
Theravada Buddhist Councils – Buddhism 101

For the long lasting existence of the Dhamma precautionary
measures were taken by the Senior Sanga in the form of recitals or
councils in order to preserve the Dhamma. This took place three
months after the Passing away (Parinibbana) of the Buddha.

• At the inception of the Dhamma Council, a great statement was
made concerning the Buddha’s Dispensation.

• In the progress of the disciples three significant stages have been
distinguished,

• Namely: Pariyaptti (Theoratical knowledge), Pratipatti (Practice or
pursuance of the teachings), Prativeda (Penetration which
signifies the realisation of the truth of the Dhamma).

• This realisation occurs only as a result of theory and practice.
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The First Buddhist Council

• Cause - Hearing the improper words of Subhadda (“we are at 
liberty to go our way”), foreseeing the danger of the future of 
the Sasana, Arahant  Maha Kassapa  Thero took immediate 
action to hold a convocation of Dhamma and Vinaya.

• Time – Three months after the Passing away  (Parinibbana) of 
the Buddha, 

• Patronage - During the rein of king Ajasattu under his 
patronage. Five hundred distinguished Arahants assembled to 
recite the Dhamma with Mahakassapa Arahant as the Chief 
Sanga.

• Venue – Sattapanni Cave in the City of Rajagaha.
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Results

• The entire Dhamma Vinaya expounded by the Buddha was 
compiled together and grouped into three baskets.

• Each Pitaka was divided into books and entrusted to sections 
of the Sanga known as Banakas.  For e.g. Sanga who 
memorised  and preserved the  “Digha Nikaya” was known as 
Digha Banaka.

• Arrangements were made to the continuity and preservation 
from generation to generation.

• Diganikaya – Ven. Ananda and his pupils

• Majjhima Nikaya – Pupils of Ven. Sariputta

• Sanyutta Nikaya – Ven. Maha Kassapa

• Anguttara Nikaya – Ven. Anuruddha
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The Second Buddhist Council

• Cause – Some Bhikkhus who entered the order from the Vajji clan started 
relaxing certain vinaya rules.

• Time – One hundred years after the first council.

• Venue – In Valukarama in the city of Vesali

• Patronage - King Kalasoka  with seven hundred monks, proficient with 
Dhamma Vinaya headed by Sabbakami Thero. 

• It took 8 months to complete the recital.

• Results – Ten points of the Vajjian Bhikkhus were declared unlawful.

• Entire Dhamma Vinaya was recited and purified.

• Vajjian Bhikkhus held a separate council in a suburban village and came to 
be known as Mahasanghika.

• Those who purified the Dhamma came to be known as Sthaviravadins.

• The origin of the Mahayana Sect.

• The order of the Bhikkhus broke up to 18 sects (12 Sathaviravadins and 6 
Mahasangikavadins)
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The Third Buddhist Council

• Cause - The Bhikkhus could not perform the Uposatha and Pavarana rites 
for a period of 7 years as there were heretics in the Order who were 
disseminating their own doctrine while being in the robes of Buddhist 
monks.

• Time – Two hundred and eighteen years after the Passing a way of the 
Buddha.

• Venue – In Asokarama in the city of Pataliputta.

• Patronage – During king Asoka’s reign . Moggaliputta Tissa Thero selected 
one thousand Arahants possessing the six super natural powers  who were 
well versed in the Doctrine.

• This council lasted for nine months.

• Results – Purifying the order and expelling  about 6000 heretics who has 
entered the Order for gain and honour.

• Compilation of the true Doctrine, Tripitaka and the addition of 
Kathavatthu Pakarana to the Abhidhamma Pitaka.

• Sending of missionaries to nine different regions within and  out side the 
country.  Namely, Sri Lanka, Kashmir, Greece, Mysore, Magadha, Western 
India, Himalayas, Yonakapura and Burma.
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Introduction to The Tipitaka

• Forty five years of Buddha’s preachings (admonitions, expositions, 
interpretations, and discussions) delivered to his disciples from the day of 
his Enlightenment are known as Dhamma. They cover a vast field of topics 
and are preserved as a very valuable heritage, known as the Pali Canon or 
Tipitaka.

• The classification of the Dhamma into different groups was done at the first 
Buddhist Council. Mention was made only  of two Pitakas.

• It is believed that the Abhidhamma section was too included in the 
Dhamma section at the first Buddhist council.

• At the Third Council , all sections were clearly separated to three main 
divisions, Vinaya, Sutta, and Abhidhamma.

• Katavattu was added to the Abhidhamma Pitaka by Moggaliputta Tissa 
Thero, 

• Followed by this council, King Dhammasoka sent missionaries to various 
countries.

• He sent his son Mahinda Thero to Sri Lanka to establish the Dhamma in Sri 
Lanka through the friendship he had with King Devanam Piya Tissa.
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The Establishment of Buddhism in Sri Lanka

• Since the first recording of the Tipitaka was done in SL, a study of its 
preservation and  the knowledge of the establishment of Buddhism in Sri 
Lanka is important.

• After arriving in Sri Lanka, Arahant Mahinda Thero was able to teach Dhamma 
to  a large number of persons including the ladies in the Royal Place. 

• Many attained the Fruition of the path (First stage of Sainthood). 

• “Mahamega Vana” a park in the city of Anuradhapura was gifted to the Maha 
Sanga. 

• Later Mahavihara was built in this park.

• After the first vassana (retreat) season Thuparama Mahaviharaya, Cetiya 
Vihara were built for the use of the sanga.

• King Devanampiya Tissa was very keen to establish Buddhism in the Island.

• The number of Bhikkhus in the island increased to  over thirty thousand.
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Recording Tipitaka on Ola Leaves

• Ven. Mahinda mentioned the importance of holding a vinya recital.

• Vinaya recital was held under Maha Arittha Thero as the vinaya teacher 
along with the attendance of sixty-two Arahants.

• During the period that followed up to King Dutta Gamini’s reign, a rapid 
progress  of the sanga community and  the propagation of the Dhamma 
was to be seen.

• Later various causes led to the dissension and deterioration among the 
sanga.

• During king Vattagamini Abhaya’s ruling a famine went on for 12 years

• Some Bhikkhus went  to the Hill Country and India

• Monasteries in Anuradhapura were abandoned. 

• New School of Monks – Abhayagirivasins was formed at the Abhayagiri 
Monastery separate from Mahavihara Fraternity.

• King Vattagamini Abhaya favoured this school. 

• There were fears of foreign invasions and constant attacks from the Tamils.

• As Buddhism was still preserved by word of mouth, to commit to wringing 
was felt important when they faced with difficult situations as such.
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The Writings of the Tipitaka

• The monks retired to the caves at Alu Vihara in Matale and wrote down the 
entire Tipitaka and the Sinhala Commentaries on Ola leaves.

• 500 monks attended this important event.

• This was the first time the Tipitaka was brought  into  book form.

• This important event decided the future of the Theravada Buddhism and the 

writing of the Pali Commentaries by Ven. Buddhaghosha and other 
commentators.
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Abhayagiri Stupa & Thuparama Maha Viharaya

The Abhayagiri Stupa north of Anuradhapura city, built on the orders of Vattagamini Abhaya 
(1st centaury B.C.) to mark a site where the Buddha had meditated for a brief apace. 

Originally smaller, it was enlarged later to a height of 350 ft. and has , to this day, a base 
diameter of 355ft. 

Thuparama is the 1st historical Stupa in Sri Lanka constructed in Anuradhapura on the orders 
of King Devanampiya Tissa, with the concurrence of Mahinda Thero (3rd centaury B.C.). The 

stupa enshrines the right collar bone relic of the Buddha.

Ruins of the Abhayagiri 
Monastery

Thuparama 
Viharaya
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Books of the Sutta Pitaka

• The Sutta Pataka is a collection of all sermons preached by the Buddha 
and his leading disciples as Ven. Sariputta, Ven. Moggalana, Ven. Ananda, 
Ven. Anuruddha and others mainly for the benefit of Bhikkhus. 

• All these discourses are mainly divided into five groups known as;

1. Diga Nikaya  – collection of Long Discourses

2. Majjhima Nikaya – Collection of Medium Length Discourses

3. Samyutta Nikaya – Collection of Discourses on related subjects:

1.Sagatha Vagga, 2. Nidana Vagga 3, Khanda Vagga, 4, Salayatana Vagga 

5, Maha Vagga

4.     Anguttara Nikaya  - Collection of Discourses arranged in Progressive       
Numerical Order.

5. Kuddhaka Nikaya - A collection of Discourses of a miscellaneous Nature. 
There are 18 treatises: 1. Khuddaka Patha, 2. Dhammapada,3. Udana,

4. Itivuttaka, 5. Suttanipata, 6. Vimanavattu, 7. Petavatthu,8. Theragata, 

9. Therigatha, 10. Jataka, 11. Niddesa, 12. Patisambhida Magga, 

13. Apadana,14. Buddhavamsa, 15, Chariyapitaka, 16. Netti, 17. Petakopadesa 
and 18, Millindapanha. Numbers 16, 17 718 were later added to the Kuddaka 
Nikaya.   
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Kuddaka Nikaya - A number of Popular Items are Included in 
this Collection

• Kuddaka Patha – Manual for novices (samaneras),Contains Three Refuges, 
the ten Precepts and popular Sutta such as: Mangala, Ratana, Metta and 
Tirokudda. 

• Dhammapada – Collection of 423 stanzas taken from various contexts in 
Buddha’s sermons.

• Udana – Collection of short Suttas dealing with memorable incidents that 
come to the attention of the Buddha. 

• Itivuttaka – Joyous utterances made by the Buddha on Blissful occasions

• Suttanipata - A work in verse with occasional introductions in prose. 
There are five vagga in it which the Uraga vagga contains 12 suttas 
embodying some of the important teachings of the Buddha.

• And 7, Vimanavattu & Pata Vattu show the births in happy and unhappy 
existences as results of good and evil actions respectively.

• 8&9, Theragata & Theirgata are joyous utterances made by the Theras and 
Theris after attaining Arahatship. 
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Books of the Kuddaka Nikaya

10. Jataka – Contains 547 stories in verse relating the past existences of the 
Buddha

11. Niddesa Pali – is more commentary and contains much Abhidhamma 
material. It is attributed to Ven. Sariputta. 

12. Patisambida  Magga - Contains the teachings of the Buddha in the style  
for Abhidhamma.

13. Apadana Pali – Contains life stories (past and present) of the Buddha, of 
41 Pacceka Buddhas and  559 Thera Arahants and of 40 Theri Arahants .

14. Buddhavamsa – gives a historical account of Gotama Buddha and 24 
Buddhas who predicted his attainment of Buddhahood.

15. Cariya Pitaka – Contains 35 stories of Buddha’s previous lives in this last 
cycle. 

16&17. Netti and Petakopadesa are later additions of an exegetical nature ( 
detailed).

18. Milinda panha – records questions asked by king Milinder and answers 
given by Nagasena Thera.

By Ven. Sudhamma
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