Questions posed to Members of the Australian Sangha in the Middle of 2012


Bhante Sujato’s and Ajahn Brahmavamso’s answers to the following questions were recorded and then transcribed. These transcriptions have been minimally edited to make them easier to read while still attempting to preserve the sense of their having been fluid conversations.          

Others have considered the same topics from a different angle, and have come to different conclusions. And more will do so in the future, continuing the ancient Buddhist tradition of discussion and clarification of the Buddha’s message and how it can be applied in an immediate lived context. (Sujato 2009, p. 237)[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sujato, Bhikkhunī Vinaya Studies: research and reflections on monastic discipline for Buddhist nuns, NSW (2009), Santipada Publications
] 


…“texts are never ‘as they are’ - this is an utterly un-Buddhist notion. They are ‘as they have become’ (yathābhūta), arrived to us in their existing form because of the conditions of the past, in particular because of certain editorial decisions by certain monks at certain times and places.” (Sujato 2009, p. 37)[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Sujato, Bhikkhunī Vinaya Studies: research and reflections on monastic discipline for Buddhist nuns, NSW (2009), Santipada Publications] 


An important first step, in reading any text, but perhaps in particular, in reading a Buddhist text, is to acknowledge the conditionality of the traditions we have inherited; that everything Buddhist we’ve encountered and inherited is conditioned; that Buddhism, for each of us, does not occur in a vacuum. When we acknowledge this we are reflecting on anicca and anattā; then we can be flexible, adaptable and open. In this, coupled with dukkha, lies compassion; for trying to understand, to challenge our traditions, our usually unnoticed assumptions, can be a process, which, at least in the beginning, is full of dukkha.

So what does this mean for us? Well, perhaps it, at least in some part, means that we realize we can read the texts with compassion and flexibility. In doing so, we are following what has been recorded in some of the earliest texts, about the Buddha’s flexibility and compassion; for instance, when he changed existing rules, so that the Holy Life was made both possible and easier for women. 

With this in mind, and thus taking the Buddha’s compassion and flexibility as example, these interviews are presented with a great hope; a hope that the world wide Buddhist community will embrace gender equity in all traditions of this beautiful religion, in the many spheres of lay life and most certainly, within all the various realms of monasticism. 

However, acknowledging here my own conditioning and life experiences, I hope in particular, at some point in my life time, to see a great swelling of support for bhikkhunīs – their ordination, their feeding, their clothing, their spiritual nourishment, the building of their shelters – across all the lands where the Theravada tradition dwells.

So I imagine Buddhist cultures that care as much for their women as for their men, in all spheres and quite actively - not just in idealistic ways - and I imagine how such cultures would glow – bright, shining lights of inspiration; how could they not be, with the Dhamma extended so fully to all? To not believe this, surely demonstrates a lack of faith in this wonderful Teaching and its power to liberate.


Here is the full interview with Bhante Sujato, who at the time was Abbot of Santi Forest Monastery. The interview was conducted at Jhana Grove Retreat Centre and recorded by Ven Jhanarato.

Is the Theravada tradition really the ‘teaching of the original elders’?

In a sense all of the Buddhist traditions claim to be descended from the teaching of the Buddha and from the teaching of the elders and the tradition and so on. So they’re all Theravada in some way. No doubt that’s a meaningful claim. I’ve never doubted that there’s a genuine truth to the idea that all of the Buddhist traditions including what we call today the “Theravada” are in fact…you know…there is an inherent reverence for that Dhamma which has been taught and has been passed down and the care and diligence in doing so... I’ve never kind of doubted that that’s actually based on some reality…that there is an actual teaching of the Buddha and that that was actually passed down through the traditions and so… So in one sense if you want to say that Theravada is the teaching of the elders and so on, I don’t have any problem with that. 

But what I have a problem with is when that claim becomes pushed to an extreme: when you know, you say that everything that’s been taught in Theravada is absolutely identical with everything that the Buddha’s said and no-one’s added anything to it or changed anything…and then, well it becomes a little bit absurd. So we have to sort of back off from that claim a bit and we have to say that there are these central teachings which the Buddha gave and which have inspired and informed and shaped the tradition and in that sense, then yes, the Theravada is in that lineage of the teaching of the elders, as are those various other schools as well.

You often refer to ‘the traditions’; what are they? Why shouldn’t we discount ‘the traditions’?

In Buddhism you have a multitude of traditions. One of the realities we have to confront as a historical fact is that Buddhism is extremely diverse; that there are a lot of divisions and at least in their surface observances they can often appear to be very different. Now whether they’re different at depth is much harder to say; I don’t presume to say that because I haven’t practised all the traditions at depth. 

There are the 3 major traditions. When I’ve done my historical studies I’ve mostly approached it from looking at the Vinaya and the evolution of the schools and so from that point of view, there are 3 major traditions: what we call the Theravada tradition which is rooted in the Mahāvihāra, originally of Anuradhapura; there’s the East Asian tradition which is based in the forms of Buddhism which were adopted in China and codified over a period of centuries and that’s of course a form of Mahayana; and then there’s the Buddhism of Tibet which is based on a separate transmission from India to Tibet and philosophically is very similar to the Mahayana of East Asia but has differences in practice.

Even within each of those you find a lot of diversity. One historical difference that people often don’t give enough credence to is that in a sense Theravada is a school. When I say it’s a school I mean it has a relatively well-defined set of core scriptures and all of those things. Whereas Mahayana isn’t really a school in that sense - in the same way - and it never has been.

[Theravada] is more well defined whereas Mahayana is more like a movement than a school. It’s more like a tendency and it’s never been so well defined or well codified. The later Mahayana philosophers always systematized and brought together; but actually if you look at what the roots of Mahayana were, actually it’s very individualistic and I think one of the major impetus in that was the emergence of writing in ancient India. 

So where people could for the first time actually sit down with a pen and paper and compose something. So you get an incredible explosion of all these Mahayana sūtras and there are hundreds of them and almost everyone is saying something quite different to all of the other ones. There are similarities, there are broad-brush stroke similarities and families within that – you know, so you have the Prajñāpāramitā Sūtras and others, which have close affinities. But it’s not like one clearly defined thing, it’s more like a set of responses and developments and reflections on the state of Buddhism and on the Dhamma and so on…which emerged over quite a considerable period in Indian history.

What would you say to people who dismiss other traditions?

I was just reading a little booklet by Ānanda Mangala - the great pioneer of Buddhism in Malaysia and Singapore. The interviewer asked him which three books would you take with you to a desert island? And he said, “I’d take 3 books I haven’t read yet. Why would I take 3 books I already know?”

You can also take that attitude towards other traditions. If you know your tradition, that’s great. Go and learn the other traditions and you’ll always find something of value. You don’t need to feel threatened by it. If you agree with it, you agree with it. If you disagree with it, you disagree with it. But at least you understand why.

What is ‘text critical study’?

Essentially the application of scientific method to the examination of ancient scriptures. So rather than looking at scriptures from a devotional point of view - which essentially assumes a belief and a faith in the truth of those scriptures - we try to look at it objectively, as a scientist would. So that means we don’t for example assume that all of the suttas were spoken by the Buddha, but we ask the question: what grounds do we have for thinking that these scriptures were spoken by the Buddha?

Text Critical Studies are something that has evolved over a period of several hundred years. Originally it was developed in the context of Bible studies, mostly. Also the Greek classics and so on in Europe but there are very important antecedents in Asian traditions as well. Even within Buddhism, you find within the suttas the Buddha saying you should distinguish those things, that were taught by the Buddha, and those things that were not taught by the Buddha. So there is a precedent there. 

The modern way of doing it: we then apply various criteria to assess a particular text and those criteria include things like language, style, form, content, compare manuscript traditions from different backgrounds and so on. There is no particularly well-defined canon of text critical methods; it’s more like an ad hoc set of principles and approaches which have been found useful in various contexts. You have to assess in a particular context which approach is going to be useful there.

Sometimes a linguistic analysis is very useful, you can see for example in the Buddhist context, certain of the verses use more archaic linguistic forms compared to the prose. So that can give us some information. But in another context that’s not going to tell us anything so you have to use another approach. Maybe a comparative approach is going to be useful because we might have three or four different versions of a particular text and compare them. So the approach that we use has to be determined by the particular context.

Is that related to the purpose of what you’re looking for…when you mean by ‘the particular context’?

Well exactly. That’s another very important thing as well. What exactly are you looking for? 

The roots of text critical studies, in Bible studies, were essentially to find out the historical Jesus. Who was Jesus, what was he doing? The realization that the tradition has created a mythology and a deification around this person and we’ve lost sight of actually who he was and what he said; so to try to go back to that. 

So that’s one of the very important questions we ask in Buddhist studies as well. Who was the Buddha? What did he do, what did he say? Some people have given up that quest. In modern academia, it’s very fashionable to give up the quest for the historical Buddha. I personally think it’s a bit defeatist, I think there are important things that we can say about the historical Buddha and about his teachings, even if we can never fully settle everything about it. 

Why is it a good idea to study the texts of other traditions?

Sticking with the Buddhist traditions…essentially every Buddhist tradition has received the same basic teachings: four noble truths, the eightfold path, dependent origination, the five aggregates, anicca, dukkha, anattā - all of these things. Each person, not to even speak of a tradition, but each person responds to those teachings in a different way. They mean something different to everybody depending on who they are and where they are and that meaning will change, even from an individual. 

So what you have in the traditions is essentially, records of what those teachings have meant to people down through the ages. How they responded in those particular cases. Now the problem with traditions is that they will tend to assume that because so and so approached this problem in that way, at that time, therefore everybody has to do it the same way; and so that’s like a fundamentalist approach, there always has to be an insistence on that. And then the other approach is I think very dismissive and says…that’s not what the Buddha taught and that’s not something we need to worry about and you just kind of dismiss it and then in a sense you’re saying, ‘I don’t have anything to learn from what other Buddhists have experienced’ and I think that’s very arrogant. So my approach has always been to say…what can we learn, what is this person saying, what have they learned about the Dhamma and how have they embodied that and managed to articulate that?

In brief, how does this impact on the issue of full ordination for nuns in the Theravada tradition?

When we’re talking about an ordination we’re talking about an institution, which, in fact, stems from the Buddha himself. It wasn’t something that was created by the traditions. So it’s one of those things that are held in common among all the traditions. For me this is one of the most powerful things about it. That you are actually coming to something which is meaningful for all Buddhists – it doesn’t matter what background you come from. 

So with the bhikkhunī ordination, because of course we have the historical situation where the bhikkhunī lineage died out in the Theravada tradition, but was maintained in the East Asian tradition; so then that becomes a matter of pressing urgency. Among the bhikkhu Sangha it’s more of curiosity. You can say ‘oh well it’s kind of an interesting historical fact that the Vinaya of the Chinese Canon is similar to the Vinaya of the Pali Canon’. But there’s no particular meaning to it or importance to it; it does have significance in some cases but it’s not so urgent, it’s not so pressing. Whereas, in the case of the bhikkhunīs, it’s vital to the very existence of the bhikkhunī Sangha. So we’re forced to look at these things and we’re forced to come to that realization that these traditions do stem from the same origin and in all the most important ways, they come from the same place.

What are the different ways of defining the word ‘vinaya’?

There are lots of different ways of defining it. The basic way/the literal way of what ‘vinaya’ means is…‘vi’ means ‘out from’ and ‘naya’ means ‘to lead’. ‘Vinaya’ has in fact, exactly the same etymology as ‘education’. ‘Education’ is ‘duct’: ‘to induce’, ‘to duct’ something is to draw something; and ‘e’ is ‘out’. So ‘education’ is ‘to draw something out’.

That word comes from the Socratic idea and Socrates believed that we all know everything already, but we’ve just forgotten it – we’ve learned everything in all our past lives, but we’ve forgotten it. So he believed that we had to draw out the knowledge, which is inherent in each person. So ‘education’ is drawing out the person’s capacity. So I think that’s what ‘vinaya’ means, ‘drawing out a person’s capacity’.

How does Vinaya differ from pātimokkha?

Pātimokkha is a part of Vinaya but pātimokkha is more specifically, a list of rules. Of course you have the classic list of 227 rules for bhikkhus, 311 for the bhikkhunīs. 

Pātimokkha is a system of…I believe, the legal analogy is like Common Law…where you have a precedents-based legal system so a certain thing would happen and the Buddha would lay down a rule against it so it’s kind of responding to the conditions. So ‘cos of that it evolves in a very organic and contextual way and so there are certain things which are addressed in the pātimokkha and certain things which are not.

I think this is very important - that we understand that pātimokkha doesn’t cover everything. It covers a certain range of contexts and situations and there are many situations, which it doesn’t cover. 

Whereas Vinaya, in more of a general sense is much broader; you can understand not only the specific examples but also by inference and by general principles - the Buddha said whatever is leading towards letting go, not to holding on, whatever’s leading towards contentment, not to wanting more - these kinds of things. So we have those general principles, which can inform the Vinaya, which is broader than just the pātimokkha.

In one of your books you state that we should look to the original rule for guidance by looking at why it came into being…this tells us how we should apply that rule today…thus we are living the spirit of the rule and in most cases applying it meticulously. You write that the commentaries to the rules, in fact show the ways in which previous communities did exactly this. Please comment on this.

We talked a little bit before about the general meaning of vinaya, but in terms of the specifics, of course, we have a group of texts, which are called the Vinaya. Now that group of texts is based around a set of rules we call the pātimokkha and also a set of procedures - like ordination procedures and other procedures. 

Actually, if you just take those rules and procedures, it’s actually quite short, there’s not much to it. There’s still a reasonable amount to it…but most of what you find in those books is the background stories, the explanations, the word analysis, the kind of legal permutations and so on. All of that material is the apparatus…the legal apparatus, which has been developed by the Sangha in order to explain and make more clear what is going on with a specific rule.

So one of the points with a historical approach to Vinaya is to understand that, actually if the rules themselves and the basic procedures (what we call kammavāca)…were likely to have been laid down by the Buddha himself…and most of the other material developed at a later date… So my approach when looking at it is to base myself primarily on what is the core thing, the rule/procedure. If that’s enough to understand what to do then that’s all you need. 

So just a simple example, one of the Vinaya rules is ‘don’t lie’ - it’s the same as the precept against not lying. Most of the time we know what that means and we don’t have a problem understanding if we’ve lied or we haven’t lied. So that’s all we need, but there are some cases where we may be a little bit kind of…it’s a little bit of a grey area. So we’re thinking, ‘is that really lying or is that not lying’? So that’s when we can go into those more detailed analyses and we can look at them and see ‘is that really what the Buddha meant by lying’? and so then that’s very helpful to understanding, especially those grey areas and difficult situations.

But I suppose the rest of it – the other stuff in the Vinaya, that is not the rules and the procedures…would you call them commentaries…would you call them, as you were saying before, ‘what other people have done’? They’re not what the Buddha did, they’re what other people did…so…?

Yeah, for the most part. You can certainly call that material – Hermann Oldenberg was the first Western translator of the Vinaya - he called all of that material the ‘old commentary’. I think that’s as good a word as any. So just to clarify, you have a strata of literature in the Pali literature, which we call ‘the commentaries’, which is much later, that’s a thousand years later. So that’s the commentaries by Buddhaghosa…

But even within the canonical texts there is that strata of commentary, which is commenting on the original part of the canonical texts; the canonical texts themselves have different strata. You find a similar development within the suttas, for example you find the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta where the Buddha taught the Four Noble Truths and then you have a sutta, say the Saccavibhaṅga Sutta, where the Buddha says Sāriputta can explain these four noble truths in detail and so Sāriputta gives an explanation; that’s a commentary on the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta.

If the Buddha didn’t necessarily say those things – I’m splitting hairs here – how can you then say, “well let’s try and see what the Buddha said to do” if the rule’s not clear? Why should we trust that?

I don’t think you should take anything 100% but I would take most of that explanatory material as being the interpretations and guidelines of the early Sangha and so you take it on that basis. You may or may not agree with it; it’s up to you.

Where is the best place to come as close as possible to the Buddha in the texts? 

Most of the early suttas and Nikāyas - most of the things that are found in there is what the Buddha taught, or are close to what the Buddha taught. If we look in those suttas and bare in mind the results of comparative studies and things like that...I think we’re coming as close as we’re likely to in most cases. We can do specific detailed studies in particular areas but mostly the results of those detailed, specific studies tend to reinforce that actually, most of the things that we find there are as authentic as you’re likely to get.

Can you give us an example of how a rule is not applied in the letter but in the spirit?

I’m wearing a jacket now…that’s against the Vinaya…kañcukā. So kañcukā is specifically disallowed in the Vinaya. [This interview is taking place on a very cold evening in July at Jhana Grove]…

What I don’t like is that people kind of blithely dismiss things and say ‘oh well it’s different now and we don’t have to keep it’…when you do that, you’re not listening to what it’s saying, you’re not learning from it, you’re just saying, ‘oh, I know better’. When I come to these things, I go and I look at it and say ‘what actually is going on? Why was it that a kañcukā is not allowed’? 

So I looked at all of the references to kañcukā in the Vinaya and in the suttas, the Pali texts. In virtually every case, a kañcukā is a garment worn by a prince or by a warrior. Of course that makes perfect sense because often it was a…leather jacket…and that was what a warrior would wear. Most people in India would wear just a piece of cloth that you would wrap around and so on. So it was like a military uniform that princes would wear, probably a ceremonial version of the military uniform. You can look at actual statues and carvings from ancient India where you see warriors wearing a kañcukā – and yeah, it’s a jacket which is not unlike what we’re wearing here. It’s quite different from what most people were wearing. So when you understand that, then you realise it was basically a military uniform and so you see, well there was a good reason in that context for doing this. Whereas today of course a kañcukā is very different in the social context – even though the garment is very similar.

When the bhikkhunī ordinations in 2009 happened, and a letter was written by a prominent bhikkhu, questioning their validity, several monks and nuns wrote letters back, showing how these (as well as previous ordinations) were perfectly valid. The best of these letters, for me, was Ven Sudhammā’s letter because I really liked her concluding remarks. 

So just briefly, she was talking about some of the places in the texts, where the Buddha speaks really positively about nuns, really positively about women and how he was incredibly supportive and how he changed things, changed rules, to accommodate bhikkhunīs. 

Later when I briefly met Ven Sudhammā and I told her this and the impact it had on me; I mean, I was in tears as I was reading it - I didn’t realize I had this back log of tense emotions around these issues. I was glad I was able to tell her that and she then told me a couple of other stories from the texts; how, for example, for bhikkhus, if you say, “I’m not a bhikkhu anymore,” or “that’s it, I’m leaving”, that is it, you’re done, you are not a bhikkhu anymore! Whereas, apparently for the bhikkhunīs it’s not like that and we both sort of looked at each other and grinned and said to each other, ‘well, that’s because women can become very emotional and say something like that in the heat of the moment and the Buddha understood and accepted that!’ To me, this showed a loving, gentle acceptance and respect even, for the way women – in general – can be, or at least may be perceived to be. It was obvious to both of us, as women ourselves, and we were both smiling knowingly. 

It was a real delight for me to read her letter; but it was sad though, to know that these sorts of stories/examples exist in the texts but we don’t know them, we know the negative stuff. So, can you tell me, if you had to think back on positive stories about nuns, after doing all the study that you’ve done, what would be your favourite incident/story from the texts; where the Buddha is saying nice things about bhikkhunīs or doing positive things supportive of them?

Oh crikey, there are so many! But I guess one, which has always been quite meaningful for me, was the story of Bhaddā. She gives in her own verses, it’s her own words; she went to see the Buddha and he taught her the Dhamma and then she asked for the going forth and he said, ‘Ehi Bhaddā, Come Bhaddā, and this was my full ordination’. And to me there’s just something so…so...you know…it’s like… ‘Come Bhaddā’…it’s just so, so straightforward, so welcoming, there’s no issues at all. There’s like an emotional, it’s like a clean, emotional connection there, without any of the kind of the fuss and so that’s something that always kind of sticks in my mind.

That’s why I wrote a book about it!

You know what it is to live as a layperson and also as a monastic. What does it mean to you to have had the opportunity to live in a supported, committed community in this way and to keep the bhikkhu Vinaya? 

It means everything…it means too much…I can’t even say… When I first encountered Buddhism, I first practised meditation, there’s these kind of meditation techniques and ideas and teachings and so on which is all kind of great but in a sense it’s all slightly divorced from life. In a sense you’re doing this meditation which the Buddha said but everything else you’re doing is really not what the Buddha said, you know and when I first came to the monastery, it was…oh, this is actually it…this is what the Buddha said we should live like and that’s why…you know there’s very good reasons for all these things. So I just felt this sense of very deep connection, of deep meaning and resonance with that straight away. 

For me the existence of the Sangha is a miracle. I don’t think you can explain it rationally. There’ve been so many…religious movements have come and gone over the years and some how the Sangha is still there…and there’s something very powerful about that.

Briefly, what are the most important things that need to be said about the Garudhammas? 

Every scholar that I’m aware of who has investigated on a text critical basis has concluded that the Garudhammas were not authentic and that they were added at a later date and frankly I think that’s bleeding obvious!

One of the things with text critical studies that most people don’t understand or don’t appreciate is that there’s no one thing in text critical studies, which can ever prove anything. You can never prove anything. But what makes you confident about the findings is when you find not one thing, but two or three or four or five things which all point in the same direction; and that’s the situation we have with the Garudhammas; there’s not like one thing but there’s a multitude of criteria and questions and considerations which all point to the same conclusion; which is that these garudhammas were added at a later date; I believe they were added about 100 years or so after the Buddha passed away.

Why, why, why do we get so caught up about these silly things?

About these negative things?

Yeah…and why when (this is why I wrote this book about Buddhist mythology and stuff) you mention female spirituality, is the knee jerk reaction, to say that ‘rules that keep women under control, rules that keep women under control, rules that keep women under control’! That’s all we can talk about; rather than actually recognising and celebrating and supporting something which is very beautiful. 

The modern revival of the Theravada bhikkhunī Sangha came about through the preservation of this same Sangha in the Mahayana tradition. Is this correct?

That is correct, yes.

I’ve also heard that it is perfectly acceptable according to the monastic rules, for monks to revive the order on their own? Is this correct and if it is, why is that so?

That is correct and to understand that we have to understand the nature of the Vinaya texts. Now the Vinaya texts themselves are historical documents; that is that they record the historical event of the founding, of the Buddha’s Enlightenment and then the first conversions, the first teachings and the first bhikkhus and so on and so they actually, within the texts themselves give that process of evolution of the ordination procedure. 

So it’s not just that the ordination procedure is there in the Vinaya, but it’s there together with a whole variety of styles of ordination which have preceded it, evolved into the final form that we use it in today. Now there’s a very curious little textual detail that we find in the Pali Vinaya where on the monks side, the Buddha, each time he changes the ordination procedure, he says that the former ordination procedure that I allowed, don’t use that anymore, now we’ve got the new procedure, we’ll use that. 

We find a similar situation in the bhikkhunī Vinaya; that there is an evolution of stages of doing the ordination and at one stage the Buddha gave the allowance, “I allow monks for bhikkhunīs to be ordained by bhikkhus.” That is, for nuns to be ordained by monks. Later on the Buddha allowed for the two-fold ordination; but curiously, there’s nowhere in the Vinaya texts, where it says that the former method of ordination was disallowed. 

That then becomes a matter of interpretation. Now you might quite reasonably argue that by analogy with the case of the bhikkhus that, it was reasonably the case: it was meant to be disallowed, but that for some reason, the texts just omitted it; it’s perfectly reasonable. You might also say, hang on, maybe there was a reason why it wasn’t there, maybe the Buddha felt that because the bhikkhunī Sangha, might be more fragile or the lineage might be broken; that he left that there specifically as an allowance for re-establishing it, that’s also quite reasonable isn’t it? The point is that any of those things are interpretations and the texts as they stand, simply says that bhikkhus are allowed to ordain bhikkhunīs and doesn’t say that can’t happen. That’s the literal reading of the texts. That’s as it stands in the Pali.

I’ve also heard that it is perfectly acceptable for the nuns (once the order has been established) to perform their own ordinations, without seeking confirmation from the bhikkhu Sangha. Please comment on this also.

The final form of the ordination procedure as recorded in the Vinaya texts is a dual ordination for the bhikkhunīs. That is, that they’re ordained both by the bhikkhus and by the bhikkhunīs. Now that was clearly the normative situation as envisaged in the Vinaya texts. The texts do also make an allowance for a nun who’s ordained just on one side; which means just on the bhikkhunīs side but that was usually envisaged as a temporary situation; that she’s received one kind of ordination but she hasn’t got around to doing the ordination in front of the bhikkhus yet; but she’s still a bhikkhunī, that’s the main point. So if that was to happen, there’s no question that that’s valid according to the Vinaya.  

There’s also another consideration which is more of a historical analysis which, in my own reading of the texts suggests that at an earlier time it was in fact the bhikkhunīs who did the ordinations themselves; and that the dual ordination, was introduced at the same time as the garudhammas were introduced, basically it was a means by the monks to be able to control the nuns. I think that, in an earlier time, originally, the bhikkhunīs just did their ordinations themselves.

In one of your books you write that the four assemblies are actually inside of us. Would you please talk about this in relation to the notions that we create our own world, that saṁsāra is inside of us and so is our salvation.

We have this idea in Buddhism of the fourfold assembly: bhikkhus, bhikkhunīs, laymen and laywomen, but they’re just concepts. Actually what you have is just people. You put on a robe and you do a ceremony and then we call you a bhikkhu but the only reason that has meaning is because people in the Buddhist community accept that as having meaning. Nothing objective has happened, it’s just everybody understands that - we have sort of a communal understanding - and so those fourfold assemblies, it’s a communal part of Buddhist consciousness. It has something that has meaning within that context. It doesn’t have meaning outside of that context. 

It’s like a community consensus?

Yeah, that’s right and it happens because of that acceptance.

To me that was very significant because what it suggests to me is that, what you find in religions and in spiritual practices is that the external forms of the religion will mirror some kind of deeper meaning, which is felt within the individual. I believe that’s the case in this situation; that actually in each of us there is a bhikkhu, a bhikkhunī, a layman and a laywoman. There are different aspects of our selves, masculine aspects or feminine aspects or spiritual aspects or worldly aspects and so on and so forth; which are all partly mirrored externally in those social constructs. 

What that suggests is that when you don’t have the bhikkhunī Sangha that, there’s something wrong with the development, there’s something imbalanced. That spiritual feminine is not there and you can see that in those cultures, there’s an imbalance in those cultures, spirituality becomes too gendered; the feminine status is that kind of ‘lesser’ lay status rather than having that full capacity for both the feminine and the masculine to develop fully.

The experience of most women I imagine, when they first encounter nuns is to notice how that makes them feel. You notice that, ‘oh, this is that absence’, and suddenly it’s full…so it’s like that.

Yeah, that’s exactly it.

I think these days, even outside of Buddhism, you look at what are the feminine role models: you’ve got pop stars, and you’ve got models and movie stars and stuff, you know and this is all kind of very external and it’s all about appearance and image and all of that stuff. Then if you look at women of substance, you’ve got maybe politicians, writers and all these kinds of things, it’s a bit more, something a bit more to it. 

I think it’s also really important to have that spiritual role model and that spiritual side and that’s something, which actually, you can feel, our society has a need to create. If you look in any spiritual bookshop or something like that, you know, you look at what’s the archetypal image – it’s a woman sitting meditation. All these new age magazines, almost all the time, that’s what the front cover is. It’s a woman sitting meditation. 

Why has that emerged, especially in New Age religion? Well, because it’s not something, which is experienced within traditional religions. They’ve sidelined and negated female spirituality and then it’s emerged in New Age spirituality. I think it’s really important that as Buddhists we recognize that there is this lack and that lack is not a lack of the Dhamma; it’s a lack of how the Dhamma has been manifested in history and we can change that.

Would you please define your use of the word myth in your book, White Bones, Red Rot, Black Snakes?

Essentially I take ‘myth’ as being a story that has meaning and especially a story that has a spiritual meaning for a people. So rather than an individual story, a myth is a collective story; it’s evolved from a collective consciousness. So it doesn’t mean anything mystical, it just means a story that’s been told a long time by a lot of people. It has a meaning, which is not consciously perceived. Myths always have a surface meaning but underneath that surface meaning there is a wealth of unconscious meaning which is actually more powerful and which the telling of the myth…unites a people very powerfully because it connects with those unconscious meanings that are shared amongst those people.

In White Bones, Red Rot, Black Snakes you state ‘that myth is the mother of Buddhist culture’. How so?

Very simply, if you go into most Buddhist temples, if you look around on the walls, you see pictures of the life of the Buddha. You see on the shrine is a Buddha image. All of these are mythological images. The Buddha image is not a literal, historical depiction of what the Buddha looked like. It’s an image from the Buddhist unconscious of how they imagine what the Buddha to be like. So it tells you a lot about Buddhist people; what their relation to their spiritual tradition is. Within the temples, the most common way of conveying Buddhist teachings has always been through telling stories, Jātaka stories, Dhammapada stories, the life of the Buddha. That’s the ‘bread and butter’ of what goes on in the temple and I think that it’s always a shame that in our modern Buddhism that we’ve tended to have been a bit embarrassed by all the stories; they’re a bit kind of childish or Buddhism’s ‘scientific’ and ‘rational’ and so we tend to ignore those stories. Which means that we don’t understand where the Buddhist culture has been coming from. 

I use the word ‘mother’ there quite deliberately because in a sense I think that those stories often reflect, if you like, a feminine way of knowing. A story is a more embodied way of knowing; rather than say a philosophy, which is a more abstracted way of knowing. The stories are always talking about families, they’re talking about people who are working, they’re talking about children and how do you feed them and all of these kinds of questions, which is a very earthy situation, very concrete.

If myth is so prevalent in Buddhist texts and culture, can we take Buddhist texts seriously at all? Why even bother with text critical studies? Why bother looking at the Garudhammas as you did in your book, Bhikkhunī Vinaya Studies?

Just because something’s ‘myth’ doesn’t mean that it’s ‘false’ or ‘wrong’. The myth is a story that has meaning. Whether the myth is historically true or not is an entirely separate question. They’re really looking for answers to two different kinds of questions.

So if I want to know who was the Buddha and what did the Buddha teach, then I will turn to text critical studies and I’ll look at that and I’ll try to isolate what it is the Buddha originally taught. Then I’ll take that away, I’ll investigate it, reflect on it, I’ll apply it in my own experience, I’ll apply it in my meditation and I’ll see what happens. Generally speaking, when you do that you find quite good results because the things that text critical studies say that the Buddha said, generally are fairly sensible things.

If we’re going to look at mythology we’re asking a rather different kind of question. We’re not asking what it is the Buddha taught. We’re asking how did the Buddhist communities through the ages respond to what the Buddha taught and how might that have coloured and shaped our own responses, because none of us have received the Buddha’s teachings directly from the Buddha. We’ve all received it filtered and shaped by the traditions. So understanding mythology helps us to understand those traditions and to understand them sympathetically, not by just dismissing them or ignoring them.

You write about myth being a social aspect of saññā (perception). The Dhamma encourages us to be honest with ourselves, about our hidden assumptions and motivations. It teaches that we can select and cultivate positive, useful perceptions. How can these two ways of using saññā help us to become aware of how we live through and believe myths and also move beyond them?

I’m not sure I can answer that question completely…but there are simple things…when we go to many Buddhist temples…for example, when I was in Thailand, if you go into the Shrine, you’ll see a Buddha image and you’ll see photographs of the various Ajahns. That’s using saññā, it’s using perception. You’re associating the Buddha image with these great teachers, you’re kind of empowering them and their words and their teachings and by doing that you’re creating a perception. Everybody who comes into that hall and then bows to that shrine…in a sense you’re creating a communal feeling of these are teachers who…maybe they’re enlightened. Whether you think they’re enlightened or whatever doesn’t matter, [what matters is] that you think they’re worth reverencing or it’s worth listening to their teachings. 

So that’s what I mean about the social aspect of saññā; you’re creating a mythology around those individuals and so that’s all very well and good but of course one of the problems in that context is that it’s all blokes…and that’s done without thinking about it. No one has said, ‘let’s just put men on this shrine because we don’t want women to be there’ but that’s just how the culture evolves. Now if you go say, for example, into a Vietnamese temple, where they have pictures of the monks who passed away; what they will often have is the picture of the monks on one side and then all the nuns on the other side. It’s a very different feeling. And when I went to Bodhinyana just now, I noticed they have a picture of Ayya Khema on the wall, so they’ve had all the pictures of the Ajahns there many years ago and now they’ve put Ayya Khema on the wall. So, fantastic. Now that balance is coming back in there. So this is what I mean, it’s a social creation of saññā; that it’s coming into your consciousness that actually there is that possibility.

Do you think it’s possible for someone who’s a practicing Buddhist to move beyond that play of myth upon them?

I don’t think it’s a matter of moving beyond it, but it’s a matter of just reflecting on it and understanding it, it’s all part of who we are. What I do think is important is that we don’t get trapped in it. There’s a sense in which we can sort of step back from it and play with it and there’s very definitely a sense of playfulness around mythology. When the stories are being told everyone will have a laugh and there’ll be jokes and it’s entertaining and there’s a playfulness about it. So when myth is working like that, that’s how it should be working. It’s engaging…there’s a light-heartedness, there’s a reflectiveness about it. This is why the points of tension in the stories are always the most important ones.

Like when the Buddha [before he became the Buddha] leaves home, he leaves his wife and his child behind. That’s the most important moment in that story, or one of the most important moments. What do you do with that moment? How do you explain it? You can approach that from so many different angles and talk about it from so many different ways. To me that’s the richness of myth, is that it’s not fixed, it’s not settled. It’s constantly… That’s the creativeness of it, it’s inviting creative response to that. 

It’s not a matter of moving beyond it; it’s just a matter of giving it some context so you can use it in a healthy way.

So it can become sort of like a fun, very long, group therapy session? 

For the Buddhist community? 

An inter-generational one!


An inter-generational one! Yes, inter-generational group therapy, yeah.

It was interesting, I was in this group the other day and we were talking about gay marriage and there were these Bishops there and this Jewish Rabbi and the Bishop, I can’t remember if he was Anglican or Catholic but he said, Adam and Eve were there and they were a man and a woman and that’s how it has to be and it always has to be Adam and Eve and then the Jewish guy pops up and says ‘yeah, but they weren’t married’. It’s very true, isn’t it?

So it’s the same myth. One person’s using it to say therefore you can have only one valid kind of marriage and anything else is wrong and another person is using it in a much more flexible and playful way which, it’s not, is not dishonest to the scripture, infact it’s actually more literal, actually they weren’t married, they were de facto. Yeah? So what does that mean? Does that mean every couple then has to be de facto? You can never have marriage after that?

So that’s where you see that kind of insistence on a mythology, where it’s used to crush the spirit and you’ll find a similar thing with that Garudhammas thing. “The Buddha never wanted to have nuns”, you’re using it to crush the spirit not to enliven it.

I’m referring now to the last chapters of White Bones, Red Rot, Black Snakes. What was your intention behind – I call it the ‘reasoned re-interpretation’ - of some of the Buddhist myths in a more positive light? 

My basic motivation was just to try to understand. A lot of the things that I learned as I was writing that book were things that I didn’t expect. It took shape as I was doing it. 

What I found as I was doing it, I don’t know if it was my intention to find that but what I kind of discovered was that there’s always another way of seeing, there’s always another way of looking at something. When you stay with something and look at it closely over a long period, somehow these things have a way of transforming themselves, that what you thought was the obvious meaning of something actually turns out to be something quite different and I think there are many examples of that. 

One example off the top of my head would be the story of MahāKassapa. He’s regarded as being this kind of strict, kind of rigid monk, who sort of really didn’t like nuns and who had a go at Ānanda and these kinds of things.

But then, actually, there are all these stories in the Tibetan version of Kassapa about how he not only had a very beautiful relationship with his wife, Bhaddā Kāpilānī, before they ordained, but even after they ordained he kept on looking after her when she got into trouble; and you know he would go out when she was heckled, when she was on piṇḍapāta, he would collect alms and he would say, ‘you stay in the monastery’ and he would collect alms for her and bring it back for her.

Now that’s really sweet and very thoughtful and you know, I don’t know if there’s any earlier case like that of somebody who’s doing this - such protection for a woman who’s been in that kind of vulnerable position. I can’t think of any example in early literature when anybody does that. 

So this is why I always think, you know, when you stay with these things longer, you always see another way of seeing them and to me that was the richness, that was the really good thing that I learned from that.

The materials that I’ve read around these sorts of topics have include your two books (that I’ve already mentioned) and initially of course, Bhikkhu Bodhi’s little booklet, The Revival of Bhikkhuni Ordination in the Theravada Tradition. I also found it really interesting reading the letters that everyone wrote in response to Ajahn Ṭhānissaro’s letter. I’d put all these things under recommended reading for anyone who cares about the Buddha Sāsana, because to me, Buddhism is only going to be stronger for the presence of more, not less, renunciants and Buddhist cultures are only going to become more gracious and beautiful; particularly in the compassion, that would certainly extend in deeper ways, towards their sisters, mothers, daughters (I mean, just as one example, you were talking about spiritual role models before). So for me, reading such material is about educating myself, it is about caring about the direction Buddhism goes in. Can you suggest any other recommended reading?

If you’re talking about specifically, the bhikkhunī ordination, then of course there was the collection, ‘Dignity and Discipline’ which was published a couple of years ago. That was the collected papers from the conference in Hamburg where we discussed [these matters] with His Holiness The Dalai Lama; so that’s published through wisdom publications, so that’s a good collection.

If you look outside of Buddhism at more, just gender issues, one of the books, which was recommended to me by one of the nuns, Ayya Adhimuttā, which I read and I found very moving was a book called ‘The Birth of Pleasure’ by Carol Gilligan. She’s an American feminist psychologist. I found that to be a really beautiful book and really moving and it just spoke about how when we get trapped in these structures of patriarchy, we tend to crush pleasure and happiness and all...kind of the joy goes out of things and how when you just don’t do that, something comes back to life. She talked about that in the context of some of the ancient mythology, Greek and Roman mythology. Even though that’s not directly concerned with the issues in Buddhism, to me that was, of all the things that I read, that was one that perhaps spoke to me most clearly about the psychological dynamic that I was feeling at the time.

Thank you very much, that’s it.

Thank you.


Bhikkhu Brahmali emailed me his responses to the following questions:

In relation to bhikkhunī ordination, could you please suggest some ‘recommended reading’?


Specifically on Ordination:
 
Analayo: http://www.buddhismuskunde.uni-hamburg.de/fileadmin/pdf/analayo/Mahapajapati.pdf
http://www.buddhismuskunde.uni-hamburg.de/fileadmin/pdf/analayo/TheoriesFoundation.pdf

Bhante Sujato: http://santifm.org/santipada/2010/bhikkhunī-vinaya-studies-2/

Bhikkhu Bodhi:
http://www.buddhanet.net/budsas/ebud/ebdha347.htm

Tathaaloka Bhikkhunī: http://www.dhammadharini.net/dhamma-talks-from-the-bhikkhunī-sangha/aranya-bodhi-hermitage/precedent-from-early-arahants-on-the-bestowal-of-bhikkhunī-ordination
http://www.dhammadharini.net/dhamma-talks-from-the-bhikkhunī-sangha/aranya-bodhi-hermitage/non-historicity-of-the-eight-garudhammas

Thea Mohr, Ven. Jampa Tsedroen: Dignity and Discipline, Reviving Full Ordination for Buddhist Nuns; Wisdom Publications

A list of publication related to bhikkhunīs and their ordination is found here: http://www.congress-on-buddhist-women.org/149.0.html

A number of potentially interesting links can be found here: http://www.congress-on-buddhist-women.org/12.0.html
 
Other Related Reading on Bhikkhunīs:

Analayo: http://www.buddhismuskunde.uni-hamburg.de/fileadmin/pdf/analayo/AttitudesTowardsNuns.pdf
http://www.buddhismuskunde.uni-hamburg.de/fileadmin/pdf/analayo/Bahudhatuka.pdf
http://www.buddhismuskunde.uni-hamburg.de/fileadmin/pdf/analayo/ChosSbyin.pdf

Bhante Sujato: http://santifm.org/santipada/2010/dreams-of-bhadda/
http://santifm.org/santipada/2010/white-bones-red-rot-black-snakes/
http://santifm.org/santipada/2010/how-to-grow-a-nun/
http://santifm.org/santipada/2010/bhikkhunīs-in-thai-monastic-education/

Tathaaloka Bhikkhunī: http://bhikkhunī.net/documents/Transformations-of-Arahant-Theri-Uppalavanna.pdf

Ven. Dhammānandā Bhikkhunī: http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/bhikkhunī_pātimokkha.pdf  (The Bhikkhunī Pātimokkha of the Six Schools)

Ann Heirman: The Discipline in Four Parts, Rules for Nuns according to the Dharmaguptakavinaya, Delhi (2002), Motilal Banarsidass

In relation to what you have learned about bhikkhunīs in the texts, what is:

a) the most surprising thing?
One surprise is that the Buddha allowed women to be ordained by messenger. It was often dangerous for women to travel around India at the time of the Buddha. The Buddha thus gave an exemption from the important principle that one must be present at one’s own ordination and allowed ordination by way of messenger. This may not seem like much, but it actually is a significant departure from the basic Vinaya requirement that one has to be present when any action of the Sangha involves oneself. And this easing was done purely out of compassion for women and bhikkhunīs.

b) the most uplifting?
I find the Buddha’s beautiful instruction to Mahāpajāpatī particularly uplifting. This is found in the Anguttara Nikāya eights, sutta 53. It goes as follows: 

On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling at Vesālī in the hall with the peaked roof in the Great Wood. Then Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī approached the Blessed One, paid homage to him, stood to one side, and said to him: "Bhante, it would be good if the Blessed One would teach me the Dhamma in brief, so that, having heard the Dhamma from the Blessed One, I might dwell alone, withdrawn, heedful, ardent, and resolute."

"Gotamī, those things of which you might know: 'These things lead (1) to passion, not to dispassion; (2) to bondage, not to detachment; (3) to building up, not to dismantling; (4) to strong desires, not to fewness of desires; (5) to non-contentment, not to contentment; (6) to company, not to solitude; (7) to laziness, not to the arousing of energy; (8) to being difficult to support, not to being easy to support’, you should definitely recognize: 'This is not the Dhamma; this is not the discipline; this is not the teaching of the Teacher'. But, Gotamī, those things of which you might know: 'These things lead (1) to dispassion, not to passion; (2) to detachment, not to bondage; (3) to dismantling, not to building up; (4) to fewness of desires, not to strong desires; (5) to contentment, not to non-contentment; (6) to solitude, not to company; (7) to the arousing of energy, not to laziness; (8) to being easy to support, not to being difficult to support,' you should definitely recognize: 'This is the Dhamma; this is the discipline; this is the teaching of the Teacher'." 

The initial paragraph uses the phrase “alone, withdrawn, heedful, ardent, and resolute”, which would normally mean that her samādhi is well established and that she is ready for the deepest aspects of the Dhamma. It might well be that she became an Arahant while practicing in solitude with this teaching as her guide.

c) perhaps, the least known?
The origin story to bhikkhu-pācittiya 22 contains an amusing, but also touching, incident. The bhikkhu Cūlapanthaka has been chosen to give the fortnightly instruction (ovāda) to the bhikkhunīs. When the bhikkhunīs hear this they start to complain that the instruction will not be effective, since Cūlapanthaka will just be repeating the same verse over and over. Sure enough, this is exactly what happens, and the bhikkhunīs start to grumble among themselves. But Cūlapanthaka picks up on the grumbling. He then rises into the air, and while suspended in space, walks back and forth, stands, sits down, lies down, emits smoke, blazes up in flames and disappears, all the while reciting the same verse and much other Dhamma. The bhikkhunīs are highly impressed, and this time they appreciate his Dhamma message. Unfortunately, all this takes so much time that when the bhikkhunīs eventually set out for their monastery they find that the city gates are closed. They are not able to return to their monastery and have to spend the night outside of the city. This then causes the Buddha to lay down a rule that bhikkhus should not teach bhikkhunīs after dark!

There are many stories in the texts that demonstrate the Buddha’s great compassion and support towards the bhikkhunī Sangha, what is your favourite of these stories?

It is perhaps not widely appreciated that the Buddha made it quite clear that bhikkhunīs should take other bhikkhunīs as their role models. At Anguttara Nikāyas 2:131 the Buddha specifically says that the bhikkhunīs Khemā and Uppalavaṇṇā should serve as the “measure” for other bhikkhunīs: “a faithful bhikkhunī should rightly aspire thus: ‘may I be like the bhikkhunī Khemā and the bhikkhunī Uppalavaṇṇā’.” It is remarkable that the Buddha must have realized the importance for bhikkhunīs to have role models of their own gender.


The following questions were posed to the then Co-Abbots of Dhammasara Nuns’ Monastery, the Venerable bhikkhunīs, Ajahn Hāsapaññā and Ajahn Nirodhā. They emailed me their responses.

What do you think it means to women in general, to see that you are a fully ordained nun?

Perhaps another major step for more recognition, self-confidence, equal opportunity to live and train in monastic life. Being able to speak to a female monastic (some women find it very difficult to speak to a monk, especially [about] an issue which is very personal). 

What is the best, most uplifting response you've encountered, with regard to your full ordination?

Our own ordination ceremony: within ourselves. Overwhelming support and respect.

There are many stories in the texts that demonstrate the Buddha's great compassion and support towards the bhikkhunī Sangha, what is your favourite of these stories?

Buddha’s response to Venerable Ānanda 's question: Venerable Ānanda asks The Buddha “Lord, if women go forth from the home to the homeless life into discipline of Dhamma, declared by the Tathāgata, can they realize the fruit of Stream-winning, of Once-returning, of Non-returning and of Arahantship?” “They can Ānanda...” [Anguttara Nikāya, VIII, vi, 51]

In relation to bhikkhunī ordination, could you please suggest some 'recommended reading'?

Actually we’re not familiar with what's available. [However]:

· Bhikkhu Bodhi 'The Revival of Bhikkhunī Ordination in the Theravada 
Tradition'
· Various websites i.e. [that of] Santi Forest Monastery, Bundanoon,
NSW.
· Existing bhikkhunī monasteries in Asian countries and encouraging 
starts in the West.
· Please come and visit Dhammasara or our website at: https://bswa.org/location/dhammasara-monastery/

In the past we have always tried to have places for female visitors, 
either in need or as first hand experience. However with our fast growing community it is at the moment more difficult until we have more accommodation built.


Interview with Ajahn Brahm, at Bodhinyana Monastery, recorded by Ven Jhanarato:


When the bhikkhunī ordinations happened in 2009…

Yes…

…and Ajahn Ṭhānissaro wrote his letter…

...yes…

…lots of good people, good monks and nuns, wrote back and my favourite part of that was Bhikkhunī Sudhamma’s letter - her concluding paragraphs – in which she talks about some of the very positive stories which highlighted how the Buddha supported nuns.

Yes!

And she was saying how there were so many such stories and when I met her briefly, she gave me a couple more stories! I found them so joyous and we focus on, unfortunately, those infamous negative ones and I was wondering Ajahn Brahm, what are your favourite passages from the texts? Do you have favourite passages about bhikkhunīs?

From the texts? Oh, obviously from Paṭācārā, it’s brilliant, I quote that often because sometimes, even here in Australia, some of our committee members and other people are very prudish around monks.

And there was a lady who came into the temple, totally naked, without a stitch of cloths on and she was very young, she’d just given birth.

So imagine, sort of this young floozy comes into our centre in town, you know, totally naked. What would people do? They’d tell her to get out of here. Sometimes that’s what happens when, you know, young girls come in, they’re sort of dressed like going to a night club. But what the Buddha did was say, ‘No, bring her in’ and then put a robe around her and he taught her Dhamma and that’s how one of the greatest teachers ever happened because the Buddha never rejected anybody because they were badly dressed. And that was a very beautiful story. When I read the Therīgāthā, I kept on reading story after story of these women; they became bhikkhunīs and they were practising and what happened was that they’re getting nowhere until this great teacher came and then in a few days they were Enlightenend; and that teacher was Paṭācārā. That is one hell of a teacher. That is really good; that’s what I really loved.

One could say that you had a very ‘big vision’ for Dhammasara; when they were looking for land they were looking for a little piece of land and you found this big piece of land.

I remember that, going with Ron and Bianca. They had found this tiny piece of land up the top of Reen Road and as we went there, there was a big sign, ‘600 Acres of Paradise’.

I saw that and thought ‘Aw, that looks good’. And Ron said, ‘Aw come on, we can never afford that’. And on the way back I said it costs nothing to have a look. So we went inside and had a look and then they all said, ‘No, no way’. But  when we got back here we started asking questions to see what was going on so of course, you know what happened next; we went there and bid for it.

Poor old Rodney was our treasurer. Eddy was our bidder. And we chanted beforehand, Ajahn Cattamalo and I; we really did some heavy chanting. Then with the bidding, we had a limit of $600 000. Then Eddy bid the $600 000 and then we were hoping and holding our breathe that no one else would bid and then someone bid $625 000. ‘Aw, we’d lost it’. And then Eddy put his hand up, ‘$650’! And poor old Rodney, I can never forget that, he put his hand up, he said, ‘You can’t do this, we can’t afford this! This is wrong’! He went ballistic. I said, ‘Ah, we’ll find the money’. And it passed at $650, and the rest, as they say, is history. But that was really good…‘cos when you’re in a role like that…Rodney was doing his job.

Okay I’m going to play Māra’s advocate a bit.

Okay, yes, very good.

How do we reconcile this ‘big vision’ with the values of simplicity, contentment and going against craving?

It is because simplicity, contentment and craving should be balanced against kindness, compassion.

Yeah you have to be simple, but you also have to be compassionate, and the big of picture is actually looking for the benefit and happiness of not just one person (that’s what we call simplicity) but the whole world; and you see this beautiful vision of a monastery for nuns. 

And I’ve been around a long time. Especially as a monk and you see just what works, especially for monastics. They want a beautiful place to stay. Not in a house in a suburb, not in sort of a tiny farm surrounded by other farms. They want this beautiful solitude, as do everybody else who visits there. So this is what simplicity means. There’s places just so simple; there’s nature, it hasn’t been really developed at all. I think they mentioned in the advertising boarding, one of the last pieces of untouched bush in that area; and  it was. 

And that’s what we mean by simple and that’s what we mean by craving; not craving for personal things, but letting go of them for the benefit of the world. There’s a great difference between mettā, and craving. Mettā wishes well for all beings; craving just wants for oneself.

What does it mean to you to be able to follow and live the bhikkhu Vinaya?

Ah, it’s a great privilege. It’s an honour. I mentioned last night (we had an ordination) that I recalled once visiting Sri Lanka (it was my first visit over there) and for one evening they put me up - it was next to Mihintale somewhere - in this little cave which had been an ancient dwelling for monks because they had an inscription on top of the rock and I think it was dedicated about the third century AD. So as I meditated and slept there that night, I realized for 1700 years monks had been meditating there; many of them would’ve been Stream Winners, Once Returners and Arahants, not all of them. They had some great people and now it was my turn to sit and sleep in this monastic cave. And that gave me goosebumps. The inspiration - you’re following a lineage, which has gone on unbroken for 2600 years, which is a long time and that’s really amazing and that’s what the bhikkhu Vinaya means. It’s my heritage, it’s part of this great lineage of monks and nuns, which has kept this Buddhism, this Dhamma alive; and really not just alive but alight with inspiration and meaning for such a long time.

You said ‘lineage’ there, I suppose you can’t say for certain can you? 

On the intellectual level you can always have doubt. When you think, you can never think for certain.

So there’s another way of knowledge, which again, the academics sometimes don’t permit, but which is far more certain, and that’s the, you know, intuitive, for want of a better word, knowledge. When you know that this is an authentic line, when you know that this is the Dhamma. 

As they say, you know it’s Dhamma not because it’s written in a book; you know it because it leads to peace, to upasama, to – what’s the other words? – to things like nibbidā, to turning away from the world; to cessation, to freedom, to nibbāna. Those are things it leads to and that’s what we call the taste of Dhamma. And you know the bhikkhu Vinaya and the bhikkhunī Vinaya, they have that taste of Dhamma; so you know it’s authentic.

What does it mean to you to see the fourfold Buddhist community established here in WA?

Again, it’s another thing which I’m very proud of. It’s okay to be proud of good things. In other words, we’ve achieved a great deal. At some sacrifice.

I was reading the other day in the Dakkhiṇāvibhaṅga Sutta, the Buddha said - when he was saying the different types of merits to be made in the world - he said the highest merit is not a gift to an individual, even if they are a Buddha, let alone just an Arahant; he said the highest gift, much, much, much higher than a gift to an Arahant, is the gift to the Buddha with the two Sanghas and he said once the Buddha’s passed away, you cannot give that gift anymore. The Buddha has “parinibbāna-ed”. He said the highest gift once the Buddha’s passed away is to the two Sanghas. 

Now we have that opportunity. People can actually make the highest gift, out of compassion to people of Australia. They don’t have that opportunity in many countries, to give to the two Sanghas. We have that here which is amazing. Not only that you can see that it’s going to push Buddhism forward and that’s one of the other things which concerns me; it’s part of my job description, you know, to spread the Dhamma, for the happiness and benefit of all beings, to create faith in those without faith, increase faith in those with faith, that’s your job as a monk, according to the Buddha; so that’s what you’re doing and that’s increased a huge number of people’s faith. And so many people, were just so proud that we could do this and it’s amazing what we’ve done; and it’s not just me. Okay so I was up the front there taking, as I say…the front car in the convoy gets all the bugs on the windscreen…but you couldn’t have done it without everybody behind you, supporting you and it’s amazing we’ve done it, and it’s flourishing. Which is brilliant.

When you think of the texts, how often does the Buddha mention the fourfold community and are they early texts?

Oh yes, indeed. They are very early texts. Again because it has the taste of the Dhamma and you see the Buddha would not have done that unless it was an obvious thing to do and you can actually see that, being a monk for such a long time. The big question, ‘why not?’ because Buddhism, especially meditation, doesn’t see gender. 

As you’ve heard me say many times, when we meditate, which is the heart of, you know, the eightfold path, you go way beyond your body, you know, to the citta and the citta can get reborn in a man’s body or a woman’s body; it’s gender neutral. So the whole idea of discriminating either for or against on the grounds of gender, or even on sexual preferences, has nothing at all to do with the eightfold path. Which means that Buddhism is gender neutral and always will be, always has to be and any discrimination for whatever purposes was totally added from outside of the Dhamma, it was never intrinsic to it. 

When you see it that way, what the Buddha did, was obvious, it’s part of Buddhism, it’s part of the eightfold path, it’s intrinsic, so it’s not something added outside. All the sort of the caste, the gender discrimination, that’s added afterwards, that’s not intrinsic. When you understand the Dhamma you understand this was essential Buddhism, so it would have been early Buddhism.

It was mentioned often…many suttas?

Many suttas, bhikkhunīs are all over the place in the suttas, not just one or two. And they’re put in such a way that they are really incidental to the Dhamma being taught. So the suttas where you read about bhikkhunīs, obviously they’re teaching another thing, the bhikkhunīs are incidental; which gives it much more authority, that it actually did exist because, you know, they could’ve just put a bhikkhu, or bhikkhunī, it just didn’t make any difference; [but] they have to put a bhikkhunī which means it probably was absolutely true - it was a bhikkhunī.

I understand that the intention to establish a nuns’ monastery was there from the early days of the Buddhist Society of Western Australia. Is that correct?

It was indeed. It was part of our constitution even before I came here. It was for everybody to be able to join in as a Buddhist. It was gender neutral. And there’s something which is very unethical about gender discrimination and Buddhism is a much better religion than to actually accept such things as gender discrimination. And as you can see that obviously it was not going to be there in the very beginning, it could not have been there in the minds of the people who founded that constitution.

So it was there before you, I was hoping for some juicy details or something! But you weren’t there even…

It’s such an obvious thing to someone who was actually born in the West and educated in the West; who’s mind was open by questioning rather than closed by just believing what your teachers say. Because you know that’s what happens in the East; too many times you give authority to your teacher rather than the truth; so you’re not allowed to think for yourself, you just believe what the authority says and that is against the traditions in the West. And so for most people in the West, the idea of gender discrimination is just, is just ridiculous. It’s untenable, it is something we left behind many, many centuries ago, it’s pre-historic. So the people who started the constitution of the Buddhist Society would not have had gender discrimination in their mind at all.

Hmm, that’s a nice thought.

Yeah.

Ajahn, you could be the wrong person to ask this…in relation to Bodhinyana, in relation to the Buddhist community, the nuns’ community, if you had a ‘wish list’, what would that be?

A wish list, may all beings be at peace and Enlightened.

I knew you would be the wrong person to ask!

Exactly, I’m the wrong person, so you don’t have wish lists. You just react to the moment and just see what needs to be done today.

Okay, very good.

But in the future you know, obviously, you hope - it’s actually happening - that, sort of, Dhammasara will be a strong monastery with lots of old nuns who’ve been bhikkhunīs for years and years and years and years. These great solid rocks around to build the next generation of bhikkhunīs.

In the first years at Wat Nanachat there were very, very few elderly Western monks. They were very, young. We looked to the day when there would be lots of Western Theras and Mahātheras and of course that day is now here. There’s lots and lots of Westerners who are Mahātheras, who’ve been in the robes for such a long time, which gives it a lot of strength. So hopefully that will happen soon with the bhikkhunī Sangha.

Yeah, I hope so too.

Ajahn, when I think about you, I think of you as a meditation monk but you’re also very learned in the texts and things like that. I’m thinking about finding that balance: some people say, we should stop studying so much, why are we listening to these scholars, they don’t know anything about meditation, we should all just go off and meditate. What would you say to that?

Well I saw that’s what happened in, sort of, Wat Pah Pong. They thought they were just going to meditate and they didn’t do any studies and that’s one of the reasons why they never understood what was going on with bhikkhunīs. They had no knowledge of the Vinaya, quite basically, and they have very little knowledge of the Suttas. My experience in Wat Pah Pong was the Suttas were there, locked in their box, worshipped - you couldn’t get the key to read them. There’s something very wrong with that, where the Suttas are just worshipped and never read - and that was at Wat Pah Pong.

The other places they just study and they never meditate - so they know all about meditation. I remember just going to this place Wat Bovorn in Thailand - I mentioned this recently – that I was doing my visa there and there was a new building where we could stay while doing our visa for a few days in Bangkok and someone found out they had a room there which had an air con. It’s the first time I’d seen an air con in about five or six years. We’d get up early at 3 o’clock, we’d meditate in the air-con’d room and it was - I never got sleepy in there - you know, because it was so nice to have a cool room you can meditate in, at a temperature which you were, you know, more accustomed to [being born and raised in the UK] and your mind was so clear. I realized that the sloth and torpor was basically to do with the humidity and the hot weather. 

But then after a few weeks we couldn’t use it anymore because they wanted to use it for teaching about meditation, not practicing. So we couldn’t practice in there anymore because they were teaching people about what meditation was and I thought ‘Hey, this is the wrong use of that room’; practising was a bit more important than teaching about it. So in some of those monasteries there was hardly any meditation at all - theory - and you realised that, that was going to the other extreme. But hopefully in this place we have that balance, between the theory and the practice.

How do you know when you’ve got the balance? How do you know when you’ve tipped one way or the other? What are the indicators?

If you tip too much into study then your mind is never peaceful. I remember just (I don’t mind saying this) visiting England, visiting my mother and staying in the Sri Lankan temple in London and waiting to go to a dāna; sitting in the library with Venerable Ananda Maitreya – the very famous Sri Lankan monk - and I was just sitting there, very quiet and peacefully and he was so agitated all the time and he turned around and said to me, ‘It’s just because I’m a scholar monk, I don’t know how to meditate’. And you could see that, you know, his scholarly achievements were huge. But his, there was an imbalance there, he could not wait and be still. And there’s the other monks, they can be very still but sometimes they totally misunderstand the Buddha’s teachings; and sometimes they think they’re Stream Winners and Arahants when they’re certainly not.
 
So you do need those two. I say those are the gunpowder and the match to create Enlightenment. The match is the meditation, the gunpowder is your knowledge of the Dhamma. You do need those two to come together. Even though you may have a whole blowtorch, so powerful meditation, but no knowledge of the Dhamma, there’s no explosion; you can have this huge heap of knowledge, this whole warehouse of gunpowder, but no match to light it, so nothing happens - you need those two. You know you’ve got, like a balance, where Stream Winning and all these other things happen.

Can you think of any other passages that come to mind, particularly from the bhikkhunī Vinaya, where it shows that the Buddha actively supported the nuns and changed things for their benefit?

Oh there’s many, a lot of times of that, when sometimes the monks would receive food from the bhikkhunīs - because the bhikkhunīs had too much faith - and the Buddha said no, you can’t do that because, you know, the bhikkhunīs they have much greater difficulty getting food. So ‘monks don’t receive food from them’ and also robes from them. He’s telling the monks in many of the pacittiya rules, that you shouldn’t receive these things from bhikkhunīs because, again, they would get things with difficulties. It may have been the culture there for women, again, to support the men. He said, no you can’t do that, because the women have to be supported.

In terms of the bhikkhunī Vinaya, can you think of anything more?

The bhikkhunī Vinaya is much shorter than the bhikkhu Vinaya. Not off the top of my head, I must admit.

But one of the things that was noticed about the bhikkhunī Vinaya, why it’s not as long as the bhikkhu Vinaya (and this is one of the reasons why I can’t remember such stories) is because if you’re a bhikkhu, the bhikkhu Vinaya is important for you because it’s what you use everyday to guard your actions and to prevent you from doing things which are inappropriate. So it’s in the front of your mind, always. So the bhikkhunī Vinaya will be in the front of the bhikkhunī’s minds, but not the bhikkhu Vinaya. And the same with me, the bhikkhunī Vinaya is, you know, academic, because I don’t have to make use of it. So because of that it’s not so ‘in front’ for me.

The bhikkhunī Vinaya was kept – remembered - by the bhikkhus; that’s why many people say that the bhikkhunī Vinaya, it may not be as certain as the bhikkhu Vinaya; it was more like remembered as an academic relic of times past. It wasn’t alive, as the bhikkhu Vinaya is. In the bhikkhu Vinaya we’re always asking questions about it, trying to understand, well if this happens, what should we do? Is it a rule or is it not a rule. But if it doesn’t affect us, if it’s not practical, we don’t keep it alive.

So what are the implications of that for nuns today?

The bhikkhunī Vinaya might not be as accurate a representation of the original Vinaya as the bhikkhu Vinaya is, because it wasn’t kept alive. It’s more like a relic which gathered dust and maybe some of the, you might say, the Silverfish ate parts of it away because it wasn’t kept alive. So it’s reliability is not as great as the bhikkhu Vinaya.

But the rules within the pātimokkha are still…?

The rules within the pātimokkha are still pretty good but I think there’s more leeway to adapt.

So that’s the advantage?

Advantage, yes. Because we’re not quite sure exactly what it was in the beginning. It may have changed because it wasn’t so alive and current to all the monks who recited the Vinaya over 26 centuries.

Okay, very good. Thank you Ajahn; that’s the interview.

Is that the sort of thing you wanted?

Yeah...

…Very good. It’s important in this modern world, and look, as I go around the world, which I do, there’s huge amount of support for what we’ve done here in Perth. You wouldn’t believe just how well known we are in Perth. 

Recently, I was in Bangkok – last week – and I was visiting one of the very senior monks and after paying my respects, he was very friendly, very supportive of everything we’re doing here in Perth and one of his junior monks asked for a photograph of me and I said ‘Why?’ and he said it was because I am very highly regarded by the social activists in Thailand for the stand on bhikkhunīs and also for supporting the gay community. He said that because I am a senior monk, and I’m well known in Thailand, and I am standing up for things like bhikkhunī ordination, for gay marriage. 

There are very few monks who have the guts to do that. So you see that what we’re doing here with the bhikkhunī ordination is actually going all over the world and people are very encouraged by this…that’s what I’ve found…people in the West, they…know what goes on here. Because we have broken ground that needed to be broken. 

When I was in England again last October, people were stopping, all these Buddhists, saying, ‘Thank you, what a wonderful thing you’ve done, thank you so much for women’ and these were men as well as women. So there’s a huge amount of support, which actually surprised me.

I’m surprised to hear that; that it was to that extent.

It was very, very strong. Sometimes that is what we need to do, stand up - take the heat. 

There was Richard Gombrich from Oxford, he gave this talk, which I think you had a copy of, in Thailand, last August or September; he was saying it was one of the weaknesses of monks in Thailand: they eat the food of the people and they accept their donations and they teach what most people already know but they don’t lead in social issues. 

He made one particular point about, there’s still the death penalty in Thailand, carried out and why aren’t monks standing up and saying, ‘That’s breaking your five precepts’? Pānātipātā veramanī … The death penalty’s un-Buddhist. 

So you know, we should stand up for these things. It’s not being political, it’s just standing up for Dhamma, for basic Buddhism, keeping the five precepts at a government level. The same in Sri Lanka too, which has also got the death penalty; I don’t know if it’s carried out, whether there’s an amnesty, but it’s still on the books. Which is, un-Buddhist. So it’s one of the things, which as Buddhists we should stand up for and say ‘Enough’. If you think yourself a Buddhist country, then that’s a simple thing you can do.

So it’s interesting, not being political – political is favouring one side over another – it’s being a leader in ethics. Which is our job. The Buddha stood up against the caste system, for example. He did speak up against the discrimination against women. Remember that time, when, I think, King Pasenadi had a girl and he was upset? The Buddha said, look, you should never think that a girl is inferior to a boy. She may grow up to be a great Queen, a great person. So the Buddha did stand up - to Kings. He would stand up to…what was obviously, with the caste system, were very discriminatory practices in society. So the Buddha would do that so monks should do that as well - without getting political, without fear and without wanting gain.

Thanks so much, Ajahn.

Okay, very good.
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