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Abstract

Venerable Ananda was well known as one of the Buddha’s principal
disciples. He was regarded as an excellent listener and the Sakyamuni Buddha’s
brother. In Sukhavatt vytiha Sitra, one of Mahayana Sitras in the famous
school of Pure Land, it narrated about the Pure Land of Amitabha with Ananda
in the role of a hearer of the story of the Sukhavati realm from Sakyamuni
Buddha. Perhaps, most readers are interested in the teaching of the scriptures.
However, the author has some suspicions about some characters that appeared
in the Sitra. Other than the role of Ananda who asked the Buddha to tell the
story of the Pure Land, another interesting role is the sitting posture and
characteristics of Ananda at the beginning of this story, and in other Sitras.
There is some doubts that the author has observed about his personnal
character. Thus, the purpose of this article is to study the posture of Ananda
while approaching the Buddha as it appeared in this Siitra when compared
with other Sitras.

The result of this study reveals that in the Sukhavati vyiiha Sitra, the
role in the beginning of Ananda or other great disciples as an interlocutor of
the dharma with the Buddha in other Mahayana Sttras, were narrated with
similar styles of writing influence by other older texts, as well as by the
traditional decorum in approaching the Buddha, which comprised three steps:

1. uncovering uttarasanga from the right shoulder, 2. placing the right knee
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on the ground, and 3. joining the palms together with respect. The sitting
postures of the disciples are particularly interesting because the Mahayana
sect is likely to create stranger postures than primitive Buddhism. In a
comparative study of a traditional decorum for approaching the Buddha of
the Theravada sect, the Tripitaka described only two steps by omitting the
sitting postures. However, something is doubtful, when the junior Bhiksus
approached the senior Bhiksus, it described the sitting postures in three steps:
1. uncovering uttarasanga from the right shoulder, 2. squatting on the ground,

3. joining the palms together with respect.
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Introduction

In the Sukhavati vytha Sttra of the Sukhavati sect has 5 main characters:
Sakyamuni (the story teller), Reverend Ananda (the main interlocutor),
Loke$vararaja (a companienment), Bhiksu Dharmakara or Amitabha (the
most important character), Ajita Bodhisattva (another interlocutor). But in

this article, the researcher focuses merely on analyzing the role of Ananda.

Story’s Beginning

In most Mahayana sutras, the beginning narrates about the place where
the Sakyamuni stayed before preaching, with the number of disciples and
Bodhisattvas. Then He tells stories for the disciples, after that some chief
disciples go and squat in front of Him how to solue asking problems. The most
famous disciples who became His interlocutors are: Ananda, Sariputra,
Subhtiti, Manjusri, etc. The Mahayana Siitras usually begin with “Thus I have
heard... At one time the Bhagavan...” (Sk: evam maya $rutam, ekasmin
samaye bhagavan...). This is the most popular sentence of several sutras
whose owner is Ananda, the well versed, for he had been given a boon from
the Buddha that if the Buddha preaches where Ananda is absent, He would
tell him again. Ananda had the most retentive memory, and it is accepted that
he is the store of the Buddha’s teachings. He also has a duty for answering
the dharma. Thus he narrates the sutras that he had heard.

An example of this popular sentence in the beginning of the Vajra
Prajfiaparamita Sitra:

Thus I have heard: One time the Buddha was staying at the
garden retreat of Anathapindada, in the Jeta Grove near $§ravasti,
together with a gathering of great bhiksus, twelve hundred and fifty
in all, and a great numbers of the great bodhisattvas?.

Another example from the beginning of the Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sutra:
Thus have I heard at one time. The Buddha was staying in
the garden of Amrapali, in the city of Vaisali, attended by a great

“evam maya $rutam| ekasmin samaye bhagavan §ravastyarm viharati sma
jetavane’nathapindadasyarame mahata bhiksusamghena sartham
trayodasabhirbhiksusataih sambahulai§ca bodhisattvairmahasattvaih| (Vajra 1), see,
Sathien Bodhinanda.(1982) Vajra Prajfiaparamita Sutra.(Bangkok: Mahamakut
Educational Council,p. 1).
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gathering of bhiksus there were eight thousand, and thirty-two

thousand bodhisattvas?

While, the Prajia Paramita Hridaya Sttra begins with:
Thus have I heard. Once the Buddha was staying in Rajagrha
at Vulture Peak mountain, together with a great gathering of the

sangha of bhikshus and a great gathering of the sangha of bodhisattvas®.

The beginning part of the Bhaisajyaguru Vaidiryaprabharaja Sutra is
as follows:

Thus have I heard: Once the Buddha was traveling through
various lands to teach the Dharma. When he arrived in Vaisali, he
rested under the Tree of Music, accompanied by eight thousand great
bhiksus and thirty-six thousand Bodhisattvas and Mahasattvas, as
well as Kings, Ministers, Brahmins, Laymen, Laywomen, Gods,
Nagas, Yaksas, Gandharvas, Asura, Garuda, Kinnaras, Dragons and

other human and non-human beings®.

The Sukhavativaytiha Siitra begins with the similar text, as found in

other Mahayana Siitras:

3evam maya $rutam/ ekasmin samaye bhagavan vai$alyarm viharati sma,
amrapalivanemahatabhiksusanghenasardharmastabhirbhiksusahasraih,dvatrirhsata
ca bodhisattvasahasrair... (Vimala 1), see, Sathien Bodhinanda. (1978) Vimalakirti
Nirdesa Satra. (Bangkok: Mahamakut Educational Council,p 1).

‘evam maya $rutam| ekasmin samaye bhagavan rajagrhe viharati sma
grdhrakiiteparvatemahatabhiksusanghenasardhammahatacabodhisattvasanghenal
(Prajfia Hridaya 1), see, Sujivobhikshu.(1979) Mahayana Sttra, Prajfia Paramita
Hridaya Siatra and Sukhavati vytha Sitra. (Bangkok : Mahamakut Educational
Council,p 1).

Sevammayasrutam | ekasminsamayebhagavanjanapadacaryarcaramano’
nupiirvena yena vai$alih mahanagarim tenanuprapto’bhiit | tatra khalu bhagavan
vai§alyarm viharati sma vadyasvaravrksamiille mahata bhiksusanghena
sardhamastabhirbhiksusahasraih sat-trinsadbhisca bodhisattvasahasraih sardham
rajamatyabrahmanagrhapatisarhhatya devanagayaksagandharvasuragarudakinna
ramahoraga manusyamanusyaparsada ca parivrtah puraskrto dharmam desayati
sma | (Bhaisajyaguru 1), see, Minh Thanh(2001) Sutra of the Medicine. (Taipei:
The Corporate Body of the Buddha Educational Foundation,p 17).
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Thus have I heard. At one time the Buddha was staying on

the Vulture Peak in Rajagriha with a large company of thirty-two
thousand bhiksus®.

The scene in this story begins with narration of the place of the
Buddha’s preaching, Vulture Peak (sk: gridhrikiita). He sits as the principal
surrounded by the large number of disciples. In other Mahayana Sitras also

begin with this scene, but with different places for preaching.

Commencement of conversation and actions

After the beginning, the important role is narration of the Sakyamunt,
who describes things in the Stikhavatt Lokadhatu, and the Amitabha’s history
to Ananda and other disciples. When suspicion arises, Ananda is the chief
disciple to ask those questions, and Sakyamuni would answer by reckoning
the interlocutor’s name always as a matter of courtesy. After that, He begins
the content in detail, namely, reckoning “O Ananda!” (sk: Ananda) The
following is from the Stkhavativyiiha Siitra, when the Buddha answers
Ananda on Pranidhana Visesa :

That Bhiksu Dharmakara, the nobleminded Bodhisattva,

O Ananda, was possessed of this perfection of prayers. And a few

Bodhisattvas only, O Ananda, are possessed of such a perfection of

prayers. There is on this earth an appearance of a few only of such

prayers. Of a few, however, existence cannot be denied. ‘Then again,

O Ananda, this Bhiksu Dharmakara having recited these prayers before

the Bhagavat Loke$vararaja, the Tathagata, and before the world
including gods, Mara, and Brahman, and

before people consisting of Sramanas and Brahmanas with gods,

Sevam maya $rutam | ekasmin samaye bhagavan rajagrhe viharati sma
grdhrakiitaparvate mahata bhiksusamghena sardham dvatrinsata bhiksusahasraih,

(Sukhavati 1)
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men, and fighting spirits, was established in the attainment of

the true promise.’

Generally, the commencing part of the Mahayana Sutras is alike, as if
in imitation of each other. They begin with description of place, events, and
numbers of the audience. Thus, the interlocutor or the asker arises from the
seat, covers the cloth on the shoulder, kneels on the direction of the Buddha,
and pays reverence. After that, the conversation of dharma begins.

The following is from the Mahayana Stitra “Bhaisajyaguru Vaidiiryaprabharaja
Siitra”, Sakyamuni’s interlocutor is Mafijusri:

At that time, the Bodhisattva Manjusri, Prince of the Dharma, receiving
the awesome spiritual power of the Buddha, rose from his seat, adjusted his
robe to bare his shoulder and knelt on his right knee. He bowed deeply, and
with palms joined, respectfully addressed the Buddha: “World-Honored One,
may I please request you to explain the various names and titles, the great,
past vows and the superlative virtues of the Buddhas, so that those who are
listening to you will be freed of karmic obstructions, while in the future,
sentient beings in the Dharma Semblance Age will also derive great benefit

and joy.”®

In the Mahayana Sttra, Larmkavatara, Sakyamuni’s interlocutor is

Mahamati Bodhisattva, it begins with:

’evamripayananda pranidhanasampada sa dharmakaro bhiksurbodhisattvo
mahasattvah samanvagato’bhiit| evamriipaya cananda pranidhanasampadalpaka
bodhisattvah samanvagatah | alpakanarh caivamripanam pranidhinam loke
pradurbhavo bhavati parittanam| na punah sarvaso nasti| sa khalu punarananda
dharmakaro bhiksustasya bhagavato loke§vararajasya tathagatasya puratah sade-
vakasya lokasya samarakasya sabrahmakasya sasramanabrahmanikayah prajayah
sadevamanusasurayah purata imanevamripan pranidhanavisesannirdi§ya yathabh
Gtapratijiapratipattipratisthito’bhiit| (Stkhavatt 10)

Satha khalu mafjusrirdharmarajaputro buddhanubhavenotthayasanad
ckamsamuttarasangam krtva daksinam janumandalam prthivyam pratisthapya
yena  bhagavamstenafijalih  pranamya  bhagavantametadavocat-desayatu
bhagavamstesam tathagatanarn namani, tesarh piirvapranidhanavistaravibhangam
| vayam $rutva sarvakarmavaranani visodhayema pascime kale pascime samaye

saddharmapratiriipake vartamane sattvanamanugrahamupadaya | (Bhaisajyaguru 1)
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At that time Mahamati the Bodhisattva-Mahasattva who
had visited all the Buddha-lands, together with all the Bodhisattvas,
rose from his seat by the power of the Buddhas, drawing his upper
garment over one shoulder, placing his right knee on the ground and
with folded hands, turning in the direction of the Bhagavan,
respectfully saluted him, and praised him with the following verses:
“As thou reviewest the world with thy transcendental knowledge and
compassion, it is to thee like an ethereal flower, of which one cannot
say whether it is born or destroyed, as [the category of] being and

non-being is inapplicable to it.””

An example of the conversation in the Mahayana Sdtra,
Vajraprajiiaparamita Satra, in which Sakyamunt’s interlocutor is Bhiksu
Subhiiti, is as follows:

At that time, the venerable Subhiiti was amidst the great
congregation. He then rose from his seat, adjusted his robes to one
shoulder, and with his right knee touching the ground. With palms
joined in reverence, he addressed the Buddha: “Extraordinary, World
Honored One, is the Tathagata’s skillful mindfulness of the
bodhisattvas, and his skillful entrustment to the bodhisattvas.”!?

While in the Stikhavativyiiha Siitra, the interlocutor is Ananda, who
acts towards the Buddha in the same way, and the commencing part is similar
to most of the Mahayana Siitras:

%atha khalu mahamatirbodhisattvo mahasattvo mahamatibodhisattvasahitah
sarvabuddhaksetranucari buddhanubhavenotthayasanadekarmsamuttrasangam
krtvadaksinam janumandalam prthivyam pratisthapya yena bhagavams tenafijalir
pranamya bhagavantam gathabhirabhyastavit utpadabhangarahito lokah
khapuspasamnibhah | sadasan-nopaladdhaste prajiiya krpaya ca te || (Larhkavatara
2/1)

'%atha khalvayusman subhtirutthayasanadekamsamuttarasangam krtva
daksinam janumandalam prthivyarm pratisthapya yena bhagavamstenafijalith
pranamya bhagavantametadavocat- a§caryam bhagavan, paramascaryam sugata,
yavad eva tathagatenarhata samyaksambuddhena bodhisattva mahasattva
anuparigrhitah paramenanugrahena | (Vajra 1) see, Dhyana Master Hsuan Hua (1974)

The Diamond sutra. (San Francisco: The Sino-American Buddhist Association,p 70).
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At that time the Venerable Ananda rose from his seat, bared his right
shoulder, prostrated himself, kneeling his right knee on the ground, and joining
his palms in reverence to the direction of the Buddha, said to Him, “World-
Honored One, today all your senses are radiant with joy, your body is serene
and glorious, and your august countenance is as majestic as a clear mirror
whose brightness radiates outward and inward.”"!

From the above statements, it is worth noting the action of the
interlocutor of dharma, who is approaching the Buddha as presentative of the
sangha for asking questions. It is Mahayana manners for approaching and
making reverence to the Buddha in 3 steps : lowering the upper garment over
one shoulder, kneeling the right knee on the ground, and joining the palms to
the direction of the Buddha. All the three steps show reverence and physical
purification.

It is also well known that the upper garment should be covered neatly
outside the temple. While, approaching the elder bhiksus, the upper garment
should be covered on the (left) shoulder (keeping the right shoulder open). If
that was not so, it is considered as betraying the tradition and not showing
respect. The manner of covering this robe may be influenced by the orthodox
Theravada, for it is said clearly in the Theravada Tipitaka, in Sekhiyavatra,
that “/t should be recognized to cover the body neatly... do cover the navel
and knees neatly, do arrange the both rims equally, do cover readily, in making
reverence or doing vinaiya kamma, having arranged uttarasangha over the
one shoulder’"

For the sitting posture of the disciples while approaching the Buddha
for asking questions, most Mahayana scriptures designate the sitting posture
as, kneeling the right knee on the ground, and joining the palms, heading to
the direction of the Buddha. It’s not clear why this posture is used. It might
be influenced from a manner of paying respect to the highest ruler as

"atha khalvayusmananda utthayasamadekarmsamuttarasangam krtva
daksinam janumandalam prthivyarm pratisthapya yena bhagavamstenafijalirh
pranamya bhagavantametadavocat-viprasannani tava bhagavata indriyani,
pariSuddhaschavivarnah, paryavadato mukhavarpah pitanirbhasah | (Stikhavati
2)

12 Maha.Dutiya. 2/1-9/1-7 [Version: Thai]
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emperor in the Eastern Culture. The posture of paying respect to the Chinese
emperor in the ancient Chinese culture is in the same posture. Whatever the
reason is, it can be concluded that this sitting posture is the Mahayana custom
of paying reverence to the Buddha. While in the Theravada Tipitaka, the
description of approaching of the Buddha tells merely of covering the upper
garment, and joining the palms heading to the Buddha direction, without any
description of the sitting posture as in the Mahayana Siitras. For example,
the seventh Vinaiya Pitaka, Culla Vagga, Part II, Patimokkhathapana
Khandhaka:
“At that time, the Buddha was staying at the Prasada of
Migarmarta, in Pubbarama, in the city of Savatthi. On the Uposatha,
full moon day, the Buddha rounded by the sanghas. Ananda, in the
middle of the night, the first watch passed, rose from the seat,
having arranged the upper robe over one shoulder, joining the
palms, heading to the Buddha, said...”"*

An example from the seventeenth Suttanta Pitaka, Punnama Sutta, in
the Samyuttanikaya, Khandhavaravagga, is as follows:

“At that time, a bhiksu rose from the seat, covered the
upper robe on one shoulder, joining the palms, heading to the
Buddha, said to Him that O the Bliss One, may I ask a question,
if you give me a chance to solve the problem for me. The Buddha
answered that, O bhiksu, if so, should you sit there on your own

seat, ask your question as you intended...”"*

3 tena samayena buddho bhagava savatthiyam viharati pubbarame
migaramatu pasade tena kho pana samayena bhagava tadahuposathe pannarase
bhikkhusanghaparivuto nisinno hoti athakho ayasma anando abhikkantaya rattiya
nikkhante pathame yame utthayasana ekamsam uttarasangam karitva yena bhagava
tenafjalih panametva bhagavantam etadavoca... (Vinai.Cull. 7/447/483)

14 atha kho afinataro bhikkhu utthayasana ekamsam uttarasangam karitva
yene bhagava tenafijjalimpanametva bhagavantam etadavoca puccheyyaham
bhante bhagavantam kificideva desam sace me bhagava okasam karoti pafihassa
veyyakaranayati tenahi tvam bhikkhu sake asanenisiditva pucchayadakamkhastti. ..
(san. khandh. 17/183/121)
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Figure 1 The custom sitting  Figure 2 Bhiksu Subhiiti’s ~ Figure 3 Ananda in

posture in Mahayana sitting posture while Tibetan Art
Sutras conversation in front

of the Buddha, in the

Vajra Prajia Paramita

Stitra

It is concluded that the manner of approaching the Buddha in order to
listen to dharma in the Theravada Tipitaka does not describe the sitting posture
as in the Mahayana Sutras, but describes only covering of the robe and joining
of the palms. It is important to note that the sitting posture in the Tipitaka,
there is a description of the younger bhiksus approaching the elder ones, it
also describes the sitting posture, called in Thai “Nang Krayong” (squatting
on the ground),which is different from the description of approaching to the
Buddha, omitting the sitting posture. For example, in the Civaravagga, the
third item, Vinaiya Pitaka Vol. II, Mahavibhanga, Part II:

“That bhiksu should approach to several bhiksus, having
arranged the upper robe over one shoulder, prostrate himself at
the elders’ feet, squatting on the ground, joining palms, and said
that, Elders, this untimely robe is possessed by me. Its possession passes
the period of ten days. It must be discarded. I hereby give it up to all

of you...”"

5 tena bhikkhuna sambahule bhikkhii upasankamitva ekamsam
uttarasangam karitva vuddhanam bhikkhiinam pade vanditva ukkutikam nisiditva
afijalirh paggahetva evamassa vacaniyo idam me bhante civaram dasahatikkantam
nissaggiyam imaham ayasmantanam nissajjamiti ...(Vinai.Maha. 2/5/4)
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Another example from Codanavatthubhanavara, Vinayapitaka Vol. IV
, Mahavagga, Part I, is as follows:

“The sick bhiksus should approach to another bhiksu,
having arranged the upper robe over one shoulder, squatting on the
ground, joining palms, and said that, I would give consent, please take
my consent from me.” “I express my consent, please accept and
inform the Sangha. The receiver bhiksu can accept it either bodily
or verbal or with both expressions. By this means, the consent of a
sick bhiksu has been already admitted...”!®

Figure 4 Posture of Kra Yong, squatting on the ground (sitting down on the haunches)

Conclusion

The commencement of the Sukhavati vyiiha Sttra is as described in
most Mahayana Siitras, beginning with the popular statement of Ananda, who
is well versed in the sutras, “Thus I heard, at one time, the Buddha...” The
scene in the beginning of the Sutra is alike, except for the place and the chief
disciples who are the interlocutors of the Buddha. The important aspect is the
manner of approaching the Buddha in the way of Mahayana, in commencement
of the conversation. There are three actions as tradition: covering the upper
garment on the (left) shoulder, kneeling and heading to the Buddha, and joining

the palms to pay reverence. It is believed that this manner is a custom for

16 tena gilanena bhikkhuna ekam bhikkhurh upasankamitva ekamsam
uttarasangam karitva ukkutikam nisiditva afijalirh paggahetva evamassa vacaniyo
chandam dammi chandam me hara chandam me arocehtti kayena vififiapeti vacaya
vififiapeti kayena vacaya vifinapeti dinno hoti chando...(Vinai.Maha. 4/182/237)
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paying reverence to the Buddha by the Mahayana disciples, which is different
from the Theravada. The researcher notices that the manner of covering the
upper robe on the left shoulder when approaching the elder bhiksus might be
influenced from the Theravada. But the origin of the sitting posture, kneeling
only with the right knee on the ground for conversation with the Buddha is
unknown, and no reason is found why it should be so. The researcher also
believes that it may be the eastern culture to show humbleness and loyalty to

their masters.
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