Teaching the Abhidharma in the Heaven of the Thirty-three,
The Buddha and his Mother*

Analayo

In what follows I investigate the tale of the Buddha’s sojourn in the Heaven
of the Thirty-three to teach his mother, based on a translation of a version
of this episode in the Samyukta-agama preserved in Chinese, with a view
to discerning the gradual development and significance of this tale.

Introduction

With the present paper I continue exploring a theme broached in the last issue of
the present journal, namely the Buddha’s preaching activities in relation to early
Buddhist inclusivism, which ‘includes’ denizens of the ancient Indian pantheon
in the early Buddhist world, albeit with some significant changes." While in the
previous paper I studied the motif of Brahma inviting the Buddha to start teach-
ing, the episode taken up now is a rainy season retreat spent by the Buddha in the
Heaven of the Thirty-three to teach his mother and the assembled devas.?

Sakra, the king in the Heaven of the Thirty-three, in a way exemplifies the
tendency to inclusivism even more than Brahma. The ancient Indian warrior god
Indra, the slayer of Vrtra,®> undergoes a rather radical transformation in early
Buddhist texts and becomes a peaceful and devout Buddhist disciple under the

*I am indebted to Rod Bucknell, Giuliana Martini, Shi Kongmu, Ken Su, Giovanni Verardi and
Monika Zin for comments on a draft of this paper.

*Anilayo 2011a.

*Another teaching given in the Heaven of the Thirty-three is reported in MN 134 at MN III
200,12, in which case the parallels MA 166 at T 1 698c20 and T 77 at T 1 886b12 speak of the Bamboo
Grove at Rajagrha instead.

A summary of this myth can be found in Macdonell 1897/2000: 58-60.
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name of Sakra.# In one episode located in the past, even when he has to engage
in war, Sakra takes such care to avoid unnecessary harm to living beings that, on
being defeated, he halts his retreat and turns round to face the enemy again so as
to avoid harming the nests of birds that would be destroyed if he were to continue
his flight.> Needless to say, this heroic deed in the name of harmlessness is what
then ensures his final victory.

The tale of the Buddha’s visit to the Heaven of the Thirty-three, translated be-
low from a Samyukta-agama collection that has probably been transmitted within
the Millasarvastivada tradition,® shows Sakra and the whole celestial assembly as
a pious gathering of respectful Buddhist disciples. Besides a few Sanskrit frag-
ments,” a full Sanskrit version of this tale occurs in the Avadanasataka,® a text
stemming from the same Milasarvastivada tradition.® The Malasarvastivada Vinaya
also has recorded this episode.*°

In the Theravada tradition, a corresponding narration can be found in brief
in the commentary on the Suttanipata and in the Jataka collection,'* with a more
detailed description provided in the Dhammapada commentary.**

A Chinese Agama parallel to the Samyukta-agama tale occurs as part of a
longer discourse in the Ekottarika-agama.'3 The school affiliation of this dis-

4Cf. also Analayo 2010b: 3 and 2011b: 157.

SN 11.6 at SN I 224,24 and its parallels SA 1222 at T I 333c1 and SA? 49 at T II 390a8.

°On the school affiliation of the Samyukta-agama cf., e.g., Ll 1963: 242, Waldschmidt 1980:
136, Mayeda 1985: 99, Enomoto 1986: 23, Schmithausen 1987: 306, Choong 2000: 6 note 18,
Hiraoka 2000, Harrison 2002: 1, Oberlies 2003: 64, Bucknell 2006: 685 and Glass 2010.

7SHT V 1145, Sander 1985: 144, describes groups of devas proclaiming their status as stream-
enterers; SHT V 1146 V1 to R1, Sander 1985: 145, has preserved the final part of the discourse with
Mahamaudgalyayana announcing the Buddha’s impending return; fragment Or 15009/49, Ye 2009:
1251, sets in towards the end of the episode preserved in SHT V 1145 and then has Mahamaudgal-
yayana’s requesting the Buddha to return and the Buddha’s reply; SHT III 835, Waldschmidt 1971:
56f, describes the Buddha’s descent.

$The episode is part of tale 86, Speyer 1909/1990: 89,1 to0 94,16.

“Hartmann 1985. The Avadanasataka version is in fact fairly close to the tale in SA 506.

°T 1451 at T XXIV 346a14 to 347a18 and D 6 da 88a2 to 92a1 or Q 1035 ne 85a2 to 89a6.

"PjII 570,10 to 20 and Ja 483 at Ja IV 265,17 to 266,s5; cf. also Vism 391,1 to 392,20.

*Dhp-a IlI 216,17 to 226,3.

EA 38.5 at T II 705b23 (the Buddha goes to the Heaven of Thirty-three) to 707¢c4 (the Buddha
has returned to Jambudvipa); the section corresponding to SA 506 (which begins only at T Il 706¢18
with the four assemblies asking Mahamaudgalyayana to be their messenger) has been translated by
Bareau 1997: 20-25.
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course collection is a subject of continued discussion among scholars and thus
at present best considered as undetermined.'4

Another version occurs in the Chinese counterpart to the Atthakavagga of the
Suttanipata.*> Unlike its Pali parallel, the Chinese counterpart to the Atthakavagga
accompanies its stanzas throughout with prose narrations. A comparable case
would be the Pali Udana collection, where the stanzas also come together with
prose, whereas Udana collections of other Buddhist schools consist only of verse
material.'® Thus the Chinese counterpart to the Atthakavagga and the Pali Udana
collection appear to testify to the same phenomenon, namely the inclusion into a
canonical text of material that may originally have been of a more commentarial
nature.'’

Several other versions of the Buddha’s sojourn in the Heaven of the Thirty-
three have been preserved in the Chinese canon.®

Out of the various scenes depicted in this episode, his descent back to the hu-
man realm, accompanied by Brahma and Sakra, has become one of the favourite
motifs of Indian iconography,'® with early specimens extant already from the an-
iconic period.

**For a brief survey of aspects of the Ekottarika-agama cf. Analayo 2009b. At the SLABS con-
ference held 2010 at SIBA in Sri Lanka, Tsefu Kuan presented several arguments in favour of the
hypothesis that the Ekottarika-agama was transmitted within the Mahasamghika tradition. A po-
sition in favour of a Mahasamghika affiliation has also been argued recently by Pasadika 2010. For
a survey of opinions on this topic by Japanese scholars cf. Mayeda 1985: 102f.

>The tale is part of the fourteenth discourse regarding the nun Utpalavarna, T 198 at T IV 184c¢25
to 185cy, translated in Bapat 1950: 36-42.

*“For a study of this feature cf. Analayo 2009a.

7On this phenomena cf. Analayo 2010a.

"Cf, e.g., T156 at TIII 136b17 to 137b1o, T 200 at T IV 247a1 to a8, and T 694 at T XVI 791b1o
to 792c25 (for further references cf. note 72 below); for a detailed survey of relevant texts from the
Tibetan canon cf. Skilling 2008.

YFoucher 1905: 537 comments that “le fait le plus important dans I'imagination populaire nétait
ni son ascension, que l'on ne voit nulle part, ni méme son séjour, qui manque de pittoresque, mais
bien sa ‘descente’ sur la terre”.
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The above Bharhut relief, found on the so-called Ajatasatru Pillar, depicts the
Buddha’s descent from the Heaven of the Thirty-three.>® At the centre a triple
flight of stairs reaches down from heaven, with footsteps of the Buddha depicted
on the first and last step of the middle, wider flight of stairs. Above flying devas
carry flowers, while the area to the side and below is packed with the expectant
crowd that has gathered to welcome the Buddha’s return. A tree with a seat stands
beside the stairs, as if ready to receive the Buddha for the teaching to be given to
the assembled crowd.**

**Picture from Coomaraswamy 1956 plate XI figure 31 middle section; cf. also Cunningham
1879 plate XVII middle section. For a survey of early representations of the same scene cf,, e.g.,
Fabri 1930: 289, Lamotte 1958/1988: 339, Schlingloff 2000: 478fand Skilling 2008: 42. Monika Zin
informs me that among the recent Kanaganahalli discoveries (on which cf. Zin 2011) an aniconic
depiction of the Buddha’s descent has been found, which has so far not been published. The relief
is about two meters in height and shows a single flight of stairs, the lowest of which carries the
Buddha’s footprints.

**Schlingloff 2000: 481 confirms that the stone seat under the fig tree is a pictorial reference to the
Buddha’s preaching after his return to earth, “auf die Predigt des Buddha nach seinem Herabstieg
zur Erde wird durch einen Steinsitz unter einem Feigenbaum hingewiesen”. The depiction of a fig
tree would fit the reference to an Udumbara tree in SA 506 at T II 134c16; cf. also the translation
below.
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Below, I translate the Samyukta-agama version, followed by a brief study of
selected aspects of its presentation.

Translation

[Discourse to Sakra]>?

Thus have I heard. At one time the Buddha was spending the rains retreat
in the Heaven of the Thirty-three on the Pandukambala Rock,*? not far from the
Parijata, the Kovidara Tree, teaching the Dharma to his mother and the devas of
the Thirty-three. At that time, the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana was spending
the rains retreat at Sravasti in Jeta’s Grove, Anathapindada’s Park.

Then [the members of] the four assemblies approached the venerable Maha-
maudgalyayana, paid respects with their heads at his feet, withdrew to sit at one
side and said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana: “Do you know where the
Blessed One is spending the rains retreat?”>4

>*SA 506 at T II 134a7 to 134c23, for which Akanuma 1929/1990: 58 suggests the title 75
F. The present discourse need not be a version of the Devavatdra-siitra mentioned in the
‘Karmavibhangopadesa’, Lévi 1932: 159,18, as the descent scene in SA 506 is rather brief, making it
less probable that this particular episode would have provided the title of the discourse.

»SA 506 at T II 134a7 actually reads: 52 1 #X f4. Judging from the corresponding pas-
sage in the Avadanasataka, Speyer 1909/1990: 89,5: pandukambalasilayam parijatasya kovidarasya
natidire (cf. also the Avadanakalpalata 14.1, Das 1888: 431,7), the reference in SA 506 would be to
the pandukambalasila, the rock used as throne by Sakra; cf. also the pandukambalasila mentioned
in JaIV 265,19 and Dhp-a III 217,3. Various descriptions of what is presumably the same place can
be found in the parallels, cf., e.g., EA 38.5 at TII y05¢1 (cf. also T 11 706¢12), T 198 at T IV 184¢26, T
200 at T IV 247a1, and the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, T 1451 at T XXIV 346a1, with its counterpart
in D 6 da 88a2 or Q 1035 ne 85a3.

*4EA 38.5 at T Il 705c29 precedes this with the members of the four assemblies inquiring from
Ananda, who does not know where the Buddha is residing and eventually directs them on to
Aniruddha. Using his divine eye, Aniruddha is still unable to discern the Buddha’s whereabouts,
as the Buddha has transformed his body in such a way that he cannot be discovered. At the end
of the three month period, the Buddha stops this transformation of his body. Thereon Aniruddha
is able to see him. He then recommends that the one to be sent to the Heaven should be Maha-
maudgalyayana. According to Pj II 570,11, however, the Buddha had been requested to return by
Anuruddha, while Ja IV 265,21 reports that Mahamoggallana had come to tell the Buddha, as does
Vism 391,20, preceded by indicating that Anuruddha had found out where the Buddha was. Dhp-a
III 218,9 begins with Mahamoggallana being asked about the Buddha’s whereabouts. Even though
Mahamoggallana knows, he nevertheless directs the members of the four assemblies to Anuruddha
for finding out where the Buddha is; here, too, it is eventually Mahamoggallana who approaches
the Buddha.
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The venerable Mahamaudgalyayana replied: “I heard that the Blessed One is
spending the rains retreat in the Heaven of the Thirty-three, on the Pandukambala
Rock, not far from the Parijata, the Kovidara Tree, teaching the Dharma to his
mother and the devas of the Thirty-three” Then [the members of] the four assem-
blies, hearing what the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana had said, were delighted
and joyful. They all rose from their seats, paid respects and left.

Then, when the three months of the rains retreat were over, [the members of]
the four assemblies again approached the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana, paid
respects with their heads at his feet and withdrew to sit to one side. Then the ven-
erable Mahamaudgalyayana taught the Dharma to [the members of] the four as-
semblies in various ways, explaining, teaching, illuminating and delighting them.
Having explained, taught, illuminated and delighted them, he remained silent.

Then [the members of] the four assemblies rose from their seats, paid re-
spects with their heads and said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana: “Venera-
ble Mahamaudgalyayana, please know that we have not seen the Blessed One for
a long time. We [members of the four] assemblies eagerly long to see the Blessed
One. Venerable Mahamaudgalyayana, if it is not too troublesome, we would wish
that you approach the Heaven of the Thirty-three on our behalf and inquire from
the Blessed One on behalf of all of us: ‘Do you have little disease and little trouble,
are you dwelling at ease and in peace?’ Further tell the Blessed One: ‘[The mem-
bers of] the four assemblies of Jambudvipa wish to see the Blessed One,*> but they
do not have the supernormal power to ascend to the Heaven of the Thirty-three
to pay their respects to the Blessed One. The devas of the Thirty-three, [however],
do themselves have the supernormal power to come down and be among human
beings. We only wish for the Blessed One to come back to Jambudvipa, out of
compassion.”

Then the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana assented by remaining silent. [134b]
Then [the members of] the four assemblies, knowing that the venerable Maha-
maudgalyayana had assented by remaining silent, all rose from their seats, paid
respects and left.

At that time the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana, knowing that [the members
of ] the four assemblies had left, entered concentration, an attainment of such a
type that, just as a strong man bends or stretches his arm, so in an instant he
disappeared from Sravasti and appeared in the Heaven of the Thirty-three, on the
Pandukambala Rock, not far from the Parijata, the Kovidara Tree. At that time

»On the significance of the term Jambudvipa cf. Wujastyk 2004.
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the Blessed One was teaching the Dharma to the assembly in the Heaven of the
Thirty-three, surrounded by an innumerable retinue.

Then the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana, seeing the Blessed One from afar,
was thrilled with joy, thinking: “Today the Blessed One is teaching the Dharma
surrounded by the great heavenly assembly, which is no different from [him teach-
ing] a gathering of the assemblies in Jambudvipa’

At that time the Blessed One, knowing the thought in the mind of the ven-
erable Mahamaudgalyayana, said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana: “Maha-
maudgalyayana, it is not on their own account [that they are gathered like this].
When I wish to teach the Dharma to the devas, they right away come together.
When I wish them to leave, they right away leave. They come following my inten-
tion and go following my intention.”*

At that time the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana paid respects with his head at
the Buddha’s feet, withdrew to sit at one side and said to the Blessed One: “Various
kinds of devas have come together in this great assembly. Are there in this great
assembly of devas those who have earlier heard the Dharma taught by the Buddha,
the Blessed One, and attained perfect confidence, who on the breaking up of the
body, at death, have come to be reborn here?”

The Buddha said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana: “So it is, so it is.
Among the various devas that have come together in this great assembly there
are those who in their previous lives heard the Dharma and attained perfect con-
fidence in the Buddha, the Dharma and the community, who have accomplished
noble morality and, on the breaking up of the body, at death, have come to be
reborn here”?”

Then Sakra, the king of devas, on seeing that the Blessed One and the ven-
erable Mahamaudgalyayana had finished speaking to each other in praise of the
assembly of devas, said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana: “So it is, so it is,
venerable Mahamaudgalyayana. All of the various [devas] that have gathered in
this assembly heard the right Dharma in their previous lives and attained perfect
confidence in the Buddha, the Dharma and the community, accomplished noble
morality and, on the breaking up of the body, at death, have come to be reborn
here”

*EA 38.5 at T II 705c27 attributes it to the Buddha’s concentrative power that they act like this.

*’No such indication is given in EA 38.5, which instead at T II 705¢c9 reports that while in the
Heaven of the Thirty-three the Buddha had delivered a gradual discourse culminating in the four
truths, whereon the devas attained stream-entry. In other words, in this account they obviously had
not already been stream-enterers in their former existence.
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Then a certain monk,?® on seeing that the Blessed One, the venerable Maha-
maudgalyayana and Sakra, the king of devas, had finished approving of each other,
said to the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana: “So it is, so it is, venerable Maha-
maudgalyayana. All of the various devas that have gathered here have heard the
right Dharma in their previous lives and attained perfect confidence in the Bud-
dha, the Dharma and the community, accomplished noble morality and, on the
breaking up of the body, at death, have come to be reborn here.”

Then a deva rose from his seat,>® [134c] arranged his garment so as to bare
the right shoulder, and with hands held together [in respect] said to the Buddha:
“Blessed One, I too accomplished perfect confidence in the Buddha and therefore
came to be reborn here” Another deva said: “I attained perfect confidence in the
Dharma?” Some said they attained perfect confidence in the community and some
said they accomplished noble morality, therefore coming to be reborn here. Like
this, innumerable thousands of devas declared before the Buddha that they had
attained the condition of stream-entry. They all then disappeared from before the
Buddha and were no longer seen.

Then the venerable Mahamaudgalyayana, soon after knowing that the heav-
enly assembly had left, rose from his seat, arranged his robes so as to bare the right
shoulder, and said to the Buddha: “Blessed One, [the members of] the four assem-
blies of Jambudvipa pay respects with their heads at the feet of the Blessed One
and inquire from the Blessed One: ‘Do you have little disease and little trouble, are
you dwelling at ease and in peace?’ [The members of] the four assemblies cherish
the wish to see the Blessed One. They say to the Blessed One: “We humans do not
have the supernormal power to ascend to the Heaven of the Thirty-three to pay
our respects to the Blessed One. However, the devas have great might and power,

*%1t is unclear to me where this monk suddenly comes from; no comparable reference is found
in the corresponding section in the chief parallel versions. A whole discourse dedicated to the Bud-
dha’s mother, however, begins by indicating that the Buddha dwelled in the Heaven of the Thirty-
three in the company of 1250 monks; cf. T 383 at T XII 1005a7: BRI R —F ZHA+AH
and the discussion in Durt 2007: 255 [56]. Similarly, another version of the present episode speaks
of an innumerably great community of monks being together with the Buddha (and a similarly in-
numerable number of bodhisattvas) in the Heaven of the Thirty-three, T 694 at T XVI 790a16: 5i
Jit R L AR,

»SA 506 at T II 134c1 at this point refers to X F, corresponding to devaputra. Childers
1875/1993: 115 s.v. devaputto explains that “devaputto ... means simply a male deva”; cf. also
Bodhi 2000: 384 note 141, who explains that “devaputta means literally ‘son of the devas), but since
devas are depicted as arising ... by way of spontaneous birth’, a literal translation would not be
appropriate.
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they are all able to come down to Jambudvipa. We only wish for the Blessed One
to come back to Jambudvipa, out of compassion for [the members of] the four
assemblies.”

The Buddha said to Mahamaudgalyayana: “You can return and tell the peo-
ple of Jambudvipa: ‘After seven days the Blessed One shall come back from the
Heaven of the Thirty-three to the city of Samkasya in Jambudvipa, outside the
outer gate at the foot of the Udumbara tree”

The venerable Mahamaudgalyayana received the Blessed One’s instruction
and entered concentration so that, just as a strong [man] bends or stretches his
arm, in an instant he disappeared from the Heaven of the Thirty-three and ar-
rived in Jambudvipa. He said to [the members of] the four assemblies: “People,
you should know that after seven days the Blessed One will come from the Heaven
of the Thirty-three to the city of Samkasya in Jambudvipa, outside of the outer gate
at the foot of the Udumbara tree”

Asscheduled, on the seventh day the Blessed One came down from the Heaven
of the Thirty-three to the city of Samkasya in Jambudvipa, to the foot of the Udum-
bara tree. Devas, nagas, yaksas, up to Brahma devas, all followed him down. At
that time, this gathering was given a name. The name was ‘the place where the
devas descended’3°

Study

Comparing the various versions of the above tale, it is noteworthy that in the
Samyukta-agama discourse this episode occurs on its own, whereas in the other
versions it comes embedded in a wider narrative. Moreover, the depiction of the
Buddha’s descent is rather brief compared to the other versions. All we are told
is that the Buddha came down as previously announced and that various celes-
tial beings came down with him.3* In most of the other versions, the Buddha’s
descent is depicted with considerable detail, often with precise indications about
the manner in which he traversed the distance between heaven and earth, a de-
scription that then leads on to further narratives. Three stairs had been built for

**The ending of the discourse is somewhat abrupt, without the standard conclusion that reports
the monks’ delight in what the Buddha had taught them.

3''The Avadanasataka, Speyer 1909/1990: 94,15, and T 156 at T III 137bg4 are similar to SA 506,
in as much as their report of the Buddha’s descent does not give any reference to a path or a flight
of stairs he used to return to Jambudvipa.
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his descent by the devas,3> so that the Buddha could use the middle flight of stairs,
being flanked by Brahma and Sakra on each side.

Iconographic presentations of this episode regularly adopt the same pattern,
portraying the Buddha’s descent from the Heaven of the Thirty-three with the
help of three flights of stairs, as for example in the Bharhut relief presented above.
Allinger (2010: 3) notes that “early Indian depictions - all those preserved are
reliefs — almost always show three flights of steps ... in aniconic depictions the
stairways are void of figures, while in iconic depictions they are occasionally re-
placed with a single flight”

Now in the context of the above aniconic portrayal of the Buddha’s descent, a
flight of stairs is an obvious requirement for the whole image to work.33 Without
some visible evidence of a path or a flight of stairs it would be difficult to express
the idea of a descent as long as the one who descends cannot be portrayed. Thus
the depiction of stairs would have had a symbolic function.3*

32The construction of three stairs is mentioned in T 198 at T IV 185c2: E{L/E=, in T 200
at TIV 247a5: A EIE=IEE M, in T 694 at T XVI 792b18: {E=ZE B[, in T 1451 at T
XXIV 347a1: E = E & and D 6 da 91b2 or Q 1035 ne 88bs: skas gsum sprul, and in Dhp-a
III 225,3: tini sopanani mapesi; cf. also Ja IV 266,1 and Vism 392,2. Stairs are also mentioned in
a version of the Buddha’s descent from the Heaven of the Thirty-three in fragment SHT III 835,
Waldschmidt 1971: 56f, as well as in the Book of Zambasta, 23.142, Emmerick 1968: 360. EA 38.5
at T II 707a28 however, speaks of the construction of three paths, E=7E 1%, with a variant reading
of similar meaning as {F =€ %. Bareau 1997: 22 note 18 takes this to reflect an earlier stage in the
description of the Buddha’s descent, suggesting that “on peut supposer que cette version a conservé
ici un élément du récit primitif, lescalier étant une précision destinée a rendre la construction en
question plus prodigieuse et plus conforme a la solennité de Iévénement comme a la souveraineté
spirituelle du Bienheureux”. Yet, in view of the fact that T 200 and T 694 also employ the expression
“path’, which then does refer to stairs, the reference in EA 38.5 could be a corruption of a similar
reference and need not be testifying to an early stage in the evolution of the present motif. On a
depiction of the descent scene in which the Buddha uses a tree ladder instead cf. Allinger 1999:
328.

#3Strong 2010: 976f suggests that “in an ‘aniconic’ context, a ladder may have simply been a
convenient way of representing vertical movement, and once the tradition was established, it was
kept even after the appearance of the Buddha image”. Ibid. adds that the function of the stairs
could also have been to represent a “levelling of the field’ between humans and deities and the
Buddha”. While I find the first of Strong’s interpretations convincing, I doubt that a levelling of the
field between men and devas would have caused the invention of the stair motif in the first place
and I also doubt that the point would be to place the Buddha at the level of other humans. As far as
I can see the main thrust of the whole story is rather elevating the Buddha to a level superior even
to the highest devas. Thus the levelling of devas and men, it seems to me, is simply a by-product of
the elevation of the Buddha.

3*On the symbolism of stairs in general cf,, e.g., Guénon 1962: 244-247.
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However, in the above Bharhut relief the stairs already acquire a more lit-
eral nuance, given that the Buddha’s footprints are explicitly depicted. No doubt
the artist(s) intended to portray real stairs that the Buddha actually used to walk
down. The pilgrims Faxidn (3% #H) and Xudnzang (Z%£) in fact describe the re-
mains of the stairs that were believed to have been used by the Buddha on this
occasion.®

That the stairs were understood literally is also evident from textual accounts.
Notably, several of these textual accounts struggle with the contrast between the
ease with which the Buddha and subsequently Mahamaudgalyayana ascend to the
Heaven of the Thirty-three, and the circumstance that the Buddha does not use
the same method on descending.3®

The contrast between the Buddha ability to move around freely in heavenly
realms due to his supernatural powers and the construction of stairs for him to
descend to Jambudvipa becomes evident in the version of the present episode
found in the Chinese counterpart to the Atthakavagga. The narration reports that,
just before his descent, the Buddha tours the different heavens by employing the
usual form of locomotion by mental power, illustrated with the standard simile of
someone who bends or stretches an arm.3” Yet, he does not use the same for the
last part of his journey back to earth.

The Ekottarika-agama explicitly tackles this issue, as it reports Sakra’s instruc-
tion that stairs should be constructed so that the Buddha does not need to employ

3PFaxidn (55H) reports that the three stairs had mostly disappeared into the ground, T 2085 at
T LI 859c19, but the last seven steps were still visible, around which a monastery was constructed.
Xudnzang (Z2£) then refers to the monastery which has the triple stairs in its precincts, T 2087 at
T LI 893a24.

3Expressed in terms of the above Bharhut relief, the mode of locomotion by way of stairs, in-
dicated with the Buddha’s footsteps, contrasts with the ease with which the devas fly around freely
on both sides of the stairs. This contrast might explain the need to depict Brahma and Sakra as also
using stairs, whom several texts and iconographic presentations then show to be attending on the
Buddha, equipped with an umbrella and a fly whisk respectively; their attendant status is reflected
in the Bharhut relief in the smallness of their rows of stairs, compared to the middle row used by the
Buddha. The pictorial reference to Brahma and Sakra clarifies that it is a matter of conscious choice
that steps are being used. Strong 2010: 970 formulates the puzzling aspect of the textual accounts
in this manner: “why does the Buddha ... need (or appear to need) a set of stairs to come down
again to earth? Why does he not just fly or float down?” The assumption by Karetzky 1992: 179
that, using the staircase, “the Buddha both ascends to heaven to preach ... and descends to earth”
does not appear to be supported by the textual and iconographic sources.

T 198 at T IV 185b21: W17+ R HEH.
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supernormal powers to arrive at Jambudvipa.3®

The Mulasarvastivada Vinaya, which also reports some inter-celestial travels
by the Buddha just before his descent, turns to this problem in an even more
explicit manner. It reports Sakra asking the Buddha if he wishes to descend to
Jambudvipa by supernatural power or on foot.3® The Buddha opts for going on
foot, whereon Sakra gets three flights of stairs made. The Miilasarvastivada Vinaya
continues with the Buddha reflecting that some non-Buddhists might misinter-
pret this, thinking that due to arousing attachment while being in the Heaven of
the Thirty-three the Buddha has lost his ability to use his supernatural powers. In
order to forestall such ideas, the Buddha then decides to descend half the way to
Jambudvipa by supernatural power and the other half on foot.#° Evidently tra-
dition felt that the Buddha’s descent from heaven by way of stairs required an
explanation.

Now the idea of employing stairs would have occurred originally when rep-
resenting the Buddha’s descent in art, where at least in aniconic depiction such a
motif arises naturally.#' However, the same is not the case for texts. In fact the
above passages make it clear that in textual accounts the motif of the stairs was
felt as something of a misfit, making it highly improbable that the idea of stairs
could have come from a textual source. Instead, it would have originally arisen as
a symbol in an aniconic context and was subsequently taken literally.

In other words, it seems to me that we have here an instance of cross-
tertilization between text and art, where an already existing tale is concretized
in art and this in turn influences textual accounts.

¥EA 38.5 at TII 707a28: “see to it that the Tathagata does not need supernatural powers to reach
Jambudvipa’, #4012 1~ F 1 & 22 [ 17 Hl1; the assumption by Teiser 1988: 139 that the Buddha “has
given up the ‘spiritual feet’ (shen-tsu) that allow him to fly” seems to be based on a misunderstanding
of this passage. Bareau 1997: 22f translates the same as “car je considére que le Tathagata ne (doit)
pas utiliser ses bases de pouvoirs surnaturels (rddhipada) pour arriver sur la terre du Jambudvipa’,
to which he adds in note 19 that “apparemment, les dieux veulent épargner au Buddha la peine de
se servir de ses propres moyens surhumains. Ils veulent ainsi 'honorer et montrer qu’ils sont ses
serviteurs, donc ses inférieurs”.

3T 1451 at T XXIV 346c28: A E#H B 2 LIE S and D 6 da 91b1 or Q 1035 ne 88ba: ci rdzu
‘phrul gyis "bab bam on te zhabs kyis gshegs?

4T 1451 at T XXIV 347a10: A E 7T LU - 2 2 A A BEE M and D 6 da 91b6 or Q
1035 ne 89az: de nas bcom ldan das bar bar ni zhabs kyis bar bar ni rdzu "phrul gyis so.

“'Foucher 1949: 276f suggests that the artist(s) may have taken a hint from earthen ramps found
in the area; cf. also Lamotte 1958/1988: 340.
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If this should be correct, then those texts that have incorporated a description
of stairs would be later than those which do not have any such reference. In the
case of the two Agama discourses that portray the Buddha’s sojourn in the Heaven
of the Thirty-three, the Ekottarika-dgama version does in fact show additional
features of lateness, besides its description of the three paths by which the Buddha
descended. It also reports that the sadness caused by the Buddha’s absence led to
the construction of Buddha statues, a story that would have come into being only
once the iconic phase of Buddhist art had begun. Thus it seems safe to assume that
the Ekottarika-agama version reflects the influence of later elements,** whereas
the Samyukta-agama discourse translated above appears to testify to an earlier
stage in the narrative development of this episode.#> Hence a study of the tale in
the form preserved in the Samyukta-agama might give us a glimpse of the main
functions of the tale at an early stage in its development.

Now the central function of the tale appears to be similar in kind to the in-
clusivism evident in the Ariyapariyesana-sutta, in that ancient Indian gods act in
a way that is subservient to the Buddha and that endorses his teaching. The ten-
dency to ‘elevate’ the Buddha is in fact quite evident in the present tale, where he
‘ascends’ to heaven. The request of the four assemblies for the Buddha to come
back, complaining that humans do not have the ability of devas to travel between
realms, further emphasizes the difference between the abilities of average humans
and those of the devas. In view of such superiority of the devas, it is only natural
that the four assemblies are delighted to know that the Buddha is spending the
rainy season retreat in such a superior realm, that he has quite literally gone to
heaven. Yet, on arrival in heaven Mahamaudgalyayana realizes that the Buddha
teaches the devas in just the same way as he would teach in Jambudvipa. That is,
from the lofty perspective of the Buddha as a teacher, devas and men are similar.
This elevates him all the more above them. In fact his role as a teacher of men and
devas alike is one of the epithets in the standard descriptions of recollection of

2 Another case of art influencing a narrative description in the Ekottarika-agama has been sug-
gested by Zin 2006: 344, in that a reference in EA 42.3 at T II 749a24 to a large square stone, K75
/, the Buddha is on record for having miraculously removed “may well have been inspired by the
reliefs” that depict this stone as square.

“This is significant in so far as the Ekottarika-agama was translated fifty years earlier than the
Samyukta-agama. Clearly, the time of translation does not necessarily reflect the date of closure of
a text; cf. in more detail Analayo 2012.
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the Buddha,** confirming that tradition considered this to be one of the Buddha’s
inspiring qualities.

The Buddha then tops this observation by indicating that the denizens of the
Heaven of the Thirty-three come when he wants them to come and go when he
wants them to go. This would also include Sakra, whom the discourse shows to
have been present on this occasion. The ancient Indian warrior god has thus been
subdued to such an extent that at a mere thought of the Buddha he obligingly
comes and goes, almost like a string puppet.

Thus a central motif of the present narration appears to be the arousing of
reverence for the Buddha’s supremacy. A succinct pictorial presentation of this
motif can be found in an aniconic presentation of the Buddha’s descent, found in
Mathura, where the only person depicted worships the middle row of the three
rows of stairs (the one by which the Buddha descends).*>

Following such clear indications of the Buddha’s supremacy, the Samyukta-
agama discourse turns to providing a celestial endorsement for the Buddha’s teach-
ing. After Mahamaudgalyayana’s inquiry we learn that the reason why these devas
have been reborn in the Heaven of the Thirty-three is that they had earlier been
disciples of the Buddha and had attained stream-entry. Lest there be any doubt
about this, the same indication is repeated by Sakra and others, a repetition that
in an oral setting would not have failed to impress the central message on the
audience: Being a disciple of the Buddha can lead to rebirth in the Heaven of the
Thirty-three (if not higher). This serves to replace whatever means contemporary
Indian society may have considered effective for accomplishing the aim of rebirth
in the Heaven of the Thirty-three.

Besides these aspects of inclusivism, however, there is still another intriguing
feature in the above narration that deserves closer inspection. The Samyukta-
agama discourse begins by indicating that the Buddha was teaching the Dharma
to his mother and to the devas in the Heaven of the Thirty-three. Thus in addi-
tion to the tendency to elevate the Buddha’s status by presenting him as a teacher
of devas, another important function of the above tale is related to the theme of
filial piety. In fact the version of the present episode in the Chinese counterpart
to the Atthakavagga explicitly indicates that the Buddha had gone to spend the
rainy season retreat in the Heaven of the Thirty-three after recollecting the suf-

#Cf., e.g., AN 3.70 at AN I 207,5 and two of its parallels, MA 202 at T1 771228 and T 87 at T I
911bis.
“Joshi: 2004 plate 28.
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fering his mother had during her pregnancy, wherefore he wished to stay there
to teach her.#® The Ekottarika-agama further dramatizes this element, as it be-
gins by reporting that Sakra visits the Buddha and reminds him of the five actions
that, according to tradition, all Buddhas need to accomplish, one of which is to
deliver his parents. This clear hint is then followed by indicating that the Buddha’s
mother is now in the Heaven of the Thirty-three and wishes to hear the Dharma.*

Epigraphic records indicate that the concept of filial piety was of considerable
relevance for Indian Buddhists,*® an indication that finds further support in sev-
eral early discourses.#* Hence to accord importance to this notion need not be
seen as representing the influence of Chinese thought on the present discourse,>°
but could well have been an element already present in the Indic original on which
the translation of the Samyukta-agama was based. Nevertheless, a Chinese audi-
ence would certainly have been very receptive to this message,”* which would
account for the popularity of this episode in Chinese sources.

The notion that the Buddha settled his debt of filial duty to his mother by as-
cending to heaven to teach her - it is not entirely clear to me why she could not
have come down to Jambudvipa to listen to any of his talks, as according to the
texts is customary for others who dwell in heaven - is related to the well-known
notion that she passed away soon after giving birth.>> The mother’s early death ap-
pears to have been such a generally accepted detail of the Buddha’s biography that
the Mahapadana-sutta and its Sanskrit parallel consider it to be a rule that seven
days after giving birth to a future Buddha the mother will pass away.>3 According
to the Mahavastu and the Pali commentarial tradition, before taking birth Gau-

45T 198 at T IV 185a7: ;& REEITEE, S8 i 48,

YEA 38.5 at T Il 703b20: SANRAHE =+ =K, SKEHE.

#Schopen 1984/1997.

#Strong 1983 and Guang Xing 2005.

5 According to Faure 1998: 24, “the apparent lack of filial piety of the Buddha raised serious
issues. In response to this criticism, Chinese Buddhists worked hard to assert a typically Buddhist
form of filial piety: the Buddha even went to heaven, we are told, to preach the Dharma to his
mother”.

5*As Durt 1994: 53 comments, in an ancient Chinese setting one may well imagine “how com-
pelling must have been the beautiful myth of the apparition of the Buddha to his mother”

5*The reasons various traditions adduce for her early death are that a) it had to happen, b) the
womb that had given birth to the bodhisattva needed to remain pure and c) she would have died of
a broken heart had she been still alive at the time of his going forth; cf. Foucher 1949: 66f, Rahula
1978: 201f and Obeyesekere 1997: 475.

>*DN 14 at DN II 14,3 and the Mahavadana-sitra fragment 360 folio 129 V3, Waldschmidt 1953:
21. Windisch 1908: 139 argues that the formation of this rule makes it probable that a kernel of
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tama bodhisattva had in fact ascertained that his mother would survive his birth
only seven days.>*

A problem with this notion, as pointed out by Bareau (1974: 249), is that else-
where the discourses record that the bodhisattva’s mother cried when he went
forth.>> If his mother had already passed away seven days after his birth, she
would stand little chance of being present and weeping when her son had grown
up and decided to leave the household life. According to the Mahavastu, the
bodhisattva’s father even warned his son that if he were to go forth, his mother
would die of grief.>® Judging from these accounts, it seems as if the bodhisattva’s
mother was still alive at the time when her son went forth.5

A closer examination of other passages in the Mahavastu suggests an alterna-
tive explanation. The Mahavastu describes how, on the night of his going forth,
the bodhisattva tells his attendant Chandaka to return to Kapilavastu and con-
vey his regards to his father, to Mahaprajapati Gautami, and to his other kins-
men.>® Mahaprajapati Gautami was the Buddha’s aunt and, according to the tra-
ditional account, had acted as his foster mother after his real mother had passed
away.>® In reply to the bodhisattva’s request to give greetings to his father and

historical truth could be found in the report that the Buddha’s mother passed away soon after giving
birth.

*4Senart 1890: 3,18 and Ps IV 173,12.

DN 4atDN1115,17, DN 5at DN1131,29, MN 26 at MN I 163,29, MN 36 at MN I 240,26, MN
85 at MN I1 93,19, MN 95 at MN II 166,30 and MN 100 at MN II 212,1 describe that the bodhisattva
went forth even though his “mother and father were weeping with tearful faces”, matapitunnam
assumukhanam rudantanam. The same is recorded in DA 22 at T I 95b1g and DA 23 at T I 98a20
(parallels to DN 4 and DN 5): “the father and mother wept”, 5 & ... ¥, and in MA 204 at T I
776b3 (parallel to MN 26): “the father and mother cried”, S FEHFEE, a circumstance also reported
in the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, T 1428 at T XXII 779c15, and in the Mahdvastu, Senart 1890: 68,20
and 117,19.

5Senart 1890: 140,s: “[your] mother and I will die”, mata caham ... maranam nigacchet.

57Bareau 1974: 250 concludes that perhaps the bodhisattva’s mother “a effectivement assisté au
départ de son fils pour la vie ascétique et quelle est morte quelque temps plus tard, pendant que
l'ascéte Gautama recherchait la Voie de la Délivrance, avant qu’il ne revint”

58Senart 1890: 165,1: pitus ca suddhodanasya samdisati mahaprajapatiye gautamiye sarvasya ca
Jjhativargasya.

>*This is reported, for example, in the canonical versions of the account of the founding of the
order of nuns; cf. the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, T 1428 at T XXII 923a7, the Mahasanghika Vinaya,
Roth 1970: 14,9, the Mahi$asaka Vinaya, T 1421 at T XXII 185c11, the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya,
T 1451 at T XXIV 350c¢20, a Sarvastivada discourse (the episode is not given in full in the corre-
sponding Vinaya, T 1435 at T XXIII 291a1), MA 116 at T I 605¢13, and the Theravada Vinaya, Vin
1I 254,38 (cf. also AN 8.51 at AN IV 276,17).
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fostermother, Chandaka asks the bodhisattva if he does not feel any yearning for
his “mother” and father.®® The context makes it clear that Chandaka’s reference
to the bodhisattva’s “mother” does not mean his actual mother, but his foster-
mother. In fact, when conveying these greetings Chandaka does not speak of the
bodhisattva’s mother, but instead of his aunt Mahaprajapati Gautami.®® Thus in
the Mahavastu the expression “mother” refers to the bodhisattva’s fostermother.5>

Similarly, the reference to the bodhisattva’s mother in the discourses that re-
port his going forth could be to his aunt and fostermother Mahaprajapati Gau-
tami, not his real mother. On this assumption, it would not have been the bodhi-
sattva’s actual mother who cried when he went forth, but rather his fostermother.%3
The Mahavastu in fact reports that, when the bodhisattva went forth, Mahapra-
japati Gautami cried so much that her eyes were affected.54

However, Bareau (1974: 209) points out still another problem with the de-
scription of the early death of the Buddha’s mother in the Pali discourses. The
problem is that the Pali discourses report that the bodhisattva’s mother was re-
born in Tusita Heaven.® This does not fit too well with the different versions of
the tale of the Buddha’ visit, including the Pali commentarial tradition, which
agree that she was rather staying in the Heaven of the Thirty-three.

According to early Buddhist cosmology, the devas of the Tusita realm are long-
lived and even a short fraction of time spent in Tusita heaven equals long time
periods on earth,® so that it would not be possible to assume that behind this

%Senart 1890: 165,3: matuh pituh na utkanthitam sya te.

$'Senart 1890: 189,13: pitaram ... matusvasaye pi sarvasya jiiativargasya.

Similarly, in the Gotami-apadana 17.31, Ap 11 532,1, Gotami addresses the Buddha saying that
she is his mother, aham sugata te mata. According to Dash 2008: 154, it is a general pattern that
“whenever the mother of the Buddha is mentioned, mostly it points to Mahapajapati ... Mahapa-
japati was revered and accepted as the mother of the Buddha more than Mahamaya by the text
compilers, commentators and translators”

63 Oldenberg 1881/1961: 366 note 49 comes to the same conclusion.

%4Senart 1897: 116,7; cf. also T 190 at T I gogc28. According to the ‘Karmavibhanga), Lévi 1932:
59,10, however, it had been the bodhisattva’s father whose eyes were affected by sorrowing over the
going forth of his son.

SMN 123 at MN III 122,2: bodhisattamata kalam karoti, tusitam kayam (S%: tusitakayam) up-
pajjati ti (B¢, C° and S°: upapajjati ti); cf. also Ud. 5.2 at Ud 48,6.

% AN 3.70 at AN 1 214,3 and its parallels MA 202 at T I772c9, T 87 at T I 911c27 and SA 861 at
T II 219bs indicate that the lifespan of beings in the Tusita realm lasts for four thousand years, and
a single day of these Tusita type of years corresponds to four hundred years on earth, a relationship
described similarly in the Ayuhparyanta-siitra, Matsumura 1989: 80,25 (Skt.) and 94,29 (Tib.), with
the Chinese parallel in T 759 at T XVII 602c14. According to Ps V 7,8, seven years had passed since
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inconsistency stands the idea that the bodhisattva’s mother arose first in Tusita and
then, still during the lifetime of the Buddha, passed away from there to arise in the
inferior Heaven of the Thirty-three. Had she been living in Tusita at the time the
Buddha decided to visit her, however, it would certainly have been more natural
for him to be depicted as going directly to that realm, instead of approaching the
Heaven of the Thirty-three.

The Mahdapadana-sutta indicates that from the perspective of the Theravada
tradition it is a rule that the mother of a Buddha arises in Tusita after she dies,
whereas according to its Sanskrit counterpart the mother of a Buddha will be re-
born in the Heaven of the Thirty-three.” The Lalitavistara and several Chinese
sources similarly indicate that the mother of Gautama Buddha was reborn in the
Heaven of the Thirty-three.®® Thus the problem with the Buddhas visit to his
mother in the Heaven of the Thirty-three, although she had not been reborn in
this realm, applies mainly to the Theravada tradition.

The Atthasalini confirms that it was indeed in the Heaven of the Thirty-three

his awakening when the Buddha went to the Heaven of the Thirty-three and taught the Abhidharma
to his mother; Mochizuki 1940: 35 indicates that other sources agree that the Buddha spent his
seventh rains retreat in the Heaven of the Thirty-three; cf. also Skilling 2008: 38. Thus, from the
viewpoint of tradition, by the time of the Buddha’s visit to the Heaven of the Thirty-three only a
tiny fraction of a single day in Tusita had passed since Maya had been reborn there.

DN 14 at DN 11 14,4: bodhisattamata kalam karoti, tusitam kayam uppajjati (B¢, C° and S°: upa-
pajjati), ayam ettha dhammata; whereas according to its counterpart in the Mahavadana-sitra frag-
ment 360 folio 129 V3, Waldschmidt 1953: 21: [m]at[a] ja[ne]tri kdlagata ... tridase (d)evanikaye
u(papanna). Monier-Williams 1899/1999: 458 s.v. tridasa explains that the term is used in relation
to devas as a “round number for 3 x 11",

%That the Buddha’s mother was reborn in the Heaven of the Thirty-three is reported in the La-
litavistara, Lefmann 1902: 98,4, T 156 at T III 136¢26 (though interestingly with a variant reading
referring to Tusita, ¥ 38), T 529 at T XIV 8os5a19, T 643 at T XV 677a28, T 1753 at T XXXVII
259¢8, T 2037 at XLIX 898b2s and T 2041 at T L goazo. Notably, a reference in EA 36.5 at T II
708b21 to the Buddha’s return after having taught the devas and his mother reports that he arrived
from Tusita, {i£ 527f7 K 2& T, with a variant reading that speaks of the Heaven of the Thirty-three,
PEPIFI R AT, which Deeg 2005: 269 note 1328 considers to be the preferable reading. That the
Buddha returned from Tusita is also reported in the Pratimalaksana, Banerjea 1933: 9,1, a text in
which the Buddha gives details as to how a statue of himself should be constructed.

69Tusita would seem to be a more natural choice for allocating the rebirth of the Buddha’s mother,
however, since the Heaven of the Thirty-three often carries associations of sensual pleasure in early
Buddhist thought. In view of the nuance of purity associated with the motif of her early death (cf.
above note 52), it would seem preferable for her rebirth to be taking place in a realm that does not
evoke associations of Sakra sporting with his celestial damsels, as, e.g., reported in SA 505 at T II
133c2; cf. also MN 37 at MN I 252,17 and Analayo 2011b: 161 note 18.
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that the Buddha visited his mother, which he did in order to teach her the Abhi-
dharma.”® According to the Ceylonese chronicle Mahavamsa, Buddhaghosa
wrote the Atthasalini while he was still in India, before coming to Sri Lanka.”*
This gives the impression that the Atthasalini’s attempt to authenticate the Abhi-
dharma by presenting it as a teaching delivered by the Buddha to his mother may
have availed itself of an Indian tradition according to which the Buddha’s mother
had been reborn in the Heaven of the Thirty-three. Otherwise there would be
little reason for the Atthasalini to locate the Buddha’s mother in a realm where
according to the discourses of the Theravada tradition she had not been reborn.
Now what according to a range of sources the Buddha taught his mother in
the Heaven of the Thirty-three were the discourses, or the Dharma, but not the
Abhidharma.”> In other words, the idea of employing the tale of the Buddha’s
visit to his mother as an authentication of the Abhidharma appears to be a pe-
culiarity of the Theravada tradition.”3 Nevertheless, this innovative idea plays on

7°As 1,4: vasanto tidasalaye. Pe Maung Tin 1976: 1 note 2 explains that tidasa, “thirty’, is a
frequent substitution in verse for tavatimsa; cf. also Haldar 1977: 24 and, for other instances, e.g.,
SN 1.11 at SN I 5,ult., SN 9.6 at SN I 200,18, SN 9.18 at SN I 234,21+24, Thi 121 and Thi 181.

7 Mahavamsa 37.225; cf. also Rhys Davids 1900/1922: xxvii, Malalasekera 1928/1994: 98,
Bechert 1955: 355, Law 1973: 407 and Norman 1978: 42. Pind 1992: 136f, however, argues
against attributing this work to Buddhaghosa; for a critical review of arguments raised by Bapat
1942: xxxvff against identifying Buddhaghosa as the author of the Atthasalini cf. Hayashi 1999.

72 A digital search of the CBETA edition (stopping at volume XXV in order to avoid unduly in-
flating this footnote) shows that the Buddha visited his mother to teach her the discourses, ##%,
according to T 198 at T IV 184c26 and T 529 at T XIV 8o5a19. He taught her the Dharma and the
discourses, #1548, according to T 156 at T III 136c26, T 383 at T XII 1013b6, T 441 at T XIV
224c22. He taught her the Dharma, 5iti%, according to T 159 at T III 294228, T 192 at T IV 39¢c24
(cf. also T 193 at T IV 86¢23), T 197 at T IV 168c12, T 200 at T IV 247a2, T 203 at T IV 450a24,
T 208 at T IV 534a16, T 294 at T X 857a10, T 374 at T XII 542a11, T 384 at T XII 1015b18, T 412
at T XIII 777c12, T 643 at T XV 647¢3, T 694 at T XVI 791b1o, T 806 at T XVII 751221, T 816 at
T XVII 799c21, T 1419 at T XXI 941b8, T 1451 at T XXIV 346a16, T 1507 at T XXV 37c28. None
of these texts mentions the Abhidharma. The Divyavadana, Cowell 1886: 394,5 and 401,22, sim-
ilarly reports that the Buddha descended from the Heaven of the Thirty-three after having taught
his mother the Dharma, dharmam desayitva; cf. also the Pratimalaksana, Banerjea 1933: 9,2, the
Book of Zambasta 23.18, Emmerick 1968: 346, and the Buddhacarita 20.56, Johnston 1936/1995:
56.

73Foucher 1949: 275 comments that “des théologiens ingénieux trouvérent de leur c6té loccasion
excellente de faire précher au Bouddha, pendant cette céleste retraite, le texte de ' Abhidharma, et
d’authentifier ainsi, sans crainte de contradiction, la troisiéme des trois Corbeilles des Ecritures
sacrées”. Davidson 1990/1992: 304 explains that “the Theravadas adapted an old story about the
Tathagata travelling to the Trayatriméa heaven during a rains retreat to preach the dharma to his
mother ... the Theravadas utilized this popular filial legend as a basis for identifying the first teach-
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central themes inherent in the episode of the Buddha’s sojourn in the Heaven of
the Thirty-three, namely filial piety and celestial approval for the Buddha’s teach-
ing.

Proposing that the Abhidharma was originally taught in heaven thus results
in a celestial seal of authentication, evidently needed for granting canonicity to
what from a historically perspective clearly reflects late developments. Atthe same
time, it also quite visibly enhances the Abhidharma as something superior to other
canonical teachings. With this enhancement, the Buddha’s settling of his filial
duty also acquires a special dimension, since he repays his debt of gratitude to his
mother not merely by giving her an ordinary discourse - for which, as mentioned
above, she might just have come down to Jambudvipa - but rather he delivers to
her the supposedly superior doctrine of the Abhidharma.”#

In this way, Sakra and his heavenly assembly, among them the Buddha’s mother,
play an important role as an empowerment of the teaching of the Abhidharma,
comparable to the role Brahma plays in the Ariyapariyesana-sutta to sanction the
Buddha’s teaching of the Dharma. These two instances point to the same tendency
to inclusivism, whereby central figures in the ancient Indian pantheon make their
contribution to the authentication and spread of what tradition considered to be
the word of the Buddha.

ing of their Abhidhamma-pitaka”. Buswell 1996: 80 notes that “this filial legend was therefore a
convenient foil for the Theravadins to use in accounting for the time and provenance of the preach-
ing of their Abhidhamma”. Skilling 2008: 51 comments that the “bold assertion that the Buddha
taught the Abhidhamma to his mother ... in Trayastriméa ... is unique to the Mahavihara. No
other Buddhist school chose to locate the teaching of the Abhidharma in the Trayastriméa abode
... there was no suggestion that the Abhidharma was taught anywhere but in Jambudvipa”. As Sa-
lomon 2011: 167 concludes, “this story would seem to be an ex post facto creation intended to allay
concerns about the canonical status of the abhidharma’.

74Dhp-a III 222, indicates that the delivery of the Abhidharma teachings was especially meant
for his mother, atha sattha devaparisaya majjhe nisinno mataram arabbha ’kusala dhamma akusala
dhamma avyakata dhamma ’ti abhidhammapitakam patthapesi, thereby establishing her in the at-
tainment of stream-entry, Dhp-a IIl 223,17. According to Dhp-a III 216,15 this is a pattern followed
by all Buddhas, i.e., going to heaven to teach their mother the Abhidharma.
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Abbreviations

Ap Apadana
AN Anguttara-nikaya

As Atthasalini

B¢ Burmese edition
ce Ceylonese edition
D Derge edition

DA Dirgha-agama (T 1)
Dhp-a Dhammapada-atthakatha
DN Digha-nikaya

EA Ekottarika-agama (T 125)
Ja Jataka

MA Madhyama-agama (T 26)
MN Majjhima-nikaya

Pj Paramatthajotika
Ps Paparicasidani
Q Peking edition

s¢ Siamese edition

SA Samyukta-agama (T 99)

SA? (other) Samyukta-agama (T 100)

SHT Sanskrithandschriften aus den Turfanfunden
SN Samyutta-nikaya

T Taisho edition (CBETA)
Thi Therigatha
Ud Udana

Vin Vinayapitaka
Vism  Visuddhimagga
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