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Mahadeva

Mahadeva (Chn. Datian [A K], Tib. Lha chen po) is
best known to Buddhist tradition as the schismatic
monk blamed for prompting the split between the
orthodox Sthavira and breakaway Mahasamghika
lineages, the first and most fundamental sunder-
ing of the theretofore unitary Buddhist monastic
community, placed roughly one hundred years
after the death of the Buddha. In order to vilify him
and to discredit his putatively heretical doctrinal
innovations, a fanciful tale of Oedipal corruption
is recounted about Mahadeva’s antecedents. How-
ever, the authenticity of this tale is highly suspect,
and what seems most likely is that another figure,
implicated instead in a later intra-Mahasamghika
sectarian subdivision, was transferred to this ear-
lier role, and the calumnious story attached to what
was originally an unrelated name. Whatever the
historical reality, this Buddhist Mahadeva must not
be confused with Mahadeva as an epithet of Siva, a
name that does appear in Buddhist sources, when
they deal with non-Buddhist (Hindu) traditions.
Likewise, although the name itself exists in the Pali
tradition, applied to at least nine separate persons,
none of these can be connected with the Mahadeva
discussed here, who remains unknown to the
Theravamsa traditions (see Malalasekera 1938, vol.
II., 505-506). (A comprehensive study is Silk, 2009,
upon which the present entry draws heavily.)

Vasumitra’s Samayabhedoparacanacakra (Wheel
of the Formation of the Divisions of Buddhist
Monastic Assemblies) is a vital source for the vari-
ous doctrines and ideas held by the sects of Indian
Buddhism. We have access to this text through one
Tibetan (D 4138/ P 5639) and three Chinese trans-
lations (T. 2031-2033). It recounts in its Tibetan
translation (ed. Takai, 1928/1978, 2:15—20; trans. Silk,
2008b, 27; 2009, 39) that:

When two hundred years had passed [since
the Buddha’s death], a wandering ascetic
(*parivrajaka) named *Mahadeva renounced the
world (*pravrajya) and dwelt at *Caityasaila; he
taught the Five Theses of the Mahasamghikas,
and having publicized them thoroughly, he creat-
ed the division into three sects called *Caityaka,
*Aparas$aila and *Uttarasaila.

© Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, 2019
Also available online — www.brill.com

Almost the same passage is found in the closely
related Nikayabhedavibhangavyakhyana (Commen-
tary on the Classification of the Divisions of Bud-
dhist Monastic Communities), which is in fact
part of the fourth chapter of the Tarkajvala (Blaze
of Reasoning) of —Bhaviveka (or Bhavya; Takai,
1928/1978, 21:4-8; D 3856, dbu ma, dza 150b7-151a1;
trans. Silk, 2009, 245n7; see Ui, 1924, 84-88, 91; Nat-
tier & Prebish, 1977, 261, 264; further Silk, 2009,
246n12).

It is only the newest Chinese translation of the
Samayabhedoparacanacakra, that of Xuanzang (22
#t; 600/2—664), however, that contains a reference
connecting together the initial schism between
the Mahasamghikas and the Sthaviras, a set of Five
Theses (see below), and Mahadeva (T. 2031 [XLIX]
15a17—23; Silk, 2006, 2009, 38—40). This seems to be
an innovation of Xuanzang, directly reliant on the
basic source for the elaborated story, the *Abhi-
dharma Mahavibhasa (Apidamo dapiposha lun [
BLAEBE K B3], T. 1545 [XXVIT] 510024512019,
trans. Mair, 1986; this is the source drawn upon below
for the narrative, quotations, and the Five Theses).
This text recounts a story of a boy, Mahadeva, son of
a merchant who went far away, leaving his wife and
son alone. The son grew up and had an incestuous
affair with his mother. When his father returned,
the son murdered him in order to continue his affair
with his mother. He then fled with her, but encoun-
tering in their new home an arhat who had known
them before, and fearing exposure, he murdered
the arhat as well. When he suspected, in turn, that
he was losing the affections of his mother, he mur-
dered her as well. However, this is not the end of the
story, for the text continues:

Inasmuch as he had not entirely cut off the
strength of his roots of goodness, [Mahadeva]
grew deeply and morosely regretful. Whenever
he tried to sleep, he became ill-at-ease. He con-
sidered by what means his serious crimes might
be eradicated. Later, he heard that the Sakyaputra
sramanas [Buddhist monks] were in possession
of a method for eradicating crimes. So he went to
the Kukkutarama monastery. Outside its gate he
saw a monk engaged in slow walking practice. The

BEB, vol. II
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MAHADEVA

monk was reciting a hymn.... When [Mahadeva]
heard this, he jumped for joy. He knew that, by
taking refuge in the Buddha'’s teachings his crimes
could certainly be eradicated. Therefore he went
to visit the monk. Earnestly and persistently,
[Mahadeva] entreated the monk to ordain him.
When the monk saw how persistent [Mahadeva’s]
entreaties were, he ordained him without making
an investigation or asking any questions. He al-
lowed him to retain the name Mahadeva and of-
fered him admonitions and instructions.

Due to his natural aptitude, Mahadeva became
a well-known, respected monk. But he was not
an arhat as he claimed to be. He therefore had to
explain away, as in accord with correct doctrine, the
specific failings to which he himself was prey. These
explanations or rationalizations came to constitute
the Five Points or Theses (paricavastini), to which
the group which eventually became the Sthavira
order objected. The five, characteristic of Mahadeva
in the continuing story, are that:
(1) Arhats can be led astray by others.
(2) Arhats are still subject to “undefiled
ignorance.”
(3) Arhats are subject to doubt.
(4) Arhats canbe taught by others, and rely on the
affirmation by others of their attainment.

The fifth point may be related again from the same
narrative in the Abhidharma Mahavibhasa:

Mahadeva had, indeed, committed a host of
crimes. However, since he had not destroyed his
roots of good, during the middle of the night he
would reflect upon the seriousness of his crimes
and upon where he would eventually undergo
bitter sufferings. Beset by worry and fright, he
would often cry out, “Oh, how painful it is!” His
disciples who were dwelling nearby were startled
when they heard this and, in the early morning,
came to ask him whether he were out of sorts.
Mahadevareplied, “lam feelingverymuch atease.”
“But why,” asked his disciples, “did you cry out last
night, ‘Oh, how painful it is!"?”

He proceeded to inform them: “I was proclaim-
ing the noble path (*aryamarga). You should not
think this strange. In speaking of the noble path,
if one is not utterly sincere in the anguish with
which he heralds it, it will never become manifest
at that moment when one’s life reaches its end.
Therefore, last night I cried out several times, ‘Oh,
how painful it is!”

This is termed the “origins of the fifth false view.”

299

According to this account, then, these five theses
attracted support and led to the creation of the
Mahasamghika order. Although the details of these
highly contentious theses (differently formulated in
a variety of texts), dealing as they do with the very
definition of religious perfection in earlier Bud-
dhist traditions, are to be discussed elsewhere, and
whether or not they really represent the doctrinal
points that led to an institutional split in the earlier
Indian monastic community, the accompanying
narrative of Mahadeva is without doubt ahistorical
and, almost equally certainly, actually unrelated to
these theses. That is, the question of the historical
status of the “Five Points” must be separated from
the narrative in which they came to be embedded.
(The best discussions of the points themselves
include Tsukamoto, 1980, esp. 229—246, 262—266
[earlier Tsukamoto, 1965]. A careful study of the
Mahasamghika—Sthavira schism, the Five Theses,
and the role of Mahadeva is Kanakura, 1962, 265—311
[esp. 266—267]. See also, among others, La Vallée
Poussin, 1910; Demiéville, 1932; Bareau, 1955, 88—111;
Lamotte, 1956, 1958, 297—312; Prebish, 1974; Nattier
& Prebish, 1977; Sasaki, 1991; Cousins, 1991; Lee, 1998,
2000, 2001.) It is not at all incidental, moreover, that
the sins with which Mahadeva is associated corre-
spond closely to the pan-Buddhist set of five “sins
of immediate retribution” (@nantarya), namely kill-
ing one’s father, mother, an arhat, drawing the blood
of a buddha, and creating a schism in the monastic
community (Silk, 2007). Mahadeva, blamed for cre-
ating the circumstances for the division of the com-
munity, the fifth of these sins, is also, according to
the embellished story, already guilty of the rest as
well.

The argument for the artificial connection
between the schism story and the biography of
Mahadeva is related, on the one hand, to the
absence of this account in schism sources unin-
fluenced by the Abhidharma Mahavibhasa, and
on the other to the existence of an independent
source of the story, namely the tale of Dharma-
ruci (Dharmarucyavadana), preserved in the
Divyavadana (and secondarily in the Bodhi-
sattvavadanakalpalata [both
reedited and trans. in Silk, 2008a; trans. 2009,

of —Ksemendra

64-75; 100-109]). Although hypothesized earlier,
the link between the story of Dharmaruci in the
Divyavadana and that of Mahadeva in the Abhi-
dharma Mahavibhasa was confirmed beyond
reasonable doubt by the discovery of Sanskrit
manuscript fragments of a story verbally very close
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to that of Dharmaruci, but in which the main charac-
ter’s name is none other than Mahadeva (Silk, 2016).
Therefore, the likely development is clear: a figure
originally associated with an intra-Mahasamghika
schism, some two hundred years after the Buddha’s
nirvana, was transferred about one century earlier
instead to the rift between the Mahasamghika and
Sthavira, and then the lurid story of Dharmaruci
borrowed and attached to this “villain” Mahadeva.

One of the most important schism accounts
independent of the Abhidharma Mahavibhasa is
the abovementioned  Samayabhedoparacana-
cakra, but since it is only in Xuanzang’s Chinese
translation that we find reference to Mahadeva
in connection with the initial schism between
the Mahasamghika and the Sthaviras, it is reason-
able to conclude that it was Xuanzang himself,
translator of the Abhidharma Mahavibhasa, who
glossed the schism account by adding a reference
to Mahadeva, something originally not found in his
Indian source. However, once Xuanzang connected
Mahadeva to the initial schism, later traditions in
China were able to elaborate on this connection.
The hypothesis of the central role of the Abhi-
dharma Mahavibhasa is made all the more likely
by a statement in the Yibuzonglunlun shuji (E305%
Fmamalist, X. 844 [LII] 572a24-573c4; ed. Koyama,
1891, 1.27b7—29a5; Expository Account of the Trea-
tise [called] The Wheel of Tenets of Diverse Sects)
by Xuanzang’s disciple Kuiji (£5%55; 632—682). In
commenting on Vasumitra’s text, this quotes the
Mahadeva story using Xuanzang’s translation of
the Abhidharma Mahavibhasa, suggesting that
Xuanzang, in lecturing on Vasumitra’s text, referred
directly to the Abhidharma Mahavibhasa for his
account of Mahadeva.

Other versions of the Mahadeva story are trans-
mitted in Chinese (e.g. Silk, 2010), and subsequently
in Japanese, sources, some of which, like the
Divyavadana but evidently not directly related to it,
recount the same history but without any connec-
tion to the schism. That is, rather than being lineal
descendants of the account originally unconnected
with the schism story, they are probably further
developments of the latter which then indepen-
dently transmit the story removed from any explicit
association with the schism, although some ver-
sions, for instance, retain a reference to the main
character’s nocturnal exclamations of pain, associ-
ated with the fifth of the Five Points.

An earlier Japanese example is found in the

uth- century Konjaku monogatarishu (5 E¥:E4%E
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I; NKBT vol. XXII, 306, kan 1V, 33; trans. Mair, 1986,
26—27), another in the Hobutsushu (%%, SNKBT
vol. XL, 316—317; detailed study in Koizumi, 1971,
186—286; trans. Silk, 2009, 45—46), attributed to
Taira no Yasuyori (*F-E##E; 145?—1200 or after). The
version in the Sangoku denki (Z=Fl{#zc, DNBZ
148, 84a4-16 [266-267], kan III, 28; trans. Mair,
1986, 27—-28), compiled in the first half of the 15th
century by the Tendai (X7) monk Gento (ZIfH#;
d.u.), likewise mentions no connection with the
schism account, while, like the other sources, nev-
ertheless crediting Mahadeva with the same set of
sins. However, it is explicit in ending on a positive
note, saying that after Mahadeva encountered the
Dharma, “he sought to renounce the world, where-
upon the monks pardoned him. Before long he
became versed in the profundities of the Tripitaka
and conversant with all the twelve-fold divisions of
the teaching.”

The story of Mahadeva is known in Tibet from
at least the gth century, if not somewhat earlier.
The oldest known source is found in a Dunhuang
manuscript (IOL Tib J 26; Borgland, 2016), which
proclaims itself based on a Chinese source which,
however, remains to be identified. This is a com-
mentary by Nam kvang pad shi (the final element
perhaps reflecting Chn. boshi [{#=:], “teacher,” Bor-
gland, 2016, 16-17n41, but Nam kvang is unknown)
which may be connected with Vasumitra’s treatise,
noted above, although ambiguities remain. It seems
probable that the ultimate source of the version
preserved here in Tibetan is, after all, once again
the Chinese Abhidharma Mahavibhasa translated
by Xuanzang. Later Tibetan texts also relate the
same story, probably likewise based ultimately on
Chinese sources (for a detailed examination of the
sources, in which the relevant passages are edited
and translated, see Silk, 2008b). These include the
*Subhasitaratnanidhi (Treasury of Aphoristic Jew-
els), a popular collection of moralistic sayings com-
posed between 1215 and 1225 by the patriarch of the
Sa skya school, and one of the greatest scholars in
the history of Tibetan Buddhism, Sa skya Pandita
Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan (1182-1251, »Five Forefathers
of the Sa skya School). This is expanded in a com-
mentary on his work by his disciple, Dmar ston
Chos kyi rgyal po (c. 1197 — c. 1258). The story also
appears in Sa skya Pandita’s Sdom pa gsum gyi rab
tu dbye ba (A Clear Differentiation of the Three
Codes), and in two later commentaries on this
work by, respectively, Gser mdog pan chen Shakya
mchogldan (1428-1507) and Go rams pa Bsod nams
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seng ge (1429-1489). Finally, an account is found in
the Rgya bod kyi chos "byung rgyas pa (Extensive
History of Buddhism in India and Tibet) of the
Rnying ma pa author Mkhas pa lde’'u, dated in its
present form to “later than 1261” (Martin & Ben-
tor, 1997, 43—44; Chab spel tshe brtan phun tshogs,
1987, 98:20-101:3; trans. Silk, 2008b, trans. 35-36, ed.
46—47; Borgland, 2016, 25-28). This text is unique
among these Tibetan accounts in making explicit
the link between Mahadeva and the early Buddhist
institutional schism. When the historian Bu ston
(1290-1364) speaks of the schism, he connects it
not with any Mahadeva, but rather with a certain
*Bhadra, but Taranatha (1575-1634) does know
Mahadeva, connecting him to the schism, although
here too the name Bhadra also appears (details in
Silk, 2008b, 29-31).
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