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Foreword

The Mahanidana Sutta of the Pali Canon is the longest and most
detailed of the Buddha’s discourses on dependent origination (paticca-
samuppada), which is widely considered to be the key discovery of the
Buddha and the core of his enlightenment experience. Because of its size,
the Mahanidana Sutta is included in the Digha Nikaya, the collection
of long discourses, rather than in the Nidana-samyutta of the Samyutta
Nikaya, which collects the Buddha’s shorter teachings on dependent
origination. But while it is the longest sutta on dependent origination, the
Mahanidana Sutta stands out because it presents a unique version of the
sequence of conditions.

The sequence used in the Mahanidana Sutta differs from the usual
version in three major respects. The first is that it lacks the first two
factors of the usual formula, ignorance and volitional activities. In the
Mahanidana, the series is traced back in reverse order, from effects to
conditions, starting with old age and death, which 1s conditioned by birth.
But instead of ending with ignorance, as the usual twelve-term sequence
does, it ends with the mutual conditionality of consciousness and name-
and-form: consciousness is the condition for name-and-form, and name-
and-form is the condition for consciousness. This method of exposition
is not unique to the Mahanidana; we find it in other suttas (for instance,
in SN 12:65). But in other suttas, the conditional relationship between
consciousness and name-and-form is merely stated, without explanation.
In the Mahanidana, explanations are given of exactly how consciousness
and name-and-form condition each other.

The second way the Mahanidana Sutta differs from the usual sequence
is by the absence of the six sense bases. Instead, the series moves back
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from contact to name-and-form as its condition. To clarify how name-
and-form is the condition for contact, the sutta includes a passage that
distinguishes two kinds of contact, “designation-contact” (adhivacana-
samphassa) and “impingement-contact” (patigha-samphassa). This
passage, and the terms it uses to demonstrate how contact is conditioned
by name-and-form, are unique to this sutta.

The third difference in the Mahanidana Sutta is the inclusion of a
secondary sequence of conditions branching off from craving. This
sequence shows the ethical and social consequences of craving. Craving
leads not only to clinging and renewed existence (as in the usual formula),
but also to the pursuit of gain, to attachment, possessiveness, miserliness,
and other social ills, culminating in quarrels, conflict, and violence.

The Mahanidana Sutta deals with other subjects besides dependent
origination, and these raise questions about the unity of the sutta.
Following the section on dependent origination, the sutta moves on to
topics that do not have an apparent connection with the primary topic
of the discourse. One section is on “descriptions of self,” another on
“considerations of self,” and finally a section that distinguishes between
two kinds of arahants: those liberated by wisdom, and those liberated in
both respects.

These sections raise the question of how this sutta was compiled.
Was the entire sutta originally expounded by the Buddha in one session,
as we find it in the text? Or does it consist, rather, of three separate
discourses that were joined together to create a single long discourse? The
connections between these sections are not obvious; how the later sections
relate to dependent origination is particularly puzzling. The commentary
offers explanations of the sequence, but its explanations seem contrived
and are not entirely convincing. It is possible that several independent
discourses were later merged into one to create the Mahanidana Sutta as
we find it in the Digha Nikaya.
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The Mahanidana Sutta has a fairly long commentary attached to it,
which is included in the Sumangala-vilasini, the complete commentary to
the Digha Nikaya. This commentary is regarded as the work of Acariya
Buddhaghosa, a learned monk from South India who came to Sri Lanka
in the fifth century for the purpose of writing commentaries to the Pali
Canon. Buddhaghosa’s commentaries were not original works that he
composed entirely on his own; rather, they build upon a tradition of
exegesis that may have been started among the Buddha’s direct disciples,
gathering more material as time went by.

The Pali commentaries composed by Buddhaghosa repesent the
collective wisdom of the teachers in the lineage of the Mahavihara, the
Great Monastery in Sri Lanka, where he worked. They were compiled on
the basis of older commentaries that were preserved in the ancient Sinhala
language and kept at the Mahavihara. Buddhaghosa’s main task, as he
describes it, was to extract the essence of these ancient commentaries,
integrate the material, and translate it into an elegant style of literary Pali,
the language of the canonical texts.

These commentaries interpret the suttas by way of the exegetical
system that was developed in the lineage of the Mahavihara. Thus, while
the suttas (with their parallels in other early Buddhist schools) are part of
the shared heritage of Indian Buddhism, the commentaries are particular to
the Theravada school. They explain the canonical texts in accordance with
the distinctive methods of interpretation maintained by the learned monks
of the Mahavihara. These methods use ideas from the Pali Abhidhamma,
as well as the views of ancient Buddhist masters both in India and Sri
Lanka, to create a remarkably consistent and detailed system of textual
analysis and interpretation.

The Pali commentaries have their own explanatory texts, known as
tika or subcommentaries. These were written to clear up problems raised
by the commentary and sometimes to shed further light on the sutta itself.
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The subcommentary to the Digha Nikaya was composed by another
South Indian monk named Dhammapala, who may have lived in the
seventh century, two centuries after Buddhaghosa. He probably resided at
Kanchipura, in present-day Tamil Nadu. Like Buddhaghosa, he adhered
quite strictly to the explanatory system of the Mahavihara. His style is
often dense and his explanations are subtle, complex, and highly technical,
which sometimes makes him hard to read.

In this book, my long-time student Pohui Chang offers a translation
of the Mahanidana Sutta and its commentary from Pali into Chinese.
She includes as well, in her notes, passages from the tika. The origin of
this project—its own “dependent origination”—goes back to 2009 and
2010, when two bhikkhunis from Taiwan came to Chuang Yen Monastery
(near Carmel, New York) to study the Pali commentaries with me. Since
Pohui had been studying Pali with me for several years, I invited her to
join our classes. At these classes we studied together the commentaries
to the Miulapariyaya Sutta (MN 1) and the Sabbasava Sutta (MN 2).
Subsequently, Pohui translated the Sabbasava Sutta and its commentary;
this translation has already been published (Luminary Publishing
Association, 2014). She next decided to translate the Mahanidana Sutta
and its commentary, working on it under my guidance over several years.
The present book is the result of her efforts.

The commentary to the Mahanidana Sutta has many interesting sections,
but it does not offer a detailed explanation of dependent origination itself.
This is because Buddhaghosa had already discussed dependent origination
in great detail in his major work, the Visuddhimagga, and thus he could
refer the reader to that work for full explanations. The Visuddhimagga
explains the links of dependent origination by way of the scheme of
twenty-four conditional relations (paccaya) found in the Abhidhamma
treatise, the Patthana. In the commentary to the Mahanidana Sutta, he
refers to the conditional relations only briefly, not in full detail.
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The commentaries are of value not only for their explanations of the
suttas themselves, but also because they provide background information
about the origin of the suttas, the course of events that motivated the
Buddha to give a particular teaching. Sometimes the commentary will
explain the distant background to a sutta, the events in past lives that lie
behind the present discourse. Often these background explanations will
draw upon legendary material rather than historical facts. We see this
clearly in the Mahanidana commentary, which relates the story of how
Venerable Ananda, in a distant past life, made the aspiration to become the
personal attendant of a future buddha. Such stories help to dispel a false
idea that many Mahayana Buddhists have about the Buddha’s eminent
arahant disciples. It is commonly believed that the arahants narrowly
pursue their own liberation, without concern for others. But the Pali
commentaries show us that the Buddha’s great disciples, such as Sariputta
and Ananda, long ago made aspirations or vows to attain high positions
under a future buddha; for many eons they cultivated the paramis in order
to fulfill their ideal. They seem almost like bodhisattvas, and thus the
translator here aptly designates them as ‘‘savakabodhisattas.”

In recent years, Chinese followers of Buddhism, whether in Taiwan or
China, have shown keen interest in Theravada Buddhism. So far the study
of Theravada Buddhism has focused largely on the Sutta Pitaka, probably
because the suttas represent the most ancient phase of Buddhism and also
because the suttas bring us most directly into contact with the Buddha
as a historical person. However, to gain a broad, deep, and thorough
understanding of Theravada Buddhism, it is not enough merely to study
the canonical texts. It is also necessary to study the commentaries. The
commentaries are not easy to read. They are written in a scholastic style
and employ a highly technical system of explanation. But despite the
difficulty, they bring to light many aspects of the Dhamma only hinted at
in the suttas. Hence there is a serious need for the Pali commentaries to be
translated into modern languages, particularly both English and Chinese.
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Translating Pali into Chinese presents many challenges. There is,
first, the difference between the two languages by way of grammar and
syntax. And then there is the difficulty of deciding whether to translate
Buddhist technical terms with their ancient Chinese renderings or to use
more contemporary renderings that will be meaningful to modern readers.
Pohui Chang has faced these challenges and dealt with them skillfully in
this translation. This book is of value, not only for the translation itself, but
also for Pohui’s excellent introduction, in which she explores many of the
knotty doctrinal issues raised by the sutta and its commentary. This work
will no doubt help Chinese Buddhists and students of Buddhism gain a
more accurate understanding of the teachings of early Buddhism. I also
hope it will help to clear up some of the misunderstandings of Theravada
Buddhism that still prevail in the Chinese Buddhist world.

Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi

Chuang Yen Monastery
Carmel, New York, U.S.A.
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