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Nuns of Srilanka

The order of nuns in Srilanka has a long
history. After the Indian emperor Ashoka was
converted to Buddhism, his son Mahinda and his
daughter Sanghamitta entered the Sangha and
each attained the State of arahantship. In time,
the Arahant Mahinda Maha Thera led a mission to
Sri Lanka where he established the Bhikkhu
Sangha in the third century B.C. when Sri Lankan
women appealed to Mahinda Maha Thera to admit
them too to the order, he explained that a team of
bhikkhunis was required to perform such an
ordination. At his request Arahant Sanghamitta
Theri traveled to Sri Lanka for this purpose with a
group of bhikkhunis.

In anticipation of taking full ordination, the
Sri Lankan queen Anula, along with 500 other
women who wished to enter the order, gave up
their lay lives, lay attitudes, lay endeavors and lay
appearances and observed the ten precepts in
preparation for this great step. This was similar to
what Queen Maha Pajapati Gotami had done with
her retinue of ladies when they sought entry to the
bhikkhuni order from the Buddha, Subsequently,
Queen Anula and the 500 women were ordained
and the bhikkhuni lineage was established in Sri
Lanka.

History shows the disappearance and
reintroduction of the orders of bhikkhus and
bhikkhnis in various countries from time to time.
We know for instance that missions had to be sent
to Thailand from Sri Lanka when the order of
bhikkhus was extinct there. Sri Lanka also had to
depend on Thailand and Burma for the reintroduction
of the order several times in a similar way. Similarly,
Bhikkhuni Dewasara is believed to have taken the
bhikkhuni order to China from Sri Lanka.

In recent times the order of bhikkhus was
reintroduced to Sri Lanka, once from Thailand by
Welivita Saranankara Sangha Raja Theroin 1753
and again from the city of Amarapura in Burma by
Welitara Gnana Wimalatissa Thero in 1803 and
from the district of Ramanna in Burma by
Ambagahawatte Indasabhavara Gnanasami in
1863. Immediately prior to 1753 there were
persons with the outward appearance of monks
who observed the ten precepts (dasasila). They
had renounced lay life and were referred to by
some as bhikkhus and by others as ganninnanses,
even though the bhikkhu lineage was not existent
at the time. These monks played a very important
role and were instrumental in preserving the
Buddhist tradition in Sri Lanka in the succeeding

# Ms. Abhaya Weerakoon

years.

In 1905, a woman named Sri Sudharmachari
returned to Sri Lanka from Burma. Having
renounced lay life, she observed ten precepts and
was referred to as anagarini (homeless one) or
what is known in the present day language of Sri
Lanka as dasasil mata. Thus, in common parlance,
the word “nun” can have two meanings. It can
mean bhikkhuni, a fully ordained nun, the lineage
of which is now extinct in Sri Lanka; it can also
mean a woman who has given up worldly life and
lives the life of a bhikkhuni but observes only ten
precepts. This woman or referred to as dasasil
matas in Sri Lanka, or maejis in Thailand and are
not formally recognized as part of the Sangha. The
lifestyle of the great women Pajapati Gotami and
Queen Anula with their followers, living as nuns in
anticipation of bhikkhuni ordination, can be viewed
as the inspiration for the vocation of dasasil matas
of the present day.

The number of dasasil matas in Sri Lanka
did not increase for about the first fifty years after
the arrival of Sri Sudharmachari. A decision to
renounce lay life and join the order of bhikkhus
was greeted with great respect and celebration,
but renunciation on the part of a woman was
received with surprise and suspicion. It aroused
the curiosity of many to find out what prompted
such action, whether such a person needed
psychiatric treatment or whether taking ordination
was a convenient way to eke out an existence.
This attitude was only one reason for the very slow
growth of the population of nuns. Other reasons
include the following:

(1) There was no royal patronage for the new
order as there was during the time of Arahant
Sangha Mitta Theri. Sri Lanka in 1905 was
under British colonial rule and official religious
emphasis was christian.

(2) Sri Lankans who had risen to the higher
echelons were heavily influenced by colonial
ideology and did not support the country’s
Buddhist heritage.

(3) SriLankan monks did not canvass for the rights
of women to lead lives as nuns.

(4) The Knowledge of Dhamma among the
laypeople was minimal. Dhamma was taught
in Dhamma schools which were quite scarce
then and the popular way of receiving
teachings was at the feet of a monk or at
sermons held at a temple at night, which
virtaully precluded the participation of
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women.

(5) Society dictated that women were relegated
to the tasks of running a home and attending
to the needs of their children, husbands and
parents - inlaw. Therefore, renunciation or
even listening to teachings was not possible
for them until reached old age.

With time, however, as Buddhism gained
status in the eyes of society and as Dhamma
Schools increased in number, greater opportunities
were provided for the young to learn the Dhamma
and a new era downed. The Dhamma schools
were in effect a passport to forbidden territory for
young girls. They provided new access to religious
education and wisdom. The path of renunciation
came to be appreciated and the numbers of
women giving up worldly life for the religious life
began increasing. It seems that women tend to
have certain qualities which are stronger in them
than in their male counterparts, and one such asset
is saddha, respect supported by appreciation. This
abundance of devotion in women is amply
displayed by their enthusiastic participation at
religious functions. With the opportunities for living
as dasasil matas now available to women, the day
is not for away when nuns will outnumber monks.
This should open our eyes to the facilities currently
available to nuns, as well as those still needed for
helping them lead the religious life.

Religious devotion may indeed lead women
to wear the robes of nuns, but thereafter they are
almost stranded. Lacking an organized support
system, they live as individuals in scattered
locations. They have lost the world they renounded,
yet tuere is hardly anyone to receive them in their
new environment. Bereft of companionship and
encouragement, there it a resulting lack of self-
confidence. Many changes are needed to help
give the nuns strength and confidence. Improved
condition for nuns will no doubt give rise to more
congenial, supportive communities.

Throughout Sri Lanka there are aramas
(hermitages), where one or two nuns stay. A
nunnery of fifteen or twenty is very rare. Each
arama is supported by the village, so there have
been occasions of competition and rivalry between
monks and nuns, which is very unfortune. Friend
liness with the sangha is essential.

Efforts are currently being made to improve
the difficult situation of nuns in Sri Lanka. In each
of the twentyfive districts, monthly get-together for
nuns have been organized wich are designed to
Improve Communications, Leadership Qualities,
Deportment, Mutal Respect and Organizational
skills. This program has become very popular and
successful.

—R e

The December full moon is enthusiastically
celebrated each year in commemoration of the
arrival of Sanghamitta Theri and the establishment
of the order of bhikkhunis. On this day in 1986
almost the entire body of Sri Lankan nuns gathered
in the sacred city of Anuradhapura under a new
flag and a slogan from the Buddha’s words:

“Patience is the highest from of asceticism”
It is clear that patience is necessary for the tasks
that nuns are now undertaking.

The Anuradhapura congregation was very
successful in promoting unity among nuns. There
have been several requests to make this an annual
event. Anumber of nuns have suggested drawing
up plan for the future, a code of conduct for nuns,
and several other projectcs. There is a new
awakening among dasasil matas, an increasing
feeling of confidience, acceptance of responsibility,
a feeling of solidarity and an expression of
dedication, sacrifice and eagerness. The time is
now ripe, therefore, for future steps which can
partly be accomblished through improved
education. The knowledge of Dhamma most nuns
have was received at the Dhamma Schools meant
mainly for lay children while monks have educational
centers known as privenas, the nuns have had
difficulty in getting religious education. A few
Dhamma Classes for nuns have been organized
in same districts, with monks volunteering their
teaching services. There is need for setting up
suitable libraries and a residential training center
of nuns. Another very beneficial potential project
is that of setting upon International Nun’s Center,
where nuns from various parts of the world are
afforded an opportunity to study Buddhism and
undergo training. There is also a great need for a
hostel for nuns visiting colombo and other cities.

To meet the financial needs of dasasil
matas, wherever possible | think it is a very good
idea to create trusts and investments of funds in
banks which would generat interest to provide their
essential requirements. There are a few cases of
this happening in Sri lanka already and | hope that
this trend will continue to increase. Our country
has received massive amounts of financial
assistance for its development from many friendly
countries both in East and West. Perhaps these
countries can also helps the world community of
Sangha. Even minimal amounts of assistance
would be sufficient to took after the needs of our
nunneries and to make possible future international
gathering of nun. In the past in Sri Lanka, lay
support for Sangha has been directed more
towards monks than nuns, but we hope to ensure
that nuns will not be an egnored sector in the
future. %

TN WITF, TH, MUY —
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