only one. In the verses representing
by far the largest number of women of all, we find them too
born into the greater family of the man to become that ancient
buddha, coming together with the Hamsavati populace to offer
support, aspiring to sambodhi, and receiving the great sage’s
benediction:

Setuvihare karetva,
nimantetva vinayakam;
Mahadanam daditvana,
sambodhim abhipatthayim.

We constructed a vihara

And invited the Leader;

Offering it together with a great dana,
We made the aspiration for sambodhi.

Satasahassatikkante,
kappo hessati bhaddako;
Bhavabhavenubhotvana,
papunissati bodhiyam.

One hundred thousand eons from now,

There will be an age called the Bhadda Kappa;

After your together entering the rounds of becoming
again and again,

Finally then, you will achieve bodhi.

(Caturasiti Bhikkhuni Sahassa [84,000 Bhikkhunis] Apadana, vv. 41 & 43)
Warnings

hree warnings of setback emerge in the Theri Apadana’s

biographical verses. Amidst all of the tales of heavenly
rewards, an earthly good life, and final enlightenment
resulting from these excellent qualities mentioned herein
above, there are three mental and emotional states which
are warned against through example by those who have
experienced them as degenerating their Path. All three are
types of arrogance. These can be seen as important warnings
for all, crossing the lay/monastic boundary.

The first warning is of the manifestation of pride and
arrogance that is desire for and attachment to physical beauty.
Physical beauty and a good, honored station in life are often
portrayed as karmic rewards for certain types of beautiful
and generous actions in the past. However, upon attaining
these, some of our heroines sank in them and were challenged
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to get out again. Some, although having great merit with

the Buddha, even avoid seeing him, feeling threatened or
unfavorably disposed towards him and his teaching due to his
challenging take on ego-attachment to physical beauty.

Tassaham suppiya asim,
rupake layane rata;
Riipanam dosavaditi,

na upesim mahadayam.

I was wonderfully dear to him [her husband, King
Bimbisara],

Delighting in attachment to the body and form;

I did not approach the One of Great Benevolence,

As it was said he spoke negatively of physical beauty.

(Khema Theri Apadana, v. 327)

Still Attached to Beauty. The Life Story of Khema Theri, later to
become Foremost in Wisdom.

However, fortunately for all of those whose stories we
have recorded, that is, all those who made it through this
trap successfully, both loving enlightened kin and the Buddha
himself intervened, removing the veil from their eyes—once
again, saved by kalyanamitta. In these cases, once seeing the
vanity and fallacy of this attachment, these meritorious
women were completely enlightened very quickly, in the case
of the leading theri Khema of Great Wisdom, becoming an
arahant even before going forth into monastic life.

The second warning is of a type of arrogance leading to
denigrating and disparaging one’s accomplished associates
and companions in the Holy Life, a type of aversion. This is
portrayed as a mistake committed unwittingly by monastics
and laity, even those monastics diligently training themselves
in Patimokkha Sila and sense restraint—a further warning that
one should not have pride in such. As the stories illustrate,
such denigration is a karma that leads to dire consequences,

especially if it is denigration of arahants, landing the abuser
either in hell or troubled human rebirth, often in the role

that one mistakenly spoke of the other, i.e., being forced into
prostitution after having abusively called another a prostitute.

Tadarunapure ramme,
brahmanifiakulasambhava;
Vimuttacittam kupitd,
bhikkhunim abhisapayim.

I was born into a Brahman family in the delightful city of
Aruna;

[Where,] due to being shaken and enraged,

I reviled a bhikkhuni whose heart-mind was free.

Calling her a whore.

Vesikava anacara,
Jjinasasanadusika;
Evam akkosayitvana,
tena papena kammund.

I abused the Dispensation of the Conqueror,
Doing what should not be done;

I was cursed in return

Because of that evil kamma.

Darunam nirayam gantva,
mahadukkhasamappita;
Tato cuta manussesu,
upapanna tapassini.

Having gone to a terrible hell,

I experienced great suffering;

Passing from that state and rearising amongst humankind,

I became an ascetic [of another religion] practicing
penances.

(Ambapali Theri Apadana, vv. 207-209)

Fortunately, although having sunk from their bad actions,
ultimately all of our heroines, like Ambapali, make it out of
this bad way, often needing to make some form of karmic
restitution. They are also supported by their bearing the
inevitable good results of their former good actions that,
remaining intact, rise again to the forefront as the results of
the misdeeds are burnt off or overcome.

The third and last warning is of becoming arrogant due
to one’s accomplishments, even in wholesome qualities in
the monastic life. This most often appears as cause of a fall
for those who had gained eminence and fame as Dhamma
speakers in previous buddhas’ dispensations before becoming
arahants, that is, while still subject to pride and delusion.
Again, after a fall, the merit of the love for the Dhamma
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and the merit of their real generosity in their sharing of

the Dhamma prevails, and these great ladies rise once again
to break through to arahanta in their final lives, become
preeminent as Dhamma speakers, now beyond all delusions of
pride and attachment.

Punnika Theri, who had gone forth under the former
buddhas Vipassi, Sikhi, Vessabhu, Kakusandha, Konagamana,
and Kassapa and with whom she trained consummate in her
practice of sila and sense restraint (v. 184), recounts her path
and pride in teaching, here in her second to last birth:

Bahussuta dhammadhara,
dhammatthapatipucchika;
Uggaheta ca dhammanam,
sotd payirupadsita.

A Change of Heart: Emptying an Ancient Buddha’s Almsbowl After
Having Filled it with Mud. Bhadda Kapilani Theri, later to become
Foremost in Memory of Past Lives.

I was widely studied, a “Dhamma holder,”

One who asks questions about the Teaching and its
meaning;

I was learned in the Teachings,

And the learned ones were honored and attended to by
me.

Desenti janamajjheham,
ahosim jinasdsane;
Bahusaccena tenaham,
pesala atimafifiisam.

I expounded the Conqueror’s Dispensation

In the midst of the people of the district;

Due to my manifold expositions of the Truths,

I proudly considered myself pious and virtuous.

Punnika, having been reborn into a humble water-carrier
slave family in the household of Anathapindika, gone forth in
the Buddha Gotama’s dispensation, and at last fully awakened:

Bhavandya mahdpafifia,
suteneva sutavini;
Manena nicakulaja,

na hi kammam vinassati.

I cultivated and developed great wisdom,

And became a learned woman of knowledge through what
I had heard;

Due to conceit [T was reborn] to humble family,

As that past kamma [of pride] was not yet destroyed.

Atthadhammaniruttisu,
patibhane tatheva ca;

Nanam me vimalam suddham,
buddhasetthassa vahasa.

Through and owing to the Buddha, the Foremost One,
My insight knowledge [nanam] is pure and clear;

The meaning, the Dhamma, language,

And exposition too are thus.®

(Punnika Theri Apadana, vv. 185-187 & 199-200)

Breakthrough

Ithough some realized complete awakening quickly, for

many if not most of the women portrayed in the apadana
stories, their last life involved not only the merit of past lives
that they brought to it, but large doses of becoming aware of
suffering, dukkha (Skt: duhkha). For Punnika above, her birth
in humble family and carrying water in cold weather to fill the

Newborn Carried Away by a Hawk, Young Son Soon to Drowned in
the River, Family Home Destroyed by Lightning. Patacara Theri, later
to become Foremost in Vinaya.
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many water pots of the great household she was born in was
all she needed, as she herself and her own good status were
most dear to her. For theri Patacara below, the scenario was
very different.

For others, such as the Buddha’s bhikkhuni disciple
Foremost in Vinaya, Patacara, pictured above losing her
whole family, the beloved and dearly identified with that
was lost to impermanence was not so clearly themselves,
but appeared as intimate others. Often the dukkha of seeing
the loss of “all that was mine, beloved and pleasing to me,”
of seeing the attainment of the good life fall apart—followed
upon by once again meeting good kalyanamitta—was the
final combination of factors needed to open their eyes to
the Noble Truths, gain penetrative insight knowledge, and
realize cessation.

off the Cliff: Bidding Farewell to Her Beloved but Murderous
Robber Husband. Bhadda Kundalakesi Theri, later to become
Foremost in Speed to Gain Awakening.

Conclusion

he mental and emotional qualities and states mentioned
herein, along with their cultivation and associated
practices, will be familiar to many as they are widely and
ritually practiced in South and Southeast Asian Theravada
Buddhism still today just as they have been for more than
two millennia. They originated in a transformative and
transitional stage in Buddhism as a whole in which Mahayana
thought was beginning to arise. Although sambodhi abhipattha
(higher aspiration for bodhi), bodhattha (aim for bodhi),
and bodhicitta (the bodhi-mind) may be different words,
a relationship and commonality may easily be perceived.
With the patterns of the Thera Apadana and the Theri
Apadana not being dissimilar, and the stories of this popular
performance/recitation genre widely told, widely known,

and widely informative in Theravada Buddhism, it is easy to
see how cultures of dana and anumodand, of loving kindness
and service, of making dedicatory aspirations together with
offerings, and deliberately linking one’s mind via the present
reliquary stupas, Bodhi trees, and monastic sangha with
spiritual friends, the goal of the Path, the future Sangha, and
the future Buddha Maitreya (Pali: Metteya), became such
widespread and popular practices in the Theravada world.

It may also be seen that the mental and emotional
states and practices herein are ones that sustain and mature
aspiration and resolve, whether in one life or over many
lifetimes up to and until one is ready for the final drilling
down into impermanence, into dukkha—its causes and
its cessation—and non-self with regards to any and every
conditioned phenomena. For all the epic verses of the Theri
Apadana but Maha Gotam’s end gloriously with these verses of
freedom and completion:

Kilesd jhapita mayham,
bhava sabbe samithata;
nagiva bandhanam chetva,
viharami andsava.

My defilements (kilesas) are burnt out,

All becoming has been uprooted in me;

Like a she-elephant who has broken her bonds,
I live free from the taints (asavas).

Svagatam vata me asi,

mama buddhasetthassa santike;
tisso vijja anuppatta,

katam buddhassa sasanam.

Welcome indeed for me,

Was the presence of the Buddha, the Foremost One;
The three knowledges achieved,

The Buddha’s teaching has been done.

Patisambhida catasso,
vimokkhapi ca atthime;
chalabhififia sacchikata,
katam buddhassa sasanam.

The four discriminatory knowledges
And the eight liberations are mine;
The six super powers manifest,

The Buddha’s teaching has been done.
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Mahapajapati Gotami1’s Exhortation

Putte3*—
Child—

Jardvasanam yobbafifiam,
ripam asucisammatan;
Rogantamapicarogyam,
jivitam maranantikam.

Youth ends with aging,

Beautiful bodies also become unclean;
Good health ends in disease,

Life ends in death.

Idampi te subham riipam,
sasikantam manoharam;
Bhiisananam alankaram,
sirisanghatasannibham.

This pleasing body of yours,

Appears as a fantasmic confabulation of beauty;
With your jewelry and ornaments,

And all lustrous adornments and beautification.

Na cireneva kalena,
jara samadhisessati
Vihaya geham karufifie
cara dhammamanindite.

In no long time,

Aging and decay will overtake all this;
Out of compassion, leave home,

To practice the blameless Dhamma.

—Gotam Theri to her daughter Nanda (Nanda Theri Apadana, vv.
189-193 [excerpt])

Maha Gotami addressing the Fourfold Assembly just before her
and her five hundred companions’ Parinibbana:

Sace mayi daya atthi,

yadi catthi katafifiutd;
Saddhammatthitiya sabba,
karotha viriyam dalham.

If you all have love or sympathy for me,
And if you have gratitude,

Then, steadfast in the True Dhamma,
Make valiant effort.

(Gotami Theri Apadana, v. 127)

As the Blessed One, the Buddha, said of her in eulogy just after
the cremation of her body:

Ayoghanahatasseva,
Jjalato jatavedassa;
Anupubbiipasantassa,
yatha na fidyate gati.

[Like something that sparks or flares]
When stuck by a piece of iron

In a fire that is blazing;

As it gradually becomes calm and cool,
It’s destination is not known.*®

Evam samma vimuttanam,
kamabandhoghatarinam;
Pafifidpetum gati natthi,
pattanam acalam sukham.

So too for those who are completely liberated,

Who have crossed the flood and bondage of sense
pleasures,

Who have attained unshakeable bliss;

There is no destination to be pointed out.

He then continued, much as he was to later say before his own
final passing:

Attadipa tato hotha,
satipatthanagocarda;
Bhavetva sattabojjharige,
dukkhassantam karissatha.

Therefore, be islands unto yourselves,

With the Foundations of Mindfulness as your domain;
Cultivate the Seven Factors of Awakening,

And you will make an end to suffering.

(Gotami Theri Apadana, vv. 286-288)
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Endnotes

! Written for the 2012 Western Buddhist Monastic Conference
on “How to Develop the Bodhi Resolve—with Joy—in
Challenging Times” in response to the question of one of

my Theravada bhikkhuni peers, who asked of me, “Is there
anything in the Theravada equivalent to the bodhicitta of the
Mahayana?”

2 The related Sanskrit Avadana literature is generally thought
to postdate the Apadanas herein. In Sri Lanka the Avadana
genre was also later to become known as the Avatara—the
“Incarnation” Stories.

* See Walters’ “Stupa, Story, and Empire: Constructions of
the Buddha Biography in Early Post-Asokan India” in Sacred
Biography in the Buddhist Traditions of South and Southeast
Asia, (pp. 170-171). In Elder’s Verses II (p. xxxii), K. R. Norman
postulates a century earlier and later time frame, the third
century B.c.. to the first century c.k., as the period of the
development of the Apadana literature.

1 The Theri Apadana mentions the Kathavathu and contains
material from the Therigathd as well as the Cariyapitaka,
Buddhavamsa and the Dhammapada, but had developed before
the first-century Divyavadana and Lalitavistara. See Walters’
“Stupa, Story, and Empire” (pp. 164-165 & 169-172).

5 The ancient post-Mauryan Sunga and Satavahana Dynasty
strata of stupa complexes of Andhra Pradesh including
Amaravati bear inscriptions in the language of the Apadanas
epigraphically recording historical enactment of the ideas and
practices within, See Walters, ibid. (pp. 164-165, 172 & 177).

¢ According to N. Shanta in The Unknown Pilgrims, the
Digambara Jains declared that a woman cannot be liberated

as long as her atman resides in the female body (p. 62). The
Digambara sect became schismatic from the Svetambaras, in
part over the issue of strimukti (Pali: ittimutti)—the possibility
of liberation for women—which was one of the main factors
that split the Jaina community between the third century s.c..
and the first century c.k. (p. 140). For the Jainas, this question
was based in large part on the perceived impossibility of
women practicing the perfect “sky-clad” (naked) discipline

as well as a belief in their not equally being able to practice
jhana (Skt: dhyana) meditation, both of which were considered
essential for liberation by the Digambaras. In Elder’s Verses II
(p. xxxii), K. R. Norman postulates this same period, that is,
the third century s.c.k. to the first century c.k., to be the period
of the development of the Buddhist Apadana literature.

7 In this case, validating and recognizing the efficacy of
reverential service to one’s husband or master and their
religious aim/s, or alternately to a religious teacher or deity
(in this case the post-parinibbana Buddha as Lokanaha—Lord
of the World), as a major part, if not the entirely (as in the
Dharmashastras), of a women'’s spiritual path. The concession
is limited, in that finally, in all apadanas, as an arahant, one
becomes truly independent, as theri Yasodhara declares,
“one’s own refuge.” The concession or recognition becomes
gender neutral in that religious men can and do also
undertake a life of such service.

® An amazing one hundred thirty thousand arahant women are
recorded as having lived in devoted service to the bodhisattva
and in shared dedicated to his goal of bodhi, including the ten
thousand bhikkhunis of the Yasodhara Pamukha Dasa Bhikkhuni
Sahassa Apadana, the eighteen thousand of the Yasodhara
Pamukha Attharasa Bhikkhuni Sahassa Apadana, the eighteen
thousand of the Yasavati Pamukha Attharasa Bhikkhuni Sahassa
Apadana, and the eighty-four thousand of the Caturdsiti
Bhikkhuni Sahassa Apadana.

° In other verses these are spoken of as komaribrahmacariya,
that is, the leading of a quasi-monastic celibate religious life
while still living at home.

10 Other versions contain here instead tammiilam sa ca sasane
khanti (st. pi. ka.).

” «

1 0r, rather than “my acceptance of the Sasana,” “my patient
endurance in the Sasana,” according to the Pali-text in the

footnote directly above.

12 The Therigatha-Commentary explains: Tam
pathamasamodhananti tadeva satthusasanadhammena pathamam
samodhanam pathamo samagamo, tadeva satthusasanadhamme
abhirataya pariyosane nibbananti phalupacarena karanam vadati.
Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi translates thus: “That first encounter:
that very first encounter with the Dhamma of the Master’s
teaching, the first meeting. Just that, through delight in the
Dhamma of the Master’s teaching, was in the end nibbana.” He
further notes: “She speaks of the cause metaphorically as the
fruit” (personal correspondence 24 Nov 2012).

3 Her verse 272 (not included here) relates how she invited the
Buddha and his disciples for dana for these seven days.

1 have opted for the Sri Lankan buddhanusasanam here,
while the B¢and S¢ have buddhana and buddhanam sasanam,
respectively.
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15 Here, as pointed out by the venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi, the
Pali satti equals the Sanskrit sakti, known in contemporary
yogic traditions as “feminine spiritual power” or the “power
of the divine feminine.”

16 The Katacchubhikkhadayika (Giver of a Single Ladleful of
Food) Theri Apadana, also known as the apadana of Abhayamata
Thert.

7Per Bhikkhu Bodhi, “Pali also has paramita. In the
Buddhavamsa, paramita occurs quite often. It seems that

in Pali parami came to prevail over paramita at a later time,
perhaps as a counterpoint to the Mahayana adoption of
paramitd. But the frequency of boluomi Jf7 4% in Chinese
translations of Sansrit texts (as against 728255 = boluomiduo)
suggests that parami might also have occurred in Sanskrit”
(per personal correspondence 24 Nov 2012). In the canonical
Pali texts, a listing of seven paramitas first occurs in the
Cariyapitaka and a listing of ten paramitds in the Buddhavamsa,
both books of the Khuddhaka Nikaya collection.

18 See Walters, “Stupa, Story, and Empire,” pp. 163-165.

¥ In the Thai edition: daditva pattacivaram

2 As in the footnote above: “gave dana of bowl and robes.”
A sijjhati = Skt sidhyate, sam + siddhi.

2 There is an exception in the case of Bhadda Kapilani’s
verses, where in verse 272 it is she who gives anumodand to her
intimate, who is later to become the thera Maha Kassapa.

% Other than in gender, Sona’s verse here is virtually identical
with thera Maha Kassapa’s as it appears in Bhadda Kapilani’s
apadana at verse 252: Tam sutva mudito hutvd, yavajivam tada
jinam; mettacitto paricari, paccayehi vindyakam.

% The masculine form of sahdyika is sahayaka, and the plural

sahaya. Sahaya (companion) can be associated, as with the

noun mitta (friend), with the prefixes kalyana (beautiful/
spiritual), piya (dear/beloved), dana (in generosity), punna
(in virtue), or other prefixes. The feminine word sakhi is also
found in the Nanda Theri Apadana expressing a female friend
who can serve as a refuge.

% This verse from the Therigatha Commentary, the entire
Apadana of which is missing from our version of the Theri
Apadana itself, appears to be identical with verse 44 of the
Apadana of the 84,000 Bhikkhunis: ‘Kaci hatthaparikammam, katavi
naranariyo; anagatamhi addhane, sabba hessanti sammukha.’

26 For more on the seven sisters, see Collett’s “Heuristics and

History in the Shared Narrative of the Seven Sisters in the
Theri Apadana.”

7 The Therigatha also contains the Pancasata Patdcara Gatha,
the verses of the five hundred theris, as well as the Verses of
Thirty Theris, in gratitude to their teacher and benefactress,
the leading Theri Patacara, Foremost in Vinaya.

% In his forthcoming work “Wives of the Saints,” Jonathan
Walters writes of these two as the same person, referencing
the earlier work of Lilley with the Pali Text Society.

® Vv, 369, 370, 376.
% Verse 373 of Yasodhard Theri Apadana

3t The Pali-text Commentaries distinguish various types of
bodhi. In the Madhuratthavilasini, the commentary on the
Buddhavamsa, two different types of bodhi are mentioned,

i.e., arahant-bodhi (the awakening of a savaka arahant) and
sabbabbu-bodhi (the awakening of a samma-sambuddha).
Another name for the bodhi of the savaka arahant is savaka-
bodhi, which is also found in the Theragatha Commentary. The
Pali-text Udana Commentary and Theragathd Commentary also
speak of savaka-bodhisattas (aspirants to the arahant path) and
savaka-buddhas (awakened arahant disciples). See the Udana
Commentary translated by Peter Masefield (PTS, 1994, v. 1, p.
94); Theragatha Commentary, (PTS, v. 1, p. 10), cited by Pruitt in
Journal of the Pali Text Society, v. XXIX.

32 See the Sigalovada Sutta, where the wife has the duty of
protecting the wealth the husband brings home. This is also
mentioned in some other suttas, in AN fives and eights.

33 Dhamma, attha, nirutti, and patibhana are the four
Patisambhidas (branches of analytic knowledge).

3 It may be noted here, as on many other occasions in the
Pali as well as in Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit texts, putta, often
translated as “son,” is being used explicitly with reference to
a daughter, and thus may in many cases, in accordance with
context, be better rendered as “child.”

% Udana Commentary and Dighanikdya-tika comment in almost
the same way on the verse. This is from the Dighanikaya
Mahavagga-Tika (VRI 2.50): “This is what is meant: When
something made of iron, or a bronze dish, etc., is being

struck, hit, by a mass of iron—by an iron hammer or mallet,
etc.—when the blazing fire gradually subsides (lit. ‘becomes
tranquil’), its destination (the fire’s) is not discerned anywhere
in the ten directions; because it has ceased without connection
through the cessation of its conditions” (translation by Ven.
Bhikkhu Bodhi via personal correspondence 24 Nov 2012).
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Listening at the End of Life

An Interview with Tenzin Kiyosaki

By Sarah Conover

@ arbara Emi Kiyosaki grew up in Hawaii. She earned a B.A. in psychology with an emphasis in gerontology
from Antioch University, and she also holds a master’s in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism and Tibetan language from
Naropa University. In 1985, at age thirty-seven years, she was ordained as a Buddhist nun in the Tibetan tradition
by His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Known as Venerable Tenzin Kacho, she then served as the Buddhist chaplain at
the U.S. Air Force Academy for six years. Since that time, she trained in hospital chaplaincy at UCLA and Long
Beach Memorial Medical Center and has worked as a hospice chaplain at Torrance Memorial Medical Center Home
Health and Hospice. She leads retreats on the end of life and working with the dying. Sarah Conover interviewed
her for Present in the spring of 2012 at Sravasti Abbey in northeast Washington State. In August 2012, shortly
after the interview, she returned her monastic vows and returned to lay life as Tenzin Kiyosaki. While she no
longer lives as a bhikshuni, her decades of combined monastic and hospice experience allow her to share insights
of value to nuns and laity alike, no matter which Buddhist tradition they may practice in. We will all, inevitably,

find ourselves needing to respond with care and attention to friends and family in the dying process.

Sarah Conover: Can you tell us how you came to hospice
work and chaplaincy?

Tenzin Kacho/Kiyosaki: Certainly. A friend who was a
Dharma student invited me to look into a post as a hospice
chaplain where he was a social worker and bereavement
counselor. I had already completed one unit of chaplaincy
training at UCLA, so I applied and they accepted me. At that
point I had to complete my chaplaincy training, which I did
at Long Beach Memorial Medical Center. It’s quite a lot of

training—it takes a couple years—so I did that while I worked
as a chaplain. I am loving my work. I find chaplaincy work very
suitable for a monastic; it informs my work as a monastic and

I can share some of my experience and training.

SC: Were you also a monastic at the time you did your
chaplaincy training?

TK: Yes. I've been a nun for twenty-seven years and a
hospice chaplain at Torrance Memorial Medical Center
for four years now. Before that, I worked as a chaplain at
the U.S. Air Force Academy with Air Force cadets. It has
provided a nice juxtaposition of the beginning of life and
the ending of life.

SC: What do you feel makes the field so different from
other realms of human experience and chaplaincy?

TK: It’s a time of saying goodbye to our life, and it’s
the end of our life. It’s a huge transition where we lose
everything that we had worked to build, establish, and
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create—our family, our relationships, our business, our
careers—and we have to say goodbye to them. For most
Americans, we are also in tremendous denial, so we don’t
look at it. Even some people in hospice don’t want to say the
“H-word.” Many of the families advise us not to mention
hospice because they don’t want to let the patient know
they’re in hospice. Interestingly, some people graduate from
hospice. They get better because of the palliative care in their
own homes, the relaxation, and comfort care; they get well
and we have to discharge them!

SC: What are some core aspects of working with the dying?

TK: I think one of the main things is to be a good listener and
have an open heart—to be able to hear what people’s needs are
and to intuit what they would like to talk about or what their
concerns are. So, being a good listener is critical. Another
concern is the ability to hold people in a way that helps them

develop ease of mind, peace of mind, contentment in having
lived their lives, and acceptance of the end of life. Sometimes
that’s not possible. Some people deny end of life until they
are unconscious.

The people who do accept it are at a whole other level to
work with. And then there are those who are very open and
receptive to the prompts for looking at the stages of dying,
letting go, and not grasping. They understand that this is the
end, and they appreciate hearing the Loving Kindness (Metta)
Sutra and a contemplation that is called “The Four Things” by
Dr. Ira Byock (www.dyingwell.org). Both really help them clear
and open their hearts. The “Four Things” are: Please forgive
me, I forgive you, thank you, and I love you. Sometimes they
can say it aloud to their spouse and family, sometimes the
person just does it in his or her heart. I've been able to do it
with families together, and it really creates an opportunity
for conversations that they’ve sometimes just been assuming,
like saying, “I love you.” Sometimes the response is, “Well, she
knows that, or he knows that,” but to be able to say it has so
much meaning for everyone. So that practice and the Metta
Sutra are tremendous tools in hospice.

SC: What if your patients aren’t Buddhist? Do you still use
the Metta Sutra?

TK: Absolutely! Love is universal. One phrase is: “May I be
filled with love.” Oh, my gosh, that relaxes people instantly
and often fills their eyes with tears.

What the hospice doctors and nurses are looking for are
three key things: shortness of breath, pain, and anxiety. The
medications can help take care of all three. A lot of time when
you take care of the shortness of breath, the pain and anxiety
go down, but there’s still the emotional anxiety of losing
everything. In facing death—this is the end—the Metta Sutra
is tremendously powerful, extremely powerful. Saying “May
I be filled with love” can instantly help relax muscles, mind,
and body. When I do that with family members around, it’s
very powerful. I have the patients do it for themselves first,
and then I have them do it for and with others. I ask everyone
in the room to do it for the dying patient. All around him he’ll
hear “May you be filled with love.” Depending on the person,
sometimes he may have some conflicts about different things,
so I may say loving kindness instead of love, or I may say kindness
because of some complexity in the stages of death or in his
relationships with others.

SC: Do you explicitly talk about the stages of dying?

TK: It totally depends on the person. I've been able to mention
it to a few patients because sometimes, by the time I see a
person, it is only days before death. Other times, I get to work
with people for a few years. The general measure for someone
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who comes on hospice is a life expectancy of six months
or less, but because of some chronic illnesses and not
knowing when we may die, the person may stay on for
years. But what is the quality of her life?

Sometimes we’re working with people with dementia
that can’t even respond to “How are you?” Or people
who are in and out—partially there—some of them are
delightful. Then there are those that have physical
deterioration but their mind is clear and right there with
you. So it depends on who they are and what I can bring
up. Where I can go with them really depends on them.
Also, most of the patients are Judeo-Christian where I
work, so I say the Lord’s Prayer a lot; I carry a Bible—I'm a
Bible-packing Buddhist nun! I read scripture and really try
to find the verses that assist the Christian person who is
passing. Or for the Jewish patients, I say the Mi Shebarach,
which is about sickness and healing. So the opportunity
to really speak about the dying stages is variable because
people are on a spectrum of what they are open to discuss.

SC: Must a patient request a chaplain for you to
show up?

TK: Generally, yes. But we let them know chaplaincy

services are available for them. Sometimes patients ask me
about what happens, you know, “What do you Buddhists
think about dying?” I might say that we believe that the

body disintegrates, declines, so it can no longer support
consciousness, and that as a person, we are made up of

body and mind, and that at the point when the body can no
longer support consciousness, at death, subtle consciousness
separates. I often speak about the qualities of consciousness
being different from the qualities of the body—which are
dense. Consciousness is the ability to apprehend things, to
know, and clarity; it is different than the physical elements of
bone, blood, and organs. I speak about that quite a bit. It gives
people a lot to think about.

SC: What works best being with the dying and their
families?

TK: What works best is being calm, being receptive to the
family members, and really encouraging people to rejoice in
the relationships that they’ve had, in the life they’ve lived. For
a lot of people who have been married for fifty, sixty, seventy
years, I encourage them to rejoice in the life that they’ve had
together. On the day that they took their marriage vows, who
knew how long it was going to last? I ask them to think about
how fifty years or seventy years is something remarkable and
to celebrate that and to really develop a sense of joy in what
they’ve had, rather than grief in losing it.

SC: How do you help patients hold their grief?

TK: It’s definitely not by denying it! [Laughter] One must
empathize with the people and just be really sensitive. You
know, one time I was watching a film of a Tibetan lama who
had gone into a remote area of the Himalayas. From the top
of the peaks he knew he was looking into Tibet, the land he
had left in 1959, and he started crying because he was seeing
his country even though it was just snowcapped mountains.
Someone whom I was talking to later said, “What’s he crying
for? I thought they were not attached?” So, it’s important
to be really careful when we work with the dying that we
don’t have this callous mode of “Get off it!” We're going
into families that have been in circumstances of all kinds of
joy and chaos, challenges and successes over the decades.
There’s one physician who says he always thought the term
dysfunctional family was redundant. [Laughter] No matter what
the circumstance, we've got lots to work on, even when it’s
working well. You know people are putting in a lot of effort,
and I rejoice for them so much.

Sometimes, when people have had a lot of suffering, grief,
and pain, they are looking at dying as some kind of relief. I
worked with one woman who is paraplegic, and she’d been in
a wheelchair almost all her life and then bedridden for the rest
of it. She was so happy when she was told, “This is the end.”
She was absolutely celebrating. She started calling friends,
“Don’t come. Just celebrate and say prayers for me!” She was
so happy. She thought it was going to be in two weeks, so she
made all these phone calls. When she was still around a month
later, she was quite upset: “I'm still here! When is this going to
end? Why is this taking so long?”
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SC: How does one work with persons who are not
religiously or spiritually oriented?

TK: It’s really all about the heart. And I've worked a lot with
agnostics, atheists, radical materialists . . .

SC: They tell you their designations?

TK: Yes. They live it. I worked with one woman, an atheist,
who was a real self-made woman. She raised her own son and
he became a physician; she had lived a good life. She was a
skier and a swimmer—very active. And she said, “When we die,
we just become dirt. That’s it. There’s nothing else.” I went to
see her, although I don’t know how or why she wanted to see
me. Personally, I would think in some ways it would be scary
to die if you believe we become nothing. But I went in to see

her, and every time I'd open my mouth, she’d start screaming
and covering her ears. [Laughter] “Why did you want to see
me?” I asked. She calmed down, and I actually got to be with
her for quite a few months and to work with her, but it’s

a challenge, you know? She was very, very [knocks on the
table]—“Matter is all there is. Show me the proof otherwise.”

SC: And how do you hold that paradigm for somebody?

TK: No matter who someone is or what they believe, they
have their sensitive spots, their loves and fears. It’s important
to really see how to work with that and how to approach it

so we can journey with them and help them be a little more
comfortable and confident about what’s going on.

SC: Is fear often the large presence in the room?

TK: Not necessarily. Sometimes it’s anger. And denial is
another huge one. So I talk about the niceties of the day, or
lunch, or. . .Tjust really use my horse sense in a way, to see
where there are openings to get to that soft spot. For instance,
the dementia patients a lot of times may not be able to carry
on a conversation, but they can go straight to the Lord’s
Prayer and say it with me. Early memories and early training
is really lovely because it has a lot of meaning for them. And
sometimes the dementia patients surprise you with words of
wisdom, remarkable words.

SC: Do you have an example?

TK: I remember this time when the wife had been taking care
of her husband for many years. He
was so emaciated. If you looked

at his ribcage, you could see into
the abdominal cavity and almost

e

see his spine—he was that thin.
A I guess he’d always been like a
1 James Dean kind of tough guy, and
here she was, taking care of him
in his decline. We were standing
over his bed one day and I was
trying to lead the Four Things,
but I did it backwards for them.
He’s laying in bed with his big blue
eyes and this very emaciated body
and face. I said, “You can say to
each other (prompting his wife), I
love you.” And so she says, “I love
you.” And he says, “I love you,”
[imitating a rather gruff voice].
Then I said, “Please forgive me.”
He says nothing, just nothing. And
his wife tells me, “Did you know we’re both Catholic, but we
couldn’t get married in the church because he refused to go
to confession? He told the priest, ‘I'm not going to confession,
because everything I did I did with full knowing and full
volition. And I'm not going to confess that!”” The wife and I
looked at her husband, and he’s grinning from ear to ear!

SC: In what ways does your Dharma practice inform
your work?

TK: Oh gosh, I am so glad I have that background! It gives me
strength in the way of understanding, particularly because of
the Four Noble Truths—our life is impermanent, and I'm right
there with it every day I go to work because I'm seeing it. 'm
seeing the dissolution of the family patriarch, or the daughter
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who was pivotal in all the family decisions, the favorite child,
or...I'm watching that major milepost in our life called
death. My Dharma practice is really what helps me be strong,
and it also helps me have love.

It’s also making me inquire a little bit more, even
nonverbally, at what happens in the death state, at the
dissolution. In the Tibetan tradition especially, they talk about
the bardo, the intermediate state, and rebirth. Physicians
will mark something as physical death, but I've been in the
room right after people have been pronounced dead, and
there’s still energy. Even though someone’s eyes are fixed, it’s
almost as though an energy is moving in the body. And so
am becoming more inquisitive, studying more, and learning
about it. In most of the situations I encounter, my job is to just
help calm the chaos and to prepare for the end. Yet sometimes
people are at another level—those looking at acceptance and
rejoicing—appreciating what they’ve had. And then at another
level are those who have interest in or a view of an afterlife.
So I want to study more. I perk up more when teachers speak
about it.

Ocean rolling in. I said, “How are you doing this (facing
death)?” And she calmly said, “I'm on to my next adventure!”
And I thought, I have to remember this one because this is
from a woman who went for it. She did her art; she raised her
family. In some ways I find people more in regret who haven’t
done what they wanted to do.

SC: It sounds like you ask a lot of questions in your work,
and then you listen a lot.

TK: Oh yes. Questions can open up conversation and help me
to get to know the person, and also help me to know how I can
work with a person. So questions are key, but listening is more
key. Listening and not offering solutions, but allowing the
person to find ways to deal with his or her own condition.

SC: I can see that being a bit of a challenge—not offering
advice—because the Dharma is so beautiful.

TK: Yes, but we absolutely can’t go in and proselytize, which
is what could happen. We had one chaplain in training at the

It’s a very interesting balance as a chaplain, because you have to be grounded in your
faith tradition, but you are absolutely not supposed to go in there and impose your views
on others; you must work in a non-denominational, interfaith way.

SC: How do you help a family hold the death of a young
person or child?

TK: In our hospice, we’re not working with children. I think
that would be a whole other level to work with. For some
people, hospice work is just not for them. We had one young
nurse who was fantastic, everybody loved her. She was a
long-haired, blond surfer who studied in Costa Rica so she
could become fluent in Spanish. She would absolutely collapse
after every patient died. She had to take a medical leave of
absence. It was too painful. There is some kind of endurance or
strength that you need for this work, and I think working with
children might be challenging for me.

I have worked with young people in hospice at times.
It’s hard when people want to get married when they are
on hospice, or if they’re young or have everything going
for them. I went to one patient’s home—a beautiful home
overlooking the ocean. Her gorgeous grandchildren answered
the door, and then her husband led me in and showed me her
paintings—she was a wonderful artist. She had her own studio
in the back so she could paint; she was a successful gallery
artist. I was led into her bedroom and it was gigantic—a living
room in the bedroom! She was in the bed and I'm slightly
distracted because outside the window I can see the Pacific

hospital who was so upset at our chaplain supervisor. He said,
“Why didn’t you let me go in there and convert them and
baptize them? What a waste!” But it’s absolutely against the
code of ethics for chaplains. It’s a very interesting balance

as a chaplain, because you have to be grounded in your faith
tradition, but you are absolutely not supposed to go in there
and impose your views on others; you must work in a non-
denominational, interfaith way.

SC: How has this worked changed the way you think
about death?

TK: Hmm . . . It’s made me a little more accepting. I keep
working on it. 'm more aware of death. There’s an old Tibetan
story about a man coming to his teacher and asking, “Can
you please teach me about death so I can be prepared when
my time comes?” So the teacher said, “Someone up on the
mountain passed away. Someone else in the valley passed
away. Someone in town passed away.” That was his teaching.
At the time of this man’s own dying, the teacher came, and
the man said, “Why did you never answer my question

about death?” And the teacher said, “I did. Someone on the
mountain passed away, someone in the valley passed away,
and now . ..”
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Because I'm in people’s homes and in nursing homes
('m not in the hospital), I'm all over Los Angeles and I drive
through town thinking, two people passed away on that street,
somebody over there in that mobile home park, someone
over there in those swank houses. In our society we cover
and distance ourselves from death so much. So in that way
of the Tibetan story, I know. I know that from mansions to
tenements, death is with us.

SC: Do you have any suggestions for Dharma practitioners
for books you found very useful?

TK: The Giving Tree, the children’s book, and Mind of Clear Light:
Advice on Living Well and Dying Consciously by his Holiness the
Dalai Lama. In it is a seventeen-verse prayer titled “Wishes
for Release from the Perilous Straits of the Intermediate
State, Hero Releasing from Fright” by the First Panchen Lama,
Losang Chokyi Gyeltsen. Actually, there are many, many books
on impermanence, many books that are excellent from all
different angles. From the more secular model, there’s one by
a physician named Dr. Ira Byock, who wrote The Four Things
That Matter Most, and he’s released a new book called The Best
Care Possible. He is a physician working very beautifully in the
end-of-life field. His primary point is that the medical field is
very advanced technologically but lacking and lagging in the
support around the dying process.

SC: This is heavy work. How do you recover? How do you
deal with your own grief, your own residue from it?

TK: It’s inspiring work. It’s helping me to look at my own
mortality and that of those around me, and I work part time.
If I had to do this full time, I think burn-out could happen.

It’s really painful when I think of the fact that my daughter
and grandkids will one day have to face death, and it’s also
sobering. The people I work with inspire me constantly; I
work with an amazing hospice team—the physicians, nurses,
occupational therapists, social workers are really a great
team. It’s a different way of thinking, a different philosophy
in working with the patients in hospice. It’s much more
providing comfort and a lot of psychological care, rather than
going for the cure at all costs, when little can help anymore. It
inspires me.

SC: Anything else you’d want to add?

TK: I think training in hospice work so that one can offer
support is really, really important. To have more Buddhist
chaplains out there would be wonderful. Hospices that
really support the dying person in a spiritual way are
essential. The fact that a lot of places—nursing homes and
hospitals—are just littered with televisions going nonstop is
not a very good imprint for the mind facing death. We need

to really look at ways that we can support the end of life.
Also, I think stretching our hearts so that we’re not working
in just one sphere is important. You know, working with
Buddhist patients is great, but in the West there aren’t that
many Buddhist chaplains. As monastics and as Buddhist
practitioners, we really need to expand our field in

such occupations.

Postscript Comments (from a telephone interview in October 2012
after Tenzin returned her monastic vows)

SC: Will your new status as a lay woman cause you to
change either your practice of the Dharma or your
chaplaincy work?

TK: I'm still very much a Buddhist! I really believe that my
change in status will allow me to expand my work. As a nun,
I felt like I needed to explain myself all the time. Now, as a
lay chaplain, I can just go in and be accepted as a chaplain.
I could have done that as a nun as well, but now I can be a
little more incognito as a Buddhist. I'm choosing to practice
more from the heart space, rather than the mores of monastic
appropriateness. For instance, having tea with a man—because
his wife is dying—was worrisome for me as a female monastic.
I can also sit more deeply with someone who is losing her
husband and just wants to talk about God. I'm just more in
that heart space with her and not defending or protecting my
monastic vows. I can commune with her where she is, even
though I'm holding my precepts inside.

I also returned my monastic vows because I need to
take care of my own end of life. I don’t have a pension or a
retirement. I need to be able to focus on this without feeling
bad about it. So for me, I'm rejoicing in the twenty-seven years
of holding monastic vows—really appreciating the dedication
and effort and the perseverance. It’s just a different way of
practice now, a different way of Dharma practice.

Sarah Conover is the author and co-author of six books on world
wisdom traditions and spirituality. Her book Kindness: a Treasury
of Buddhist Wisdom for Children and Parents was ranked by
Booklist as one of the ten best spiritual books for children of 2001. She
is a long-time student in the Recollective Awareness sangha under
Jason Siff and currently serves as editor in chief of Present.
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What Buddhism
Gave Nle

by Munissara Bhikkhuni

y passport says I am Thai, but actually I have lived
M most of my life outside of predominantly Buddhist

Thailand. Although my contact with Buddhist-y
things growing up was thus quite limited and ad hoc, it did
provide me with a taste of a kind of happiness that did not
come from simply satisfying the five senses or attaining
worldly goals. This nascent interest in the spiritual dimension
of life that was there since childhood became progressively
more prominent as I grew older.

My parents were Thai, but I grew up mainly in the
Philippines and lived there until I finished secondary school,
whereupon I went to the U.S. to do my bachelor’s degree.
Living in the very Catholic Philippines, I grew up accustomed
to seeing images of the Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ, watching
cartoons about the Bible, and loving the Christmas season
(not just for the gifts). One of my earliest happy childhood
memories was playing with the Catholic sisters at the convent
just down the street from our home. Yet for some reason I
never felt particularly drawn to Christianity.

Within our family, my mother had an interest in the
Dhamma, which deepened as the years passed. Every year
during school holidays we would return to Thailand to visit
family, and occasionally my mother would take my sister and
me to visit a Buddhist temple. For me, going to the temple was
something special, not something I took for granted as I might
have had I grown up in Thailand. I enjoyed it, as I would leave
the temple feeling happy and peaceful. When I was nine or ten,
my mother also galvanized my sister and me to do Buddhist
chanting and a little meditation every day, although it
devolved to once a week before too long. I ended up only doing
some abbreviated chanting before bed, but I remember really
liking this activity. Even though I didn’t understand what we
were chanting, as it was all in Pali, I found the chanting was
soothing (and even kind of fun) and the meditation calming.
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I started to question what so-called intelligence really was. It

seemed to me that if a person were truly intelligent, they would

know how to be happy.

Growing up, I also had a natural affinity for the actual
teachings of the Buddha and wanted to learn more about
them. For instance, completely on my own, with no prompting
from anyone else, I chose to write a research paper in high
school comparing the teachings in the major schools of
Buddhism. However, it was not until university that I really
looked to the Dhamma out of an earnest need of the heart.

I was at Harvard, where supposedly everyone was very

intelligent. Yet it struck me that most of the people walking
around campus (myself included) sure didn’t seem very
happy. Mostly, people seemed stressed and obsessed about
what they needed to do to succeed and achieve or even just
to survive the daily grind. I started to question what so-called
intelligence really was. It seemed to me that if a person were
truly intelligent, they would know how to be happy.
Fortunately, because of my positive childhood
experiences with Buddhism and my mother’s interest in
the Dhamma, I had a spiritual resource to turn to when the

going got tough, rather than looking to alcohol or drugs, or
worse. When I became severely depressed in my second year
at university, upon my mother’s urging, I went to a Buddhist
monastery, where the friendly monk gave me an English
translation of Buddhadasa Bhikkhu’s Buddhadhamma for
Students. Although depression is no party in the park, looking
back, I see it was an invaluable experience because it pushed
me to the point where, for the first time in my life, I started
asking the big questions. [ was
surprised I had lived as long as
I had without ever thinking to
ask, Why are we born? What are
the most important things to
do in life? What is a meaningful
life? A life well led? So 1 read
the Dhamma with a new kind of
urgency, desperately searching
for a way out of my misery and
some answers to these questions.
Reading that book by Buddhadasa
Bhikkhu, I was particularly taken
with one sentence where he said
that all of the Buddha’s teachings,
though vast, can be summarized
into just two things: suffering and
the end of suffering.

That brought me clarity.
Right. So, really the point of
life was to end suffering. That
certainly resonated with my
experience of acute unhappiness
at the time, when what plainly
mattered the most was somehow getting out of it. And there
was a somehow—the Noble Eightfold Path—a path that
wouldn’t simply educate the brain, but one that would train
the heart. So from that time on, I knew that ultimately the
most important thing to do in life was to study and practice
the Dhamma, to use this life to take further steps along the
Path and grow in the Dhamma, and to work toward the ending
of all suffering—both for myself and others.

Thus, the priceless gift the Buddha’s teachings gave
me was a clear sense of purpose in life and a path to follow.
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Not just any path, but “a path secure.” Once one has that in
life, no matter how bad things get, at some deep level one
has an internal pillar of strength, an anchor to keep one
moored amidst life’s vicissitudes. Because really, one of the
worst kinds of suffering in life is not that which comes from
a particularly tragic situation or grave disappointment, but
the suffering of being lost without direction, groping around
blindly in a terrible, confused muddle, not knowing whether
to turn left or right, step forward or back. While treading
the Path is challenging, just by getting on it, a whole heap of
suffering is shed.

However, in my early twenties, while I had the vague
notion that eventually I would like to get serious about the
Dhamma, I still wanted to experience having normal worldly
fun and get it out of my system. For a few years I lived it
up as a young person, working and cavorting in one of the
most happening places in the world, New York City. But it
didn’t take long to see the limits of that sort of fun and grow
weary of it. So in my last year in the city I started attending

in contemporary Buddhism—not only in the West but also in
Thailand—of growing laicization, with lay practitioners feeling
more empowered to study, practice, and teach the Dhamma
themselves, bypassing the need for monks, temples, and
ordination. Yet to me there seemed to be something strange
about that. There seemed to be inherent ambiguities and
contradictions in the lives of committed lay practitioners, and
an obscuration of the real and significant differences that exist
between practicing as a lay woman or man and practicing as

a monastic. I was so intrigued by this issue that I wrote my
master’s degree thesis about it, with the project serving not
only to produce a piece of academic research but to enable me
to reflect on these issues personally.

While every person is different and will find different
pathways suitable for their particular life circumstances, for
me personally, I felt increasingly drawn to the monastic life.
When I started seriously thinking of ordaining and worked up
the courage to actually voice my aspiration to people, I was
met with support from some, but also opposition, skepticism,

Sila (virtue) is one of the great supports. In my last year as a lay

woman, I started keeping the eight precepts once a week on the

Buddhist holy day, and I honestly felt so blessed—saved, even—

especially by the one about not eating solid foods after noon.

meditation classes and volunteering at the New York Insight
Meditation Center.

When I returned to Thailand at the age of twenty-five,
my mother became seriously ill with a terminal condition,
which made the concept of mortality a much more immediate
reality to me. I asked myself, Who knows when you're going
to die? How much longer are you going to wait before you
get serious about the Dhamma? And now that I was back in
Thailand, the land o’ plenty in terms of Buddhist resources,
there were ample opportunities to learn and practice the
Dhamma. I started reading more about the Dhamma, attending
Dhamma talks, going on meditation retreat courses, and
visiting temples.

Over the years, as I became more and more engaged in
Dhamma practice, I found the methods it provided for training
the mind were having a gradual but noticeable effect of
greater awareness and groundedness. However, I also started
to feel certain conflicts and limits in trying to practice more
seriously as a lay woman, when the activities and values I was
giving greater priority to were at odds with what most people
around me and the society at large was geared toward. At the
same time, on a broader level, there was a trend emerging

and discouragement from others. One monk said to me, “It

is better being a lay woman because you have more freedom
than if you ordain.” But I thought, well, that’s exactly why I
want to ordain—there’s too much freedom as a lay woman! But
it’s a phony kind of freedom. Yes, you are ostensibly free to do
whatever you want, but what this really means is that you are
bound to the tyranny of your kilesas (mental defilements), at
the beck and call of the forces of greed, hatred, and delusion
in your mind. True freedom, however, would be freedom from
the kilesas.

A good case in point was my losing battle with potato
chips. Yes, I was completely free to pop down to the 7-Eleven
store down the road whenever I had a craving for those shiny
little packages of chips (or what should be called “colon cancer
in a bag”). But I was completely powerless to say no to Master
Kilesa commanding me to do that. In the spectrum of vices,

I suppose junk food is relatively mild, but my inability to get
the better of my compulsion to eat ungodly amounts of what

I rationally knew were unhealthy foods is emblematic of the
essential difficulties anyone faces trying to train the mind and
tame the kilesas without the support of conducive conditions.

Present | The Voices and Activities of Theravada Buddhist Women | 2012 Annual Compilation Issue 48



Sila (virtue) is one of the great supports. In my last
year as a lay woman, I started keeping the eight precepts
once a week on the Buddhist holy day, and I honestly felt so
blessed—saved, even—especially by the one about not eating
solid foods after noon. Rather than struggling so hard to hold
at bay the late-night potato chip demons by myself, as I did,
mostly unsuccessfully, the other six days of the week, I had
the precepts as a ready-made wall to keep them out. They had
no way to get close enough for me to have to deal with them.
So I don't feel like more precepts caused me more hassle, but
rather, more freedom. Or to be more precise, the precepts
were external restrictions that worked as the means to bring
about greater internal freedom.

Thus, the notion of taking on more precepts (the ten of
a samaneri, or novice nun), not just once a week, but all the
time, seemed like a very good idea indeed. Although I may
have had some karmic reasons for being attracted to monastic
life, I also had very rational reasons for wanting to ordain:
basically, I had good reason to believe that the monastic way
of life would be an excellent support in the study and practice
of Dhamma.

have all sorts of other wholesome activities to be occupying
you at night and keeping your mind off food (what with the
daily evening chanting, group meditation, and Dhamma talk
routine). You can imagine your teacher fixing you with that
disapproving eye if she ever caught you “illegally” snacking;
you can imagine the disappointment of your monastic
fellows, especially your juniors, if they saw you do it; and
more importantly, you yourself would feel much more shame
doing it now that you are wearing the robes and living on the
generous donations of the laity.

In addition, living in an environment surrounded by the
Dhamma, the Dhamma starts to seep into your mind in a more
sustained and effective way than when you are living in the
heart of, say, Bangkok inundated by the marketing messages
of modern consumer culture. It is like trying to learn a foreign
language. When you take a one-hour class once a week, or
even every day, you could be studying for years and make only
slow and choppy progress. But if you go and live in a place
where you are totally immersed in that language, where you
have to live and breathe that language, you can learn it so
much more easily and quickly. That is what it is like when you

The chance to hone meditation skills while on retreat also can

lead to greater facility in maintaining mindfulness and wholesome

mind-states on a daily basis outside of retreat.

It has now been almost three months since my going
forth as a samaneri, and while this is a very modest amount
of time in robes, I would say my personal experience so far
has borne this out to be true, and in so many more ways than
I had ever even imagined beforehand. If I were to encapsulate
the manifold blessings I have gained from being ordained
into one basic idea, it would be this: it is just so much easier
to practice Right Effort, preventing unwholesome mind
states from arising, abandoning unwholesome mind states
that have arisen, encouraging wholesome mind states that
have not arisen to arise, and nurturing wholesome mind
states that have arisen that they may expand to their full
development. After all, a happy mind is nothing other than a
wholesome mind.

It is not just the greater precepts but the whole way
of life and setup of the monastery that is designed to help
support your growth in the Dhamma. So to play out the
potato chip example further, it is immensely helpful not
only that the precepts bar eating after midday, but also that
the kitchen is closed. You don’t see food laying around, you
don’t see anyone else snacking or inviting you to snack, you

ordain: you are fully living and breathing the language of
the Dhamma.

Another very important benefit I have gained from
monastic life is the opportunity to undertake longer periods
of meditation retreat than was possible as a lay woman.
Moreover, they are retreats empowered by the foundation
of an existing lifestyle of renunciation, unlike the somewhat
artificial meditation breaks taken out of normal lay life. I
feel very grateful for those retreat opportunities generously
granted me by my teacher and kindly supported by my
monastic community. Those times spent devoting yourself
to formal meditation practice in a more sustained and
continuous way without external distractions can really give
a boost to practice. When the mind becomes more subtle
and clear, as can happen on retreat, it is possible to gain a
deeper understanding of the workings of the mind and the
true nature of all things. The chance to hone meditation skills
while on retreat also can lead to greater facility in maintaining
mindfulness and wholesome mind-states on a daily basis
outside of retreat.
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Feminine Buddha at Wat-Thepthidaram
Photo: http://www.photodharma.net/Thailand/Wat-Thepthidaram/
Wat-Thepthidaram.htm

While the benefits of ordaining as a samaneri have been
immense and profound, after taking bhikkhuni ordination I
have felt even more powerfully supported in my practice. I
remember when I was a lay woman staying at a monastery
in Thailand, all the monastery residents would convene to
do morning chanting together. Whenever we got to the part
at the end where all the laity remained silent and the monks
alone would chant, “Like the Blessed One, we practice the
Holy Life, being fully equipped with the bhikkhus’ system
of training (Tasmim bhagavati brahmacariyam carama/
Bhikkhunam sikkha sajivasamapanna),” 1 would feel a dagger
in the heart. I felt so sad that women didn’t have such an
opportunity and really wished one day we could. I feel so
grateful and incredibly blessed that now I, and increasing
numbers of other women, have been able to take higher
ordination and can likewise be fully equipped with the
bhikkhunis’ system of training.

People have asked me whether I feel keeping the
bhikkhuni precepts (311 rules in the Theravada tradition)
is troublesome or restrictive. Yes, they are restrictive.
Wonderfully restrictive! Totally worth any minor trouble
involved in keeping them. How I feel about the bhikkhuni
precepts is much the same as how I felt about the samaneri
precepts, only exponentially more so—that is, an even
more amazing blessing and help! Again, what the rules are
restricting is not your freedom, but your kilesas. More rules
of restraint create an ever-finer sieve to keep out more and
more refined defilements.
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Even as an “infant” bhikkhuni of merely three months,
I find having the bhikkhuni rules to work with has given
so much more meat to the practice. Developing continuous
mindfulness is very much aided by having more rules that
impinge on the specifics of daily life. They add more concrete
pegs to hang mindfulness on—simple, practical things
you have to bring to mind at regular intervals rather than
just floating through the day vaguely trying to maintain
mindfulness. For example: “Gee, has this edible item been
offered? When? For how long can it be used?”

Having more rules also means you have more things to
bump up against, more often. Every time you are faced with
a situation in which a rule applies, you have the chance to
see the mind and any kilesas that pop up. You are able to
look at why you might feel resistance to keeping a certain
rule, whether it is laziness or greed or stubborn attachment
to your ideas or whatever. It is easier to see the defilements
in detail when you have these situational lenses to focus on
them. You can’t let go of defilements if you don’t even know
they’re there. But every time that you can let go, every time
you choose to keep the rules despite the objections of your
defilements, you are reaffirming your commitment to the
Path. Also, as in most cases, intention is an important factor in
deciding whether you have committed an offence: you are able
to practice becoming sharper and clearer about what your
intentions are in doing something.

Learning about and practicing the Vinaya also helps
you to develop wisdom, through the process of figuring out
what the 