SD 61.5a Devadatta: a study from early Buddhist sources

SD 61.5a Devadatta

A study from early Buddhist sources
©Piya Tan, 2024

CONTENTS
1 Devadatta and Siddnattha......ooceeoiieie e et e e sbee s 130
0 R oY1 o | o ToTo o g 1V -] g = URRUSR 130
O o N o 1 =0 T o 1T 4o 1Y Y 2SR 130
2 Early history of DeVAdatta........ccccciiiiiiiiiicccceee ettt et e e e e et e e e e raba e e e e nbaeeeeannreeaean 131
2.1 Devadatta joins the SANGNA ....c..uiii i e 131
2.1.1 Devadatta the Koliya KShatriya.......ccueiiiciiiiieiiie et seree e 131
2.1.2 Devadatta and AJATASattU......cccueiiieciieecccieee et ecre e e et e e e et e e e e eate e e e eeara e e e e nraee e e naaeeaean 132
D A Lo 1U] o g Y=o <Y< o] o] o 0 =T oL {3 PSP 133
2.2.1 Rajagaha: Rumours of Devadatta’s betrayal.......c.ccceveviiiiiiiiiiiiccccee e 133
2.2.2 Devadatta enjoys his Worldly ains .......c..oeeeeiiii i e 134
N (ol oY e le) i YT T o Ved o = TR 134
3.1 Why the sangha Needs NO IEAUEN.........coiiiiiii e e e e e ereeas 134
3.1.1 The Buddha chides Devadatta........ccccceiiciiiiiieeieeeciee ettt e ssvee s st e s e e saeessneeenes 134
3.1.2 “What the Buddha says ... is the best of Words” ..........cccvveiiiirciiiiiecee e 136
3.1.3 Did the Buddha insult Devadatta? ........ccoceeiriieriieiiiee ettt st s saee e sbee e 138
3.2 Beginning of Devadatta’s €Nd........coociiiiiiiiiii e e e 139
3.2.1 The sangha denounces Devadatia ........ccccceeeciiiiiiciiie et 139
3.2.2 Devadatta’s plot thickens in Rajagaha..........ccceeeiiiiiiiicciiie e e 140
4 Devadatta’s personal attempts on the Buddha’s life.......c.eeeeeiiiiiiieii e, 141
4.1 The boulder and the elePhant ...........cuuiii it e et e e e e ebae e e e ebaeee e eanes 141
4.1.1 The boulder: causing the Buddha to bleed..........ccooiiiiiiiiiie e 141
4.1.2 The drunken elephant NaIagiri tamed .........cooviiiieiiiiiec e e e 143
4.2 DeVvadatla’s SUDTEITUZE ....cocueiee ettt ettt e e ettt e e e et e e e e ebb e e e e ebbeeeeenteeeesstaeaesanes 144
4.2.1 “Breaking the sangha’s aUthority” .........cooiiii e e 144
4.2.2 THE 5 SEICE TUIES ..ttt ettt ettt e st e e s abe e sabeessbbeesabaesabeesabaesasaeesasaean 144
4.2.3 DEVAdAtIa’s NG ......ciiiiiiiiiiiiiieeiie ettt et ettt e s be e s bbe e s ba e s sabeesataesbteesabae s 146

http://dharmafarer.org 129



http://dharmafarer.org/

SD 61.5a Devadatta: a study from the Pali texts

1 Devadatta and Siddhattha

1.1 CHILDHOOD RIVALRIES

Deva,datta was the son of the Sakya Suppabuddha (maternal uncle of the Buddha). Sariputta refer-
red to Devadatta as Godhi,putta, “the son of Godhi.”! According to some accounts, Devadatta had a
sister Bhadda,kaccana (also known as Yaso,dhara),? who married Siddh’attha.?

Devadatta had a great dislike for Siddhattha even when they were young boys. Once Devadatta shot
down a flying goose with an arrow.? The goose fell to the ground near Siddhattha who then nursed its
wing which was hurt by Devadatta’s arrow. Devadatta claimed that the goose he had shot down belong-
ed to him. Siddhattha retorted that if it had died perhaps, but since he (the Bodhisattva) had nursed it
and saved its life, the goose belonged to him (the Bodhisattva).®

The Sanskrit books (such as the Mahavastu) give several stories of Devadatta’s youth which show his
malice towards Siddhartha. When Siddhartha was about to show his skill in the martial arts, a white
elephant was being brought for him, and Devadatta, out of envy, killed it. The carcass blocked the city
gate until Siddhartha threw it outside.

The Sarhyutta Commentary says that Devadatta had the strength of 5 elephants (SA 1:78,5 f). The
Bodhisattva was, of course, much stronger.

1.2 PAST-LIFE ANIMOSITY

The Seriva,vanija Jataka (J 3) relates that in the past the Bodhisattva was an itinerant pedlar
(kaccha,puta,vanija)® of Seri (a country, rattha, in ancient India, J 1:111) and was also called Seriva.
Once, in the company of a greedy merchant (lola,vanija), selling trinkets, also called Seriva, he crossed
the Tela,vaha river and entered Andha,pura.’ In that city was a family fallen on bad times, survived by
only a girl and her grandmother.

1 Vinaya records Sariputta as referring to him as Godhi,putta (V 2:189,24-26); as does Comy to Devadatta S (It 85);
ItA 2:100,24 f), suggesting that his mother’s name is Godhi.

2 Besides being called Yasodhara (BA 245; Divy 253), she is most often known as Rahula,mata (Rahula’s mother) (V
1:182; VA 5:1009; DA 2:425; AA 1:301, 364; DhA 1:116, 3:164, 4:89; ThaA 2:221; ThiA 81; ApA 63, 65, 67, 358, 532;
BA 131, 276, 279, 280, 282, 298; CA 39; J passim); sometimes, she is called Bimba,devi (J 2:392 f; DA 2:422; ApA 540;
12:392) and prob also Bimba,sundart (J 6:478).

3 DhA 3:44; Mahv 2.22; MilnT 136. The Dulva (Tib Vinaya) calls Devadatta the son of Amit’odana and brother of
Ananda. This is supported by Mvst 2:69, which says that after the Buddha’s renunciation, Devadatta tried to seduce
Bhadda,kaccana. (W W Rockhill, The Life of the Buddha, London, 1884:13, 83 f).

4 This was prob a bar-headed goose (Anser indicus) into which, the Jatakas tell us, the Bodhisattva was reborn a
number of times, ie, as the “golden goose” of Palasa J () 370/3:208); Neru J (J 379/3:246), Cala Hamsa J (J 502/-
4:423).

5 Found in the now lost (Skt) Abhiniskramanastra (the discourse on the great renunciation), Chin #4174 4% f6-
bén xingji jing, Taisho ed, T3n190,12 (705b22-c20) [see scroll 12: NTI Reader] tr Jianagupta of Gandhara (587-595
CE); T1450 [xxiv] 112a19-b14 =D a, dulba ga, 290b4-7 = Gnoli, The Gilgit MS of the Sanghabhedavastu, pt 1, 1977:
63 f; see also Beal 1875: vi f. Brief ref: T190 (T2149-276a:4, T2154-540a:18). Cf T2154-501a:2 (tr Nieh Tao-chen, 280-
312 CE). The story has been tr by S Beal, The Romantic Legend of Sakya Buddha, London, 1875: 72 f (ch 12). See S
Dhammika, Nature and the Environment in Early Buddhism, Singapore, 2015:179 f.

8 Kaccha,puta,vanija, “a pedlar carrying his goods in pockets in a loin cloth” (CPD). Or, a pedlar who sells ornamen-
tal goods, carrying them in his garment’s pockets (ItA 1:98,2-6; VbhA 472,22-30). DP says that kaccha,puta (m) is “a
box or bag with compartments or pockets (for carrying merchandise).”

7 Prob ancient Andhra Pradesh, now a state on the SE Indian coast just north of Chennai. Its capital is Amaravati.
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The greedy merchant went to their house with his wares. The girl begged her grandmother to buy her
a trinket, and suggested that they should give the hawker in exchange the bowl from which they ate. The
bowl! was an heirloom, made of gold that had lost its lustre. The women either did not know its value or
had forgotten about it. The hawker was called in and shown the bowl. He scratched it with a needle and
knew it was made of gold. Desiring to have it for nothing, he said it was not worth one half farthing,
threw it down and left.

Later, the Bodhisattva (also a merchant) came to the same street and was offered the same bowl.

He told the women the truth, gave them all the money he had and his stock, leaving only 8 pieces of
money for himself. These he gave to a boatman to take him across the river.

Meanwhile the greedy merchant went back to the women’s house, hoping to get the bowl in ex-
change for a few trinkets. When he heard of what had happened, he lost control of himself, threw down
all he had, and ran down to the river. Seeing the Bodhisattva’s boat midstream, he shouted to the boat-
man to return but the Bodhisattva urged the boatman on.

The merchant, realizing what he had lost through his greed was so upset that his heart burst, and
he fell down dead.

The story was told to a monk who had given up striving (ossattha,viriya). The greedy merchant is
identified as Devadatta, and this, it seems, was the beginning of his enmity towards the Bodhisattva that
festered until the Buddha’s time. The Buddha then uttered this verse for the benefit of the monk:

idha ce nam viradhesi If you give up here (in this teaching),
saddhammassa niyamatam and fail to win the good Dharma’s goal,
ciram tvam anutappesi then, you will long sorrow

serivdyam va vanijo ti (43) like that merchant of Seriva.

() 3/1:110-113)
2 Early history of Devadatta

2.1 DEVADATTA JOINS THE SANGHA

2.1.1 Devadatta the Koliya kshatriya

2.1.1.1 When the Buddha visited Kapilavatthu after the great awakening and taught the Sakyas,
Devadatta (a Koliya) was converted together with his Sakya relatives Ananda, Bhagu, Kimbila, Bhaddiya,
Anuruddha, and their barber, Upali. Devadatta approached the Buddha at Anupiya (in Malla country)
where he joined the order.®

2.1.1.2 During the rainy season that followed, Devadatta acquired psychic powers within the reach
of worldlings (puthujjanika iddhi).° For some time he seems to have enjoyed great honour in the sangha,
and at one time he is even mentioned in the Brahmana Sutta (U 1.5), in a list of 11 of the chief elders,*
all of whom the Buddha speaks in praise of being “brahmins,” that is, noble monks who keep to the train-
ing. The term also refers to arhats, which all of them are, but two (Ananda and Devadatta).!!

8Cv7.1.1-4 (V 1:180-183).

9V 2:183; DhA 1:138. AA 1:191 says that Devadatta won the 8 attainments, and adds that Bhagu and Kimbila
attained arhathood later. For details, see Rockhill, 1884:85.

10y 1.5/3. The 11 are Sariputta, Moggallana, Maha Kassapa, Maha Kaccana, Maha Kotthita, Maha Kappina, Maha
Cunda, Anuruddha, Revata, Devadatta and Nanda. See R Ray, Buddhist Saints in India, Oxford, 1994:164.

11U 1.5/1:3. Vinaya records that while Sariputta was in Rajagaha, he often openly praised Devadatta (V 2:189; see
also DhA 1:64f).
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2.1.1.3 Apparently for the first 12 years,'? Devadatta was said to have diligently pursued the right
path and enjoyed great fame. Both the Pali and the Chinese texts record that Devadatta was especially
known for his mastery of suttas, meditation and ascetic practices.!® The (Itivuttaka) Devadatta Sutta (It
89), for example, notes: “It is heard that Devadatta is widely known to be wise, considered as one self-
cultivated; he stands like a fire blazing with fame.”** Further, he seems to have frequently given sermons,
one of which is preserved as the Sila,yGpa Sutta (A 9.26).%°

Hence, Devadatta was praised by the Buddha himself, as mentioned in the Brahmana Sutta (U 1.5)
[2] and by the wisest and most compassionate of the monks (besides the Buddha). That is, Sariputta, too,
publicly praises Devadatta as being “powerful and mighty” (mah’iddhiko godhi,putto mahdnubhavo
godhi,putto).

2.1.2 Devadatta and Ajatasattu

2.1.2.1 After the Buddha had stayed in Anupiyal® as long as he was inclined to, he left with the san-
gha for Kosambr (in Varsa country), where he stayed at Ghosita’s monastery. As for Devadatta, he felt
dissatisfied seeing how his kshatriya colleagues were supported and honoured as monks while he was
often ignored.'” The main reason for this was probably he was one from the Koliya clan living amongst
the Sakyas. He was thus not as well honoured as the Sakya monks who were more familiar to their Sakya
kinsmen. Another reason was probably Devadatta never got along well with his cousin Siddhattha (now
the Buddha), which was a factor in his future resentment against the Buddha. Underlying all this, Deva-
datta had a poor moral character, driven by a desire for gain, honour and fame.*®

2.1.2.2 About 8 years before the Buddha’s parinirvana,’® we begin to see Devadatta showing his true
colours: he was drawn to gain and honour, and jealous of the Buddha’s fame. While in solitary meditation
one day, he wondered who he could win over to provide him with gain and honour.?’ He thought:

“This prince Ajata,sattu is young and has an auspicious future. Now if | were to please him, much
gain and honour will accrue upon me.”

12 Channa Li, “Devadatta,” Brill’s Ency of Buddhism 2 Lives. Leiden, 2019:146. Traditionally, it is said that the Bud-
dha visited Kapilavatthu during the 2" year of the ministry: J 1:86-88; Gnoli, Sarighabhedavastu 1:187 f; Gnoli, Adhi-
karanavastu The Gilgit Manuscript of the Sayandsanavastu and the Adhikaranavastu, 1978:59-633; E4S UL i 2 pi
nai yé po séng shi, fasc 9 (T24.144a-145c¢); B A1T4ELL fobén xingji jing, fasc 52 f (T3.893a4-899¢22).

137212.4.687b7-11; T383.12.1010b10-11. T1509.25.164c1-9; T2087.51.900a11-3.

¥ pandito ti samafifiato | bhavit'atto ti sammato | jalam va yasasa attha | devadatto ti me sutam || (It 3.4.10/86).

15A9.26/4:402 = T99.2.131a25-b11. This teaching given by Devadatta, however, seems to be interpreted differ-
ently by those who heard them; hence, Sariputta had to explain what Devadatta was actually teaching.

16 Cv 7.1.1 (V 2:180).

7 DhA 1.12b/1:138f.

18 Such as noted in Cankama S (S 14.15/2:156), SD 34.6.

1% The foll account has been culled from various sources, such as Aaguttara, A 3:123, 402, 2:73, 4:160; Vinaya, Cv
7.2-4 (V 2:184-206), Sangh 10.1 (V 3:171f), Sangh 11.1 (V 3:174f), Pac 32 (V 4:71); Dhammapada Comy, Devadatta
wears an unbecoming robe DhA 1.7/77-83, Devadatta’s career DhA 1.12/3:133-150 (also J 542/6:129-131, 533/-
5:333-377, 466/4:158 f, 404/3:355-358); DhA 3:145, 147 f, 152, 154; Jataka Comy, Seri Vanija J 3/1:113 f, Lakkhana J
11/1:142, Mahila,mukha J 16/1:185 f, Virocana J 143/1:490 f; Nigrodha J 445/4:37, Samudda Vanija ) 466/4:158;
Culla Harmsa J 533/5:333-337.

20 Cy 7.2.1 (V 2:184 f); cf Mahilamukha J intro (J 26/1:185 f).
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Devadatta then left for Rajagaha, the capital of the kingdom of Magadha, where Bimbisara ruled
and his son Ajatasattu lived. There, Devadatta, using his psychic powers, assumed the form of a young
boy wearing a girdle of snakes, and appeared on Ajatasattu’s lap, which terrified him.%

When the terrified prince asked who he was, Devadatta assumed his true form and introduced him-
self. Greatly impressed, the young prince waited on Devadatta morning and evening with 500 carts and
500 offerings of almsfood.?

Then, Devadatta, overcome by his gains, honours and fame,?® then longed,

“It is | who will lead the sangha!”?*
With that very thought, Devadatta’s psychic powers declined. (Cv 7.2.1 @ V 2:185)

2.2 TROUBLING DEVELOPMENTS

2.2.1 Rajagaha: Rumours of Devadatta’s betrayal

Kakudha, a Koliya follower of Moggallana, reborn as a deva with an astral body (manomaya,kaya),*
divined Devadatta’s plan and informed Moggallana. The latter reported the matter to the Buddha, but
the Buddha replied that it was unnecessary to discuss it as Devadatta would ultimately betray himself.

The Buddha then speaks of the 5 kinds of teachers (pafica sattha) to Moggallana:

(1) one impure in conduct but claiming to be pure ... ;
(2) one impure in livelihood but claiming to be pure ...;
(3) one giving impure teachings but claiming they are pure ... ;
(4) one giving impure explanations but claiming they are pure ... ;
(5) one with impure knowledge and vision but claiming they are pure ....

(In each case:) “His disciples know about this, but think, ‘It would be unpleasant for him if we inform the
householders. And it’s because of him that we’re honoured with gifts of robes, almsfood, dwellings, and
medicinal supplies. How, then, can we inform them??® He’ll be known through his own actions.” The dis-
ciples conceal (the faults of) such a teacher, and the teacher expects them to do so.”

The Buddha, on the other hand, was pure in conduct and livelihood, gave pure teachings and pure
explanations, and had pure knowledge and vision. “My disciples do not conceal my knowledge and
vision, and | do not expect them to do so.” (Cv7.3 @ V 2:186)

21 Comy tells us that he had a snake around his hips (VA 1275). Dh Comy adds that there were 4 poisonous snakes,
one on each hand and foot, and another around his neck, one coiling on his head, and one over each shoulder (DhA
1:139).

22 According to J 1:186, 508, Ajatasattu built for him a monastery at Gaya,sisa and sent him, daily, 500 pots of 3-
year-flavoured rice and the choicest dishes. These meals were so tempting that some of the Buddha’s followers
themselves would go there to savour them and return secretly. Cf vV 3:15.

23 As described in Pafica,ratha,sata S (S 17.36/2:242), SD 22.6b.

24 See E J Thomas. Life of the Buddha, London, 1949, New Delhi, 1992:132-135.

%5 The mind-made (mano,mayam kayam) deities have arisen in the form realm through the power of the past
attainment of dhyanas (Cv 7.1.2 @ V 2:186). For a partial parallel: Kakudha S (A 5.100/3:122 f). Manapa,dayi S (A
5.44/3:50) mentions “a certain group of mind-made deities” (afifiataram manomayam kayam) where kaya seems to
refer to “the heavenly host” (kdya)—in this case the pure abodes (suddh’avasa)—into which they are reborn, which
is produced by a mind of dhyana (AA 3:254,2 f; 5:26,13). Similarly at A 3:348 f (- 5:139,5-8) we see tusitam kayam,
where kaya simply means “group or host.” Cf AA 1:209; PmA 3:666.

26 The Pali is a bit obscure. Vimati,vinodani explains: Sammannati ti civaradinag amhakarm samménam karoti,
parehi va ayam satth@ sammaniyati ti attho, “Sammannati: the meaning is that he brings us honour by way of
robes, etc, or this teacher is being honoured by others.” (Vimv 4.7.344).
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2.2.2 Devadatta enjoys his worldly gains

In Rajagaha, the Buddha stayed in the squirrels’ feeding ground in the Bamboo Grove outside the
city. There, the Buddha was told by the monks,

“Bhante, prince Ajatasattu attends on Devadatta morning and evening, with 500 carriages along
with a meal offering of 500 dishes of food.”

“Bhikshus, don’t envy Devadatta and his material support, honour, and fame [praise]. So long as
prince Ajatasattu treats him like this, Devadatta can be expected to decline in good gualities.

Just as a fierce dog would get even fiercer if you break a gall bladder on its nose, so too, so long as
prince Ajatasattu treats him like this, Devadatta can be expected to decline in good qualities.

Just as a plantain tree produces fruit to its own destruction and ruin, so too will Devadatta’s mater-
ial support, honor, and praise cause his own destruction and ruin.

Just as a bamboo produces fruit to its own destruction and ruin, so too will Devadatta’s material
support, honour and fame cause his own destruction and ruin.

Just as a nala reed produces fruit to its own destruction and ruin, so too will Devadatta’s material
support, honour and fame cause his own destruction and ruin.

Just as a mule becomes pregnant to its own destruction and ruin, so too will Devadatta’s material
support, honour, and fame cause his own destruction and ruin.”

Truly, the plantain’s fruit destroys the plantain; its fruit, the bamboo; its fruit, the reed.
Honour destroys the false person, just as the she-mule is destroyed by her foetus.
(Cv7.2.5/V 2:186 f; $597/6.12/1:154; S 17.35/2:241; A 4.68/2:73;
Netti §775/130; qu at DhA 3:156; cf Miln 166)?’

3 The Lord of the Sangha

3.1 WHY THE SANGHA NEEDS NO LEADER

3.1.1 The Buddha chides Devadatta

3.1.1.1 Later, Devadatta went to the Buddha and suggested that the leadership of the sangha should
be handed over to him in view of the Buddha’s advanced age. The Buddha scoffed at the suggestion,
saying,
“l wouldn’t even hand the sangha over to Sariputta and Mogallana,”® so why then to you, a corpse
that eats rejects [who eats what the noble ones spit out]?”%
Devadatta predictably reacted with great resentment and vowed vengeance.
The Buddha’s strong remark may shock some of us; clearly, the remark is to highlight the preposter-
ousness of the very notion of a “sangha leader”: the Maha,parinibbana Sutta (D 16) records the Buddha

27 For parallel passages, see Acira Pakkanta S (S 17.35/2:241), SD 22.6a.

28 Cf Catuma S (M 67), where the Buddha states that “either | ... would look after (parihareyyam) the sangha of
monks, or Sariputta and Moggallana would.” (M 67,13/1:459), SD 34.7. Parihareyya here refers to the training and
discipline of sangha members, not in an administrative or power-centred way.

2 Sariputta,moggallananam pi kho aham devadatta bhikkhu,sarigham na nissajjeyyam, kim pana tuyham chav-
assa khel’asakassa [Ee -apakassa) ti. (Cv 7.3.1 @ V 2:188 f; see Brahmali, Theravada Collection on Monastic Law 5,
Sutta Central, 2021, 2023:398). The matter of the Buddha making unpleasant remarks is mentioned in Abhaya
Raja,kumara S (M 58,3/1:393), SD 7.12. The “rejects”—gain and loss, fame and obscurity, honour and lack of hon-
our, evil desires and bad friendship—are listed in Devadatta Vipatti S (A 8.7), SD 61.5(3).
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as telling Ananda that of the idea of “leading the sangha” never occurred to him.3° Devadatta saw the
sangha as a successful, wealthy and powerful organization with numerous monastics in many monaster-
ies, enjoying strong public and royal support. The reality is that the sangha is a spiritual fellowship of
those going the “same path” (samaggi) of awakening and are thus “harmoniously unified” (samaggi) like
milk and water in love, truth and vision.!

3.1.1.2 Even after the Buddha’s passing—as reported in the Gopaka Moggallana S (M 108), the
sangha remains a truly democratic community without a lord or leader, but well guided by the Dharma
and the respect for morally virtuous and wise elders. Clearly the sangha is no personality cult: even the
Buddha puts the Dharma above himself,?? and in the Mah3,parinibbana Sutta (D 16), the Buddha tells
Ananda that he has no thought of “leading the sangha,” thus:

“Ananda, it does not occur to the Tathagata to think, ‘I shall take care of [lead] the order,
that ‘The order should refer to me. ...33 (D 16,2.25.2/2:100)

What the Buddha bequeaths to us and posterity is the Dharma-Vinaya, thus:

Ananda, it may be that you would think:
‘Gone is the Teacher’s word! We have no teacher’
It should not be seen thus, Ananda, for the Dharma and the Vinaya [the Teaching and the
Discipline] that | have taught and explained to you, will, at my passing, be your teacher.
(D 16,6.1/2:154),SD 9

Hence, in the Gopaka Moggallana Sutta (M 108), the elder Ananda declares:

“The worthy ones [The elders] do not deal with us; the Dharma deals with us.”3*
(M 108,11/3:10), SD 33.5

3.1.1.3 A couple of important points before we go on to examine the key word in the Buddha’s chid-
ing of Devadatta. Why did the Buddha chide Devadatta? As we have noted, it has to do with Devadatta’s
total lack of understanding of the nature of the sangha [3.1.1.1]. It is vital that the Buddha highlights this
point since this is what he has been teaching from the start.

As individuals, a renunciant is guided by the Dharma protected by the Vinaya; as a community, too, it
is guided by the Dharma and protected by the Vinaya—in this sense, the sangha is truly a democratic
community: it is guided and governed by the voice and vote of its Dharma-spirited and Vinaya-keeping
members. There is only one Dharma; hence, it is a consensus when it comes to decision-making.

The sangha is neither a building nor a Church; it is a path, the path to awakening. We must walk this
path—by keeping ourselves morally fit in body and speech, and mentally ready with calm and clarity. This
is the noble path, an inward journey of first, overcoming our defilements rooted in views (leading to
streamwinning); then, weakening the grosser defilements (lust and aversion, leading to once-returning);

30D 16,2.25.2/2:100 (SD 9).

31 A 2.43/1:70 = 3.95/1:243; Sn 281, 283; Dh 194; Thi 161.

32 Garava S (5 6.2/1:138-140), SD 12.3.

33 Tathagatassa kho ananda na evam hoti “aham bhikkhu,sarigham pariharissamf ti va “mam’ uddesiko bhikkhu, -
sannho ti va. The vb pariharissami is fut of pariharati, “looks after, cares for; attends to; takes charge of” (for other
senses, see DP pariharati). While here (D 16,6.1) it has the sense of “to lead,” at Catuma S (M 67), it clearly has the
sense of “take care of” (by way of advice, instruct, befriend, etc” (M 67,13/1:459, SD 34.7).

34 Na kira no bhavanto karenti; dhammo no kareti. See SD 33.5 (2).
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thirdly, to breaking the residual defilements (leading to nonreturning), and finally destroying all the de-
filements, we attain arhathood.?

3.1.1.4 The Buddha, as the first arhat of our times, is the first amongst equals (primus inter pares),
and the idea is to keep up the count. He is the “first” because there are followers; they all follow the same
path of awakening. This is the reason and purpose that the Buddha teaches: to inspire us to walk the
path. Indeed, the path is the walking, the progress in spiritual nobility; there is no path if we do not walk
in nobility (ariyatta).3®

The path is open to all: we do not become “members” of the path; we become the path. In this way
we keep the path going—by not becoming the last traveller. In the Makhadeva Sutta (M 83), the Buddha
relates the story of king Makhadeva, who, noticing that he has reached old age, appoints his son as king,
telling him,

“Continue this good tradition | have laid down, and do not be my last man.”*’

The Buddha bequeathed us the Dharma; he did not bequeath us the sangha. The good that we do,
bodily and mentally, becomes the sangha. Only so long as we follow the Dharma, there is the sangha. The
noble sangha exists neither by lineage nor empowerment, but on account of its members reaching the
path and attaining arhathood. It is not a question of who leads the sangha; rather, it is who follows the
Dharma to gain the path of awakening. So long as there are arhats and those on the path, the noble
sangha exists. In this way, The Dharma-Vinaya has no “last person” (antima purisa, lit, “the last man”),
meaning that the sangha lives and grows. We keep the sangha going by following the Dharma; the
Dharma is kept going when there is no “last person.”3®

3.1.2 “What the Buddha says ... is the best of words”

3.1.2.1 One last point before we examine the key word in the Buddha’s chiding of Devadatta. We
may think that the Buddha’s chiding of Devadatta was harsh words, unbecoming of the Buddha. This is, of
course, a personal view; now we will examine the truth based on the teachings.

We have already examined the context of the Buddha’s chiding Devadatta: it is due to Devadatta’s
ignorance of the nature of the sangha [3.1.1.1]. Further, we should understand the task of the Buddha:
what the Buddha, as the true teacher, does is that he teaches the truth, always. We shall examine 2
suttas for a better understanding of this question, that is:

¢ the Subhasita Sutta (Sn 3.3), where the Buddha’s speech is said to be “well-said” (subhdsita), that is, it
has the fourfold qualities of being well spoken, reality-based, pleasant and true [3.1.2.2], and

¢ the Abhaya Raja,kumara Sutta (M 58), which addresses the problem of whether the Buddha’s chiding
is “unpleasant speech,” as some construe it to be [3.1.2.3].

3.1.2.2 The suttas tell us that “from the night of his awakening until the night of his nirvana without
remains, everything the Buddha said and taught is true and not false”3 (paraphrased). In the Subhasita
Sutta (Sn 3.3), this quality forms one of 4 comprising what is “well-said” [3.1.2.1], that is, one:

35See SD 61.4 (2.5.1.3) n.

36 yvA 130.

37 M 83,4.5/2:75 (SD 60.8).

38 \1 83,24/2:83 f (SD 60.8).

39 pasadika S (D 29,29/3:135), SD 40a.6; A 4.23/2:24 =1t 112/121,21 f (SD 15.7(2). For non-Pali sources (Lamotte,
“Did the Buddha insult Devadatta?” 1997:111 n27): MA T26.34.645b18-21. This passage was later modified (such
saying the Buddha “did not speak a word” throughout his 45-year ministry: Lankavatara SGtra 142 f; Prasannapada
366, 539; Paiijika 419.
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(1
(2
(3
(4

speaks only what is well-spoken, not ill spoken;

speaks only what is dhamma,*® not otherwise;

speaks only what is pleasant, not unpleasant; and

speaks only what is true, not untrue.” (Sn 450/78)

—_ — ~— ~—

It is important to see what is not mentioned here: the Buddha does not say that this is the way that
he himself speaks. This teaching is for “the good” (santo), which, says the Commentary, are “the Buddha
and so forth” (SnA 2:398,23 f), that is, including the noble saints and others who are virtuous. Significant-
ly, “unpleasant speech” is not mentioned. This is not an error of omission; rather we should consider why
it is omitted.

Now from the awakening to nirvana, the Buddha only teaches what is true. That’s not the same as
saying that the Buddha teaches only what was “well said” (subhadsita). “Well said” teachings are given to
the good. The chiding was not “well said,” but that’s because it wasn't given to the good, it was a con-
ventional teaching to someone with wrong view.

We must then conclude that this is a teaching for a “conventional” situation where there are a signi-
ficant number of the unawakened, and even more of those who are worldly and irascible, and the learn-
ing ambience is lacking—unlike during a Dharma instruction, or a teacher (like the Buddha) speaking to
others in a teaching or learning situation, such as when the Buddha was chiding Devadatta. In other
words, unpleasant speech is used by the Buddha in a proper way at the right time (kdlena).**

3.1.2.3 The right speech or “ideal speech” teaching of the Subhasita Sutta and the perception of the
Buddha chiding Devadatta as unpleasant speech did not go unnoticed by non-Buddhists even in the
Buddha’s time. The Abhaya Raja,kumara Sutta (M 58), for example, records the Jain leader, Nata,putta,
instructing his then follower, prince Abhaya, to knock down the Buddha with a “double-horned” trick
guestion, where answering either yes or no would discredit him all the same.

The trick question is as follows:

Would the Buddha utter unpleasant speech?
If he answered yes, then, what is the difference between the Buddha and an ordinary person?
For an ordinary person, too, would utter unpleasant speech.
On the other hand, if the Buddha answered that he would not utter unpleasant speech,
then why has he declared:
“Devadatta is destined for the suffering state, that Devadatta is destined for hell, Devadatta
will remain there for the aeon, Devadatta is unredeemable?”*?
Devadatta was angry and displeased with the Buddha’s speech.

(M 58,3.3/1:392 f), SD 7.12

When Abhaya went to the Buddha and questioned him thus, the Buddha at once replied:

“My prince, is not this biased [one-sided]?”

Abhaya then knew that the Buddha had seen through the whole scam, and at once confessed that it
was the Jain teacher, Nataputta’s idea.

The Buddha then explains to Abhaya that the Buddha would only speak what is true, real and con-
nected with the goal of awakening, whether it is pleasant or unpleasant, and he knows the right time to

40 \What is real, wholesome [good] and just.

41See SD 7.12 (3.5).

42 “Unredeemable,” atekiccha. Comy glosses it as buddha,sahassena, “with a thousand Buddhas,” ie, after a thou-
sand Buddhas have arisen (MA 3:108), ie, for a very long time indeed. The canonical texts however say that Deva-
datta will stay in Niraya (hell) for only an aeon (kappa) (V 2:202; M 1:393; A 3:402, 4:140, 160; It 85).

http://dharmafarer.org 137



http://dharmafarer.org/

SD 61.5a Devadatta: a study from the Pali texts

do so. The Buddha added that because he has penetrated the Dharma-element (the true nature of
things), the answer occurs to him spontaneously.*

The meaning of the last statement is that when the Buddha chided Devadatta, the Buddha had no
premeditated negative emotion towards Devadatta, but a spontaneous response to the very nature of
Devadatta’s questions and his unwholesome intentions. In short, the Buddha fully understood the signi-
ficance of the situation and answered accordingly. [3.1.1]

3.1.3 Did the Buddha insult Devadatta?

3.1.3.1 Itis surprising and disappointing that even after over a century of modern Buddhist studies,
scholars have failed to clearly understand the famous episode of the Devadatta wanting to take over the
Buddha’s position and the Buddha chiding him. The best-known translations we have to date and schol-
ars reviewing this episode, as a rule, see the Buddha as “insulting” Devadatta (V 2:188,37), thus:

T W Rhys Davids & H Oldenberg, Vinaya Texts, 1885 (3:239) “so vile and evil-living a person as you.”

E W Burlingame, Buddhist Legends, 1921 (DhA:B 1:235) “(The Teacher) ... called him lickspittle.”

| B Horner, The Book of the Discipline, 1952 (V:B 5:264) “a wretched one to be vomited like spittle.”
E Lamotte, “Did the Buddha insult Devadatta?” (1997:4) “corpse (chava), lickspittle (khelapaka).”

Only one modern translation (that | know of), that by Bhikkhu Brahmali (2021), rendered this difficult
passage correctly (that is, reflecting the related suttas and teachings):

Bh Brahmali, Theravada Collection on Monastic Law, 2021:398 “a wretched devourer of junk.”

Brahmali’s translation is based on the reading khel’asaka (Be Ce Se) instead of the wrong reading
khelapaka (Ee) or khelapika (vl) (neither is found in any Pali dictionary). This translation, which is similar
to my own [3.1.3.2], relates to the sutta teaching on the dangers of “gain, honour and fame [praise]”
(labha,sakkara,siloka)** which should be rejected “like spittle” [3.1.3.2].

Those translators who adopted the reading khelapaka or kheldpika, generally interpreted Devadatta
himself as khela (saliva, spittle, phlegm) [below]. This results in a perception of very strong and personal
insult to Devadatta, quite uncharacteristic of the Buddha, thus misrepresenting him. In the Pali texts,
khela refers generally to labha,sakkara,siloka [above].

The Sanskrit for khela is kheta or kheda, which means “phlegmatic or watery humor of the body,
phlegm, snot, ... “ (SED), “(a lump, mass of) phlegm” (BHSD); and kheta,pinda, “a ball of phlegm,” ie, any-
thing useless (SED); used “generally as a symbol of worthlessness” (BHSD).* All this fits very well with the
Pali usage, giving a more canonical understanding of the incident.

3.1.3.2 The Vinaya Commentary is very helpful in giving us the proper perspective of the Buddha’s
strong words, thus:

Khel’asakassa ti*® ettha micchédjivena uppanna,paccaya ariyehi vantabba khela,sadisa, tatha,-
rdape paccaye ayam ajjhoharati ti katva kheldasako ti bhagavata vutto.

4 For the full answer and parable, see M 58,8-11/1:395 f (SD 7.12).

4 See esp the 43 suttas of Labha,sakkara Samyutta (S 17/2:225-243). S 17.31-36 specifically refer to Devadatta’s
spiritual failure due to attachment to gain, honour and fame.

45 BHSD: Siks 130.18, 139.11; Lalv 242.4; Mvst 2:398.22

46 Ee khelapakassa (wr). Khelasaka (also khelasika), khela (Skt kheta, BHS kheda), “saliva, spottle, phlegm” + asaka
(or asika), “one who eats what ought to be rejected (compared to spittle).”
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“Khel’dsakassa here means that those requisites he had acquired through wrong livelihood,
which the noble ones would vomit up like spittle, such requisites he has swallowed down. Khela-
sakassa was said by the Buddha in this connection.” (VA 4:336/1275,17-19)%

According to the Vinaya Commentary, it is Devadatta who “eats rejects” (khel’asaka) [3.1.1.1]. Gain,
honour and fame are habitually rejected by the Buddha and the noble saints. The compound khel’asaka
comprises khela, “saliva, spittle,” + asaka, “one who eats,” that is, literally, “an eater of spittle.” This
metaphor refers to one who runs after gain, honour and fame. These 3 things and related defilements
are collectively referred to as “spittle” (khela) that Devadatta had been seeking and acquiring for himself.

The term chava (Ved sava) means “corpse,” but is often used figuratively (as BHS sava, chava) to refer
to someone “vile, low, miserable, wretched” (PED). It refers to someone or something of poor quality,
such as “a wretched wooden bowl!” (chavassa daru,patassa karand, V 2:112,5). In English, we may refer
to someone who has failed and suffering from its effects as being “wretched” or “a wretch.”

With the Vinaya Commentary, we can now better understand that the Buddha is commenting on
Devadatta’s habit of socializing with the laity for the sake of “gain, honour and fame.” Since a renunciant
works to free himself from the world, to be drawn to gain, honour and fame clearly shows that the re-
nunciation spirit is lost. To highlight Devadatta’s backsliding, the Buddha sternly chides him as “one who
eats rejects” since a noble disciple would surely reject such worldly habits.

Hence, Devadatta is like a "corpse,” dead to the Dharma life (running after gain, honour and fame),
someone “wretched” for missing out on the great opportunity to progress on the path despite being so
close to the Buddha. The Buddha’s words actually have a sense of compassion, pity, irony and regret,
rather than being a nasty scolding.

Hence, | feel justified and confident in translating chavassa khel’asakassa as “a corpse that eats re-
jects” or alternately, “who eats what the noble ones (would rather) spit out.” [3.1.1.1]

3.1.3.3 Devadatta predictably did not take the Buddha’s public chiding of him very well at all. This is
one of those occasions when the Buddha did not mince his words; he called Devadatta a spade. It may
be argued whether it was this criticism by the Buddha that caused Devadatta to hate him. The point is
that it was already clear that even before this occasion, Devadatta, noticing the Buddha aging, began to
have political ambitions regarding the sangha. We may not be wrong to say that his old childhood habits
of trying to outdo and demean Siddhattha were still there; it now had fuel sufficient for a huge blaze [1].

The Buddha did not insult Devadatta. The Buddha was making his point with us, the Buddha’s audi-
ence, on the true nature of the sangha and the purpose of learning the Dharma. Since Devadatta knew
neither of these, he saw the Buddha’s chiding him as an insult. This was the beginning of Devadatta’s
malice towards the Buddha, leading to his attempts on the Buddha’s life, and ending in Devadatta’s
tragic death.

3.2 BEGINNING OF DEVADATTA’S END

3.2.1 The sangha denounces Devadatta

3.2.1.1 In due course, the Buddha announced to the sangha to make a formal proclamation (pakasa-
niya,kamma) that whatever was done by Devadatta in the name of the Buddha, the Dharma and the
sangha, was to be regarded (datthabba) as Devadatta’s action alone. The formal act (kamma,vaca) itself
read:

47 | have here mostly followed Brahmali’s tr (2023:398).
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Sunatu me bhante sangho. Bhantes, may the sangha listen to me.
Yadi sanghassa pattakallam sangho If the sangha is right and ready,
devadattassa rajagahe pakdsaniya,kammam it should perform a legal procedure for an
kareyya announcement about Devadatta in Rajagaha, thus:
pubbe devadattassa aina pakati ahosi “Devadatta’s character now differs
idani aina pakati, from what it was before. Whatever Devadatta
yam devadatti kareyya kadyena vacaya now does by body or speech
na tena buddho va dhammo va sargho va. has nothing to do with the Buddha, the Teaching,
datthabbo or the sangha,
devadatto’va tena datthabbo ti. but only with Devadatta.
esa Aatti. This is the motion.”

(Cv7.3.2 @V 2:187)

The act-reciter recited the act one more time. They then told the conclave to remain silent if they
accepted the motion or to speak up otherwise. “The sangha approves and is therefore silent. | will
remember this.” (Khamati sanghassa, tasma tunhi. Evam etam dharayami ti). This is technically a con-
sensus by the silence of the conclave.*

With this formal sangha act, Devadatta is declared effectively persona non grata. He was still a monk
but he has nothing whatsoever to do with the sangha. Devadatta remains a monk, but he is effectively
excommunicado, so that the sangha is safe from his unwholesome intentions.

3.2.2 Devadatta’s plot thickens in Rajagaha

3.2.2.1 The Buddha then asked Sariputta to formally announce the proclamation to Devadatta. Sari-
putta was however initially reluctant to do this:

“In the past, bhante, | have praised Devadatta in Rajagaha, saying,

‘Godhiputta is powerful and mighty.” How, then, can | now make this announcement about him?”

“Didn’t you praise him truthfully when you said that?”

“I did.”

“In the same way, you should make this announcement truthfully.”

“Yes, bhante.”

Sariputta was then formally appointed before the sangha to announce the proclamation to Deva-
datta.

3.2.2.2 In Rajagaha, the foolish, those with little faith, unsympathetic, with little wisdom, said,

“These Sakyan recluses are envious of Devadatta’s gains and honour.”

But the wise, those with faith and sympathy, said,

“This must be a serious matter, seeing that the Buddha has had an announcement made about
Devadatta in Rajagaha.” (Cv7.3.3 @V 189f)

3.2.2.3 It was at this time that Devadatta plotted with the young prince Ajatasattu with the idea of
sharing the powers of “State and Church” —ana,cakka® and dhamma,cakka—between themselves.
Devadatta went to Ajatasattu and said casuistically:

48 For its practical application in a sangha act, see SD 59.14 (1.2.1). In modern legal terms, this procedure is similar
to qui tacet consentire videtur, “he who is silent is taken to agree” or “silence means consent.”
4 CPD defines and,cakka and dhamma,cakka wrongly. The defs should be switched!
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“In the past, my prince, people were long-lived but now they’re short-lived. It’s possible that you
may die while still a prince. So then, kill your father and become the king. And I’ll kill the Blessed One
and become the Buddha.”*°

Ajatasattu (young and naive) trusted Devadatta:

“The noble Devadatta is powerful and mighty. He would know.

Ajatasattu then strapped a dagger (potthanikd) to his thigh, but he was troubled and agitated. In the
middle of the day, he entered king Bimbisara’s inner palace. Noticing his suspicious conduct, the mini-
sters on duty (upacaraka mahamatta) had him apprehended. On being questioned, Ajatasattu confess-
ed that he wanted to kill the king. On further questioning, he said that he was instigated by Devadatta.

When the prince was brought before Bimbisara and the matter deliberated, the ministers were
divided as to who should be punished: the prince, Devadatta or his monks. The streamwinner king re-
jected all such ideas, since he had heard the Buddha’s announcement on Devadatta in Rajagaha.

“Why do you want to kill me?” Bimbisara asked Ajatasattu.

“l want to rule, sir.”

“If you want to rule, the kingdom is yours!”

And Bimbisara handed the rulership over to the prince. (Such was Bimbisara’s love for his own son,
and his generosity as a streamwinner.) (Cv7.3.4f@V2:1901)

751

3.2.2.4 Now that Ajatasattu was king (r 492-460 BCE), Devadatta instructed him to order his men to
kill the Buddha. The young king provided Devadatta with royal archers to shoot the Buddha. They were
placed on different paths, one on one path, two on next, and so on up to 16; the plan was so laid that
once the single archer had killed the Buddha, he would be killed in turn, so that not one of them would
survive to tell the tale!

However, when the Buddha approached the first archer, he was so overwhelmed by the Buddha’s
majesty that his body simply stiffened. The Buddha spoke kindly to him, and the man, throwing away
his weapons, confessed his intended crime. The Buddha thereupon taught him Dharma and he became
a streamwinner. Then, the Buddha sent him back by a different path.

The other groups of archers, tired of waiting, gave up the vigil and went away one after the other.
They too were led to the Buddha by his psychic power; hearing the Dharma, they too became refuge-
taking streamwinners. The first man returned to Devadatta saying that he was unable to kill the Buddha
because of his great psychic power. Devadatta then decided to kill the Buddha himself.

(Cv7.3.6-8 @V 2:191f)

4 Devadatta’s personal attempts on the Buddha’s life

4.1 THE BOULDER AND THE ELEPHANT

4.1.1 The boulder: causing the Buddha to bleed

4.1.1.1 Devadatta, having decided to kill the Buddha himself [3.2.2.4], found his first opportunity
when he learned that the Buddha often walked in meditation. The Chinese pilgrim, Faxian (7% 337-c
422)%2 noted:

50 Aham bhagavantam hantva buddho bhavissamr ti. This remark shows that Devadatta fails to see buddhahood
as a state of awakening won by self-effort on the path, but sees it as a status that one could usurp (like kingship). Qu
at DA 135; DhA 1.12/1:140.

51 Ayyo kho devadatto mahiddhiko mahanubhdvo, janeyya ti ayyo devadatto ti.

52 0n Faxian, see Max Deeg, “Faxian,” in Encyclopedia of Buddhism Online, Brill, 2021 (10 pp).
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MRLEA AR PR AT “The Buddha would walk back and forth from east to west
f6 zai shi shi gidn déngxi jinxing, in front of his rocky cell.
R 1L b vy 0 ] Devadatta, from the steep cliff on the northern side of the hill,

diaodd yu shan béi xidn xi jian

MG e TR R impetuously pushed a boulder down, hurting the Buddha’s foot.”
héng zhi shi shang fo ju zhi chu.
(T2082.51.862c26-27)3

The rock, Nakamura writes, “is still there,” presumably meaning that it is to be seen there right where it
fell after Devadatta pushed it down from the top of Mount Vulture Peak.>*

4.1.1.2 The Vinaya tells us that one day, when the Buddha was walking meditatively “in a shaded
part” of Mount Vulture Peak (gijjha,kitassa pabbatassa pacchdyam), Devadatta pushed down a large
boulder from above him. Two peaks, it was said, “sprang up from the hill,” thereby arresting its traject-
ory, but a splinter flew off and struck the Buddha’s foot, causing blood to flow (Cv 7.3.9). Despite the
nasty wound causing great pain, the Buddha mindfully and calmly took it as it was, as reported in the
(Devata) Sakalika Sutta (S 1.38) and the (Mara) Sakalika Sutta (S 4.13).>°

4.1.1.3 The wounded Buddha was carried on a litter to Maddakucchi, and from there to Jivaka’s
mango grove, where the doctor Jivaka®® personally attended to him. The Jivaka,pafiha Vatthu (DhA 7.1),
“the story of Jivaka’s question,” relates how Jivaka applied an astringent to the wound and bandaged it
up. Jivaka then left for the city to attend to another patient.

Jivaka later realized that it was time that the bandage had to be removed. Otherwise, the Buddha
would be in pain during the night. However, he could not leave the city as the gates were closed for the
night. The Buddha however, having read Jivaka’s thoughts, had Ananda remove the bandage late in the
evening. The wound had disappeared like bark from a tree.

At early dawn, when Jivaka hastened to the Buddha’s side and asked,

“Bhante, did you suffer intense pain?”

“ivaka, all suffering is stilled for the Tathagata, even as when he sat on the throne of awakening.”

In this connection, teaching the Dharma, the Buddha uttered this verse:*’

gataddhino visokassa For one who has gone the distance, is sorrow-free,
vippamuttassa sabbadhi is freed in every way.

sabba,gantha-p,pahinassa To one who has left behind all bonds,

parildho na vijjati Dh90 thereis no fever [bodily or mentally].

(DhA 7.1/2:164-166)

53 421 gdoséng faxidn zhuan (T2085); tr James Legge, A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms, Oxford, 1886:82-
84; several reprs. For the story of Devadatta pushing the rock down the Peak and injuring the Buddha’s foot, see
—F4 4% zéng yT @hdn jing, fasc 47 (T125.2.802b15-806a16), & fasc 48 (T0125.02.810b23-811a24); K& E & da zhi
du lun, fasc 41 (T1509.25.252b15-c3); VU434t si fén I, fasc 4-5 (T1428.22.591¢24-596a20); and K JEPHIEET da tdng x7
yu ji, fasc 9 (T2087.51.920c13-c17 + 51.921b2-b5 + 51.922a2-a4).

54 For a recent description of Mount Vulture Peak, see Hajime Nakamura, Gotama Buddha, vol 2, tr G Sekimori,
Tokyo, 2005:33.

55 Respectively, S 1.38/1:27-29 (SD 61.4), and S 4.13/1:10 (SD 61.7); also in intro to Cullaharhsa J (J 533/5:333).

56 For details on Jivaka’s life, see Mv 8.1/V 1:268-281.

57 See SD 54.7 (2.3) n; SD 61.4 (2.6.1.1) danto.
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4.1.1.4 After Devadatta’s attempt on the Buddha’s life [4.1.1.2], the monks decided to closely guard
the Buddha. They walked back and forth on all sides of the Buddha’s cell, reciting loudly in an effort to
guard him. When the Buddha heard the noise and learned its reason, he had Ananda summon those
monks. When they were assembled, he told them:

“It’s impossible, bhikshus, for anyone to kill the Buddha through an act of violence. The Buddha will
not attain parinirvana through an act of violence.”

The Buddha then taught them about the 5 kinds of teachers as he had earlier taught Moggallana
[2.2.1]. Then, he dismissed the monks, reminding them that the Buddha did not need to be protected.

(Cv7.3.9f @V 2:1931)

4.1.2 The drunken elephant Nalagiri tamed

4.1.2.1 Devadatta’s next attempt on the Buddha’s life was to bribe the elephant-keepers to let
loose a fierce man-killing war elephant, Nalagiri (also called Dhanapala), drunk with toddy, on to the
road which the Buddha would take. The news spread rapidly, and the Buddha was warned but he
refused to turn back, reminding them that the Buddha would never die by violence.

Nalagiri then charged down the street towards the Buddha, trumpeting, ears and tail bristling.
Thrice people warned the Buddha about this impending disaster, but thrice the Buddha gave them the
same reply.

While the foolish thought: “This elephant will harm the handsome recluse!”

the wise reflected: “The ndga and the naga® will now meet in battle.” (Cv7.3.111)

4.1.2.2 The Buddha then pervaded Nalagiri with a heart of boundless love. Feeling it, Nalagiri low-
ered his trunk, went up to the Buddha, and stood in front of him. The Buddha, stroking Nalagiri on his
forehead with his right hand, spoke these verses:

Do not, elephant, attack a naga; painful it is to attack a naga.

For a killer of a naga, the next birth is not good.

Neither be intoxicated nor heedless, for the heedless are not happily reborn.

Only do those things that take you to a good destination. (Cv7.3.12)

Nalagiri sucked the dust from the Buddha’s feet with his trunk and scattered it overhead. He then
walked backward while looking at the Buddha, and returned to his stall in the elephant stables. That is
how tame Nalagiri had become.>®

4.1.2.3 The crowd that saw the incident were generally angry, protested and criticized Devadatta,
“How evil he is, this Devadatta, how indiscriminate he is, in that he tries to kill the recluse Gotama so
powerful and mighty.”

On that occasion, people chanted this verse:

danden’eke damayanti Some are tamed with a rod,

ankusehi kasahi ca or a goad or a whip.

adandena asatthena With neither rod nor sword,

ndago danto mahésina ti a naga is tamed by a great seer.®° (Cv7.3.12)

8 The word ndga means both “a powerful elephant” and “a noble person, an arhat”: SD 61.4 (2.1).

%9 See Maha,kapi J () 516) intro + SD 54.7 (2.3) n.

80 This verse is also as Tha 878 of Angulimala’s verses with the last line reading: aham danto’mhi tadind, “but | was
tamed by that one | with neither rod nor sword”: Aagulimala S (M 86,25%/2:105), SD 5.11; also SD 61.4 (2.6.2 (1)).
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Devadatta’s gains and honour declined, whereas those of the Buddha increased. Due to a signifi-
cant decline in public support and respect, Devadatta had to ask families repeatedly for invitations to
meals. This led to more complaints about “Sakya monks” asking for meals and good food. The good
monks, hearing about these complaints, reported the matter to the Buddha.

In response, the Buddha instituted Pacittiya 32, the Patimokkha rule forbidding monastics from tak-
ing group meals—not more than 3 monks shall take a meal from a house at a time—except on proper
occasions (that is, in times of sickness, giving robe material, making up robes, going on a journey, em-
barking on a boat, a special occasion or a recluses’ meal).®* (Cv7.3.10-13 @ V 2:194-196)

4.2 DEVADATTA’S SUBTERFUGE

4.2.1 “Breaking the sangha’s authority”

4.2.1.1 Devadatta’s acrimony towards the Buddha made Devadatta very unpopular, and even Ajata-
sattu was compelled by the force of public opinion to withdraw his patronage from Devadatta, whose
gain and honour thus decreased even further.®? So strong were Devadatta’s unwholesome roots, he was
nonetheless determined to destroy the Buddha; perhaps even more so now. He approached the monks
Kokalika, Kata,moraka,tissa, Khanda,deviya,putta, and Samudda,datta, to be his co-conspirators® to
bring about a schism in the sangha by a subterfuge. He said to them:

“Let’s cause a schism (sangha,bheda) in the sangha of the recluse Gotama. Let’s break its authority”
(katham mayam samanassa gotamassa sangha,bhedam karissama cakka,bhedan ti). (Cv 7.3.14)

4.2.1.2 Cakka,bheda is “break(down) in authority,” as explained by the Vinaya Commentary (cakka,-
bhedaya ti anda,bhedaya, VA 4:310). The Vinaya Subcommentary, Vajira,buddhi,tika defines it more
broadly as “cakka,bheda: a break in the teaching [dispensation],” cakka,bhedan ti sasana,bhedam (Vjb
4.343). The break in authority is clearly from both the Buddha and the Vinaya-based sangha. Although
the Buddha was the only living authority in laying down rules, the sangha was autonomous in its decision-
making through the Vinaya based on the Dharma [3.1.1.2]. For practical purposes, it was the sangha that
Devadatta was breaking with.®*

4.2.2 The 5 strict rules

4.2.2.1 Kokalika, Devadatta’s accomplice, was not sure how they could create a schism in the sangha:
“The recluse Gotama is powerful and mighty. How can we achieve this?”

“Well,” declared Devadatta, “let’s go to the recluse Gotama and request 5 things, thus:

‘In many ways, bhante, you praise fewness of wishes, contentment, self-effacement, ascetic prac-
tices, being inspiring, the fewness of things, and being energetic.

61Cv 7.3.13 (V 2:196,19-26), V 4:77,30-34.
52 VA 4:811. At this time, Kokalika was very useful to Devadatta, J 2:438.
83 Sangh 10.1 (V 3:171), Sangh 11.1 (V 3:174 f). Skt, Kokalika flil B30 or B2 %44, Katamorakatisya J& MG % 0 i

%, Kandadrava 2£253£5%, and Samudradatta =% 1E4£12 % . The Mahisasaka Vinaya names 3 other followers of Deva-
datta, ie, ZE¥15> 98 E bing fén na, YEE IS PS séu ban na and i i LG x1, and on layman FI&3E Hé xia dd (T1421.-
22.164a20-b5). Then, there is Devadatta’s uncle, the Sakya Dandapani (MA 1:298). For a discussion on the difficulties
and confusion in the non-Pali accounts of Devadatta, his 5 rules and the 1% schism, see J W Borgland, “Devadatta
and the extracurricular ascetic practices” (based on Sanghabhedavastu), in (edd) Edward et al, Reading Slowly: fest-
schrift for Jens W Braarvig, Wiesbaden, 2018:89-114.

64 Brahmali 2021:408 n267.

144 http://dharmafarer.org



http://dharmafarer.org/
https://www.aimwell.org/DPPN/kokalika.html
https://www.aimwell.org/DPPN/katamorakatissa.html
https://www.aimwell.org/DPPN/khandadeviyaputta.html
https://www.aimwell.org/DPPN/samuddadatta.html
https://www.aimwell.org/DPPN/kokalika.html

SD 61.5a Devadatta: a study from early Buddhist sources

And there are these 5 things that lead to just that:

“It would be good, bhante,
(1) that the monks dwell all their lives in the forest,
and whoever dwelled near an inhabited area would commit an offence;
(2) that they ate alms-food (pindapata) for life,
and whoever accepted an invitation meal would commit an offence;
(3) that they wore rag-robes for life,
and whoever accepted robe-cloth from a householder would commit an offence;
(4) that they should dwell at the foot of a tree for life,
and whoever took shelter would commit an offence; and
(5) that they should not eat fish and meat (that is, be meatless or vegetarian) for life,
and whoever did take fish or meat would commit an offence.”

The recluse Gotama will never allow this. We'll then be able to win people over with these 5 points.”
(Cv7.3.14)

4.2.2.2 As Devadatta had predicted, the Buddha’s reply was that those who felt so inclined could
follow these rules—except that of sleeping under a tree during the rainy season—but he refused to make
the rules mandatory. This refusal delighted Devadatta, who went about with his party, declaring that the
Buddha was prone to luxury and abundance.

The foolish were impressed by the 5 rules and believed Devadatta. In spite of the Buddha’s warning
against the heavy bad karma of causing schism in the sangha, Devadatta informed Ananda of his inten-
tion of holding an uposatha conclave without the Buddha, and, having persuaded 500 newly ordained
monks from Vesali to join him, he went out to Gay3,sisa.®

Among Devadatta’s followers were some nuns, chief of whom was Thulla,nanda (fat Nanda), who
never tired of singing his praises.®® Kumara Kassapa’s mother first joined the sangha under Devadatta,
but when he denounced her, following the discovery of her pregnancy, she sought refuge with the
Buddha. Some of the Sakyas, too—like Dandapani—seemed to have sided with Devadatta rather than
with the Buddha.®’

4.2.2.3 In due course, the Buddha sent Sariputta and Moggallana to Gaya,sisa to bring back the
schismatic monks. Devadatta, believing that the duo had come to join him, rejoiced, and, in spite of
Kokalika’s warning, welcomed them. That night, Devadatta taught the monks until it was very late, and,
wishing to rest, asked Sariputta to teach the assembly.

Sariputta and Moggallana taught the Dharma so effectively that they convinced the 500 monks to
return with them. Kokalika kicked Devadatta on the chest to waken him and tell him the bad news. When
Devadatta discovered what had happened, hot blood came forth from his mouth, and for 9 months he lay
grievously ill.%

85 On this occasion, Devadatta imitated the Buddha by keeping 2 chief disciples beside him (DhA 1.12/1:144).
Three suttas—the 2 Devadatta Ss (S 6.12/1:153 & A 4.68/3:73), and Maha Saropama S (M 29/1:192-197), SD 53.8
—were taught after this incident in its connection. Cf Pafica,ratha,sata S (S 17.36/2:242), SD 22.6b.

56V 4:66, 335.

57 MA 2:73.

58 Vinaya omits the kicking, but it is mentioned in DhA 1.12/1:143 and in J 143/1:491.
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4.2.3 Devadatta’s end

4.2.3.1 As his end drew near, Devadatta wished to see the Buddha. However, the Buddha had de-
clared that it would be impossible for Devadatta to see the Buddha again in this life. Devadatta, how-
ever, started his journey on a litter, and on reaching Jetavana, he stopped the litter on the banks of the
lotus pond and stepped out to wash. It is said that just then the earth opened and swallowed him up
into Avici (the lowest of the hells).®

On a bright note, it is said that, after suffering for 100,000 world-cycles in Avici, Devadatta would be
reborn as a pratyeka-buddha named Atthissara. At the moment of being swallowed by the earth, we are
told, Devadatta uttered a stanza in which he declared that he had no refuge other than the Buddha. It
was this last act of Devadatta’s which the Buddha had in mind when he accepted Devadatta into the
sangha.”® (Cv 7.4/2:199-203)

4.2.3.2 According to the Devadatta Vipatti Sutta (A 8.7), Devadatta’s failures (vipatti)—his bad karmic
habits (nati)—are his attachment to the “8 bad conditions,” that is, gain and loss, fame and obscurity,
honour and lack of honour, evil desires and bad friendship.”* Bad friendship (papa, mittata), the opposite
of spiritual friendship (kalyana, mittata),”? has only been briefly mentioned that is, how Devadatta be-
friended, or rather, exploited the young naive prince, Ajata,sattu [3.2.2.3].

Thus, bad friendship appropriately describes Devadatta’s influence on the young prince Ajata,sattu
and his grooming him into a ruthlessly ambitious usurper. We do not know Ajatasattu’s exact age; he
could well be in his mid to late teens when Devadatta first recruited him. There seems to be no mention
of any bad traits in Ajatasattu before his meeting with Devadatta, except perhaps the desire to be king in
due course.

Devadatta induced Ajatasattu to expedite his taking over the throne. Ajatasattu later imprisoned his
own father (probably to ensure that Bimbisara would not change his mind about Ajatasattu's kingship)
and made him suffer a slow painful death.”®

The Samaiifa,phala Sutta (D 2) relates how Ajatasattu later reconciled with the Buddha through the
royal doctor, Jivaka.” However, by then, Ajatasattu’s patricide was a grave bad karma preventing him
from attaining even streamwinning when he personally met the Buddha and heard the Dharma (D
2,104). Ajatasattu, too, would in time die at the hands of his own son, Udaya,bhadda (r 460-444) who,
like him, usurped the throne (Mahv 4.1).”

This study now continues with the nature of “The Buddha’s Karma” (SD 61.5b) which discusses whe-
ther the Buddha had “bad karma”; the Pubba,kamma,piloti (on the Buddha’s past bad karma); and “bud-
dhodicy” (on why the Buddha “suffers” or faces unpleasant experiences).

240610 240623 241026 241103

69 DhA 1.12/1:147; Miln 108. He was one of 5 people who were swallowed by the earth in the Buddha’s time:
Cifica the brahmin girl (J 472/4:187; DhA 13.9/3:178-183; ItA 1:86), Suppabuddha the Sakya (DhA 3:44 f), Devadatta
(DhA 1:147 f; Miln 205), the yaksha Nandaka (U 4.4; UA 244-246; Miln 100 f; ThaA 2:116), and the brahmin youth
Nanda (V 3:35) only known as manavaka; (VA 1:273) papa,purisa (MA 4:8; DhA 2:49).

70 On Devadatta being “dead” to the Dharma-Vinaya, see SD 52.3 (1.3.5.3).

"1 See A 8.7/4:160 f (SD 61.5(3)). The above 8 “bad conditions” are a special set related to very negative people
like Devadatta. “Normal” people, as a rule, mostly face one or other of the “8 worldly conditions” (attha loka,dham-
ma), ie, gain and loss, fame and obscurity, blame and praise, and joy and pain: Loka,dhamma S 1+2 (A 8.5+6), SD
42.2+3.[5.2.1.1]

72 See Spiritual friendship: Stories of kindness, SD 8.1; Spiritual friendship: A textual study, SD 34.1.

735D 8.10 (1).

74D 2/1:47-86 (SD 8.10).

75 See SD 8.10 (1.3).
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