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Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism

Let us discuss a question often
asked by many people What is the
difference betweenMahayana and Thera-
vada Buddhism ? To see things in their
proper prospective, let us' turn to
the history of Buddhism and trace
the emergence and development of
Mahayana and 1heravada Buddhism.

The Buddha was born in the 6th.
Century B. C. After attaining Enligh-
tenment at the age of 5 until his
Mahaparinibbana at the age of 80, he
spent his life preaching and teaching,
He was certainly one of the most
energetic man who ever lived: for
forty-five years he taught and preached
day and night, sleeping for only about
231 hours a day.

(1)

—Ven. Dr. Walpola Rahula

The Buddha spoke to all kinds
of people: Kings and Princes, Brah-
mins, farmers, beggars were tailored
to the experiences, levels of understan-
ding and mental capacity of his audi-
ence. What he taught was called
Buddha Vacana, i.
Buddha, there was
Theravada or Mahayana at

e. word of the
nothing called
that

time.

After establishing the Order of
the Buddha laid
down certain disciplinary rules called
the Dhamma which included bhis
discourses, surmons to monks, nuns

monks and nuns,

and lay people.

Three months after the Buddha’s
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Mahaparinibbana, his immediate dis-
ciples convened a Council at Rajgriha,
Maha Kassapa, the most respected
and elderly monk, presided at the
Council. Two very important perso-
nalities who specialised in the two
different areas — the Dhamma and
the Vinaya — were present. One was
Ananda, the closest constant compa-
nion and disciple of the Buddha for
25 years Fndowed with a remarkable
memory, Ananda was able to recite
what was spoken by the Buddha. The
other personality was Upali who
rerhcrﬁbe_red all the Vinaya ru'es.

Only these two sections — the
Dhamma and the Viraya — were
recited at the First Council. Through
there were no differences of opinion
on the Dhamma (no mention of the
Abhidhamma) there was some discu-
ssion about the Vinaya rules. Before
the Buddha'’s Parinibbana, he had
told Ananda that if the Sangha wished
to amend or modify some minor rules,
they could do so But on tha. occasion
Ananda was so overpowered with
grief because the Buddha was about

to die, that it did not occur to him to

ey

ask the Master what the minor rules
were. As the members of the Council
were unable to agree as to what cons-
tituted the minor rules. Maha Kassapa
finally rulled that no disciplinary rule
laid down by the Buddha should be
changed and no new ones should be
introduced. No intrinsic reason was
given. Maha Kassapa did say one
thing, however: “If we changed' the
rules, people will say that Ven. Gota-
ma’s disciples changed the rules even
before his funeral fire has ceased bur-
ping.”

At the Council, the Dharma
was divided into various parts and
each part was assigned to an Elder
and his pupils to commit to memory.
The Dhamma was then passed on from
teacher to pupil orally. The Dhamma
were recited daily by groups of people
who often cross check with each other
to ensure that no ommissions or addi-
tions were made. Historians agree that
the oral tradition is more reliable than
a repcrt written by one person from
memory several years after the event.
the

One hundred years later,

(29)



Second Council was held to discuss
some Vinaya rules three months after
the Parinibbana of the Buddha because
little or po political, economic or
social changes took place during
But
later, some monks saw the need to
The
orthodox. monks said that nothing
should be changed while the others
insisted on modifying some

that short interval. 100 years

change certain minor rules.

rules

Finally. a group of monks left the
Council and formed the Mahasanghis
ka — the Great Co_mmuhity. Even-
though it was called the Mahasan-
ghika, it was not known as Mahayana.
And in the Second Council, only
matters perfaining to the Vinaya
were discussed and no controversy
about the Dhamma was reportcd.

(Continued)
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