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Namo Buddhāya  

My best greetings to all 
Venerables of the Mahā Bodhi 

Society of India and United 
Theravāda Bhikkhunī Sangha 
International, and to all those 
who are dedicating their lives 

to the Blessed One the 
Buddha’s Way of Life, 
Practice, Realization & 

Teaching.
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❖I. Intro to Bhikkhuni Sangha 
History: HerStory 
-> The First Turning  

❖II. The Buddhist Community 
-> Parallel Patterns 

❖ III. Intro to Bhikkhunī 
Vinaya 

-> Bhikkhunī Vibhanga
-> Bhikkhunī Khandhaka 
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Part I. Intro to Bhikkhuni 
Sangha History: HerStory  

-> The First Turning
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Kārtika Purnima 

Pāli: Kattika Puṇṇami 
Sinhala: Il Poya 

4:15pm Nov 7th to 4:31pm Nov 8th  
2022 CE / 2565 BE
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On this Kattike full moon, in 246 
BCE, the Emperor Asoka held a 
great Bodhi Tree festival with his 

daughter Arahant Therī 
Sanghamittā and Bhikkhunī 

Sangha to honor their journey. 
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Per all the ancient texts, the 
Buddhist Bhikkhunī Sangha 

dates back to venerable 
antiquity, to the early days of 

the Buddha himself, with 
Mahāpajāpati Gotamī Therī, 

and many great leading Arahatī 
Bhikkhunī Therīs. 
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Early Pali-text chronicles passed 
down in Sri Lanka from the 
time of the Indian emperor 

Aśoka state that all previous 
Buddhas also had great leading 
Bhikkhunī disciples, as will the 

future Buddha Metteya  
(Skt. Maitreya) 
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Our Buddha Siddhartha 
Gotama, the Sage of the 

Sakyans, also famously stated, 
as part of his founding mission 

statement—voiced even before 
his very first Turning of the 

Wheel of the Dhamma—that he 
would have Bhikkhunī Disciples 

who, just as his Bhikkhu 
disciples, are: 
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sāvikā (srāvikā):  
true disciples (feminine)

vinītā: well-trained,  
well-educated, disciplined 

 
visāradā (viśārada): assured, 
confident, knowing how to 

conduct oneself, skilled 
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bahussutā (bahuśrutā):  
widely learned

dhammadharā 
(dharmadharā): 

bearers of the Teaching,  
who have memorized the 

Teaching
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dhammānudhammappaṭipannā: 
who practice (patipada) 

in-line with the Teaching

sāmīcippaṭipannā 
(samyak pratipadyate): 

who are correct in their 
practice (patipada) 
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anudhammacāriniyo: 
who live perfecting in-line  

with the Teaching 
 

sakaṁ ācariyakaṁ 
uggahetvā —   

and who, having learned it 
and grasped it from their 

Teachers— 

BHIKKHUNI UPASAMPADĀ BODHGAYA
NOVEMBER 2022 - ORGANIZED BY: 
MAHA BODHI SOCIETY OF INDIA & 
UNITED THERAVADA BHIKKHUNI 
SANGHA INTERNATIONAL



.
Ācarinī Ven. Bhikkhunī Tathālokā Mahātherī 

Founding Abbess & Preceptor, Dhammadharini 
UTBSI Coordinator of Bhikkhuni History & Heritage

.

ācikkhissanti: 
they show, tell, point out, 

describe, explain  
[that Dhamma]

 
desessanti: 

they declare, set forth, 
and teach 

[that Dhamma] 
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paññapessanti: 
they reveal, impart, disclose 
and help others to discover, 

[the noble Truths]

paṭṭhapessanti:  
they make known, furnish 
with, and establish others  

[in the Truths] 
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vivarissanti: 
having lifted the veil, and 

removed the cover,  
they set forth and disclose 

[the Truths] 
 

vibhajissanti:  
they analyze, clearly 

discerning and distinguishing 
[the Dhamma] in all details 

and factors
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uttānīkarissanti:  
they open it up, make it clear, 

and make it manifest 
 

uppannaṁ parappavādaṁ 
sahadhammena  

suniggahitaṁ niggahetvā:  
they are able to legitimately 
and completely refute false 
doctrines (of others) that 

have arisen 
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sappāṭihāriyaṁ 
dhammaṁ desessantī’ti:  

and to teach the miraculous/
wondrous teaching, 

(accompanied by wonders); 
substantiated, with a 

demonstrable basis, well 
founded.

.
- the Buddha 

Mahāparinibbāna Sutta 
Digha Nikāya 
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Nov 9th-15th 2022 
After the full moon, Emperor Aśoka and 
company set out on a weeklong journey 
from Pātaliputta; by land through the 
Vindhya Mountain range, and by the 

Ganga to the Tamralipti port,  
with Bodhi tree sapling  
and Bhikkhunī Sangha.
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Although some say (a) that the 
Bhikkhuni Sangha passed away after 

Mahāpajāpatī’s Gotamī Therī’s 
Parinibbana, or (b) passed away after 
Sanghamittā Therī, or (c) passed away 
after the first 500 years of the Buddha 

Sāsana —  
In the first 1000 years of the Buddha 
Sāsana, we see numerous textual and 
epigraphical, inscriptural records of 

luminary bhikkhuni leaders  
shining in South Asia, 

and spreading abroad —  
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In the Ashokan Period  
3rd century BCE, we see:

 
-> Asokan daughters 

Sanghamittā Therī (to Sri Lanka) ->
and younger half-sister Chārumatī 

Therī (to Nepal)

and the transmission of the lamp:
 

-> Anulā Tissā Therī,  
the first arhatī of Sri Lanka
together with her large following 

of one thousand women 
of the royal household and her retinue 
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the transmission of the lamp:
Sanghamittā Therī ->

 
-> Anulā Tissā Therī,  

the first arhatī of Sri Lanka

together with her large following 
of one thousand women 

of the royal household and her retinue 
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the transmission of the lamp

Dīpavaṁsa XVIII 11-13 
tells not only of Therī Saṅghamittā; 
but also of wise Uttarā, Hemā and 

Pasādapālā, Aggimittā, Dāsikā, Pheggu, 
Pābbatā, Mattā, Mālā, and 

Dhammadāsiyā, the eleven bhikkhunis 
who came from Jambudvipa (India) 

and taught the Vinaya Piṭaka in 
Anuradhapura, also teaching the five 

Collections (of the Sutta Piṭaka) and the 
Seven Treatises (of the Abhidhamma). 
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the transmission of the lamp

Dīpavaṁsa verses 17-46 continue the 
exposition of these bhikkhunīs’ 

illustrious tradition, with more than ten 
verses lauding the ongoing lineage of 

those bhikkhunī therīs who were 
outstanding Vinaya teachers on the Isle 

of Lanka, who were commended as: 
Vinaya visāradā (vv 15, 16), 

Saddhammavinaye ratā (vv 18, 23, 43) 
Vinaya tāvāca (vv 27, 31, 33, 38), 

Aggāvinayavādī (v 30),  
and Vinayadharā (vv 42, 45).
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Eighteen further verses laud those therīs 
who were of great wisdom— 

mahāpaññā (vv 16, 40, 41),  
“confident, knowledgeable and 
skilled”—visāradā (vv 35, 40),  

“widely learned”—bahussutā (vv 22, 44, 
46) and paṇḍitā (vv 35, 40);  

“holders of the sutta tradition”—
sutadharā (v 44),  

“teachers of the Doctrine of 
Discernment”—Vibhajjavādī (vv 42, 45), 
“unexcelled teachers of the Dhamma”—

Dhammakathikam’uttamā (v 30)
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continued…
 

Who were:
“Teachers of the five Nikāyas of the 
Sutta Piṭaka and Seven Treatises on 
Abhidhamma”—Nikāye pañcavācesuṃ 

sattappakaraṇāni’ca (vv 20, 34) and 
masters of the passed down teachings of 

the Therīs’—Theriyovāda (v 16) 
“illuminating the Saṅgha”—

Saṅghasobhaṇā (vv 42, 43)
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Five more verses reveal bhikkhunīs 
known for extraordinary knowledge  

and the six powers, who were—  
abhiññātā (vv 17, 21, 42),  

chaḷabhiññā (v 26),  
and mahiddhikā (v 26).  

 
Further verses speak of bhikkhunīs of 
great renown in the Sāsana— Sāsane 

vissutā (37), those known as “guardians 
of the Sāsana—Sāsana pālakā (v 45), 

and those who are “leaders of the 
Island”—Dīpanāyā (v 41).
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the transmission of the lamp

Last but not least, seven verses record 
those bhikkhunīs who had the very 

special role of Saddhammavaṃsakovidā 
(vv 17, 21, 29, 31, 36, 39, 42);

“possessed of right wisdom who were 
the bearers and transmitters of the 
lineage and traditions of the True 

Dhamma.” 
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the transmission of the lamp

The Dīpavaṁsa “Chronicle of the Island” 
records this great lineage of Bhikkhunī 
Therīs from the 3rd century BCE (the 
Aśokan period) up to the 1st century 

BCE, that is, the first 500-year period of 
the Buddha Sāsana, and perhaps even up 

to the 2nd century of the Common Era 
(CE). Dīpavaṁsa is thought by scholars 

to have been committed to writing in the 
4th century (perhaps by Bhikkhunīs). 
Inscriptions on the Isle of Sri Lanka 
show that this Bhikkhunīs tradition 

lasted up into the 11th century CE, with 
royal and popular support.
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This completes 
Part I. Intro to Bhikkhuni 
Sangha History: HerStory  

-> The First Turning

We will continue tomorrow with 
Bhikkhuni Sangha History in 

-> The Second Turning 
-> The Third Turning
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Part II. 
The Buddhist Community 

-> Parallel Patterns
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We have learned 
the Buddha Catu Parisā 

Catuṣpariṣad
is Fourfold:

Bhikkhus | Bhikkhunīs 
Upāsakas | Upāsikās… 

 
bhikṣubhikṣuṇyupāsakopāsikā 
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Additionally, under the monastic 
community, we also have: 

 
Sāmanera | Sāmanerī 
(male and female novices) 

 
Plus on the Bhikkhunis’ side,  

also Sikkhamānās (female probationers)
 

Actually, Bhikkhus are known to use 
the term Sikkhamāna as well,* for the 
time that they are in training, dedicated 

to the training, that is, “training-
minded,” before become arahantas. 

—  
*For example, Sekkha Sutta, Anguttara Nikāya
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Among the Bhikkhus and Bhikkhunis, 
then we know of the Theras and Therīs

 — in Sri Lanka, they say Theranī and 
Theraniya for Bhikkhuni Theris.

  
In India, we find for Thera:  

the Sanskrit form Sthavira or Sthabir  
 

— for bhikkhunīs, this should be 
Sthāvirī or Sthāvirā  
(Sthabirī, Sthabirā) 
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 Traditionally, Thera and Therī are used 
after completing 10 Vassas following 
Bhikkhu or Bhikkhunī Upasampadā, 

although we can see some Sangha 
leaders using earlier.

 
In Sri Lanka, there used to be an exam to 

show one’s knowledge and learning, as well as 
a recommendation of a high-level of good 

conduct, before a bhikkhu could use “Thera” 
with their monastic name. 

 
 Mahā Therā and Mahā Therī are used 

after completing 20 Vassas 
Upasampadā, and are also written 

conjoined: Mahāthera and Mahātherī. 
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 Traditionally, Nāyaka and Mahā 
Nāyaka are used for those Mahā Theras 

who become leaders of the Sangha. 

We also find the word Nāyikā 
used for bhikkhunī leaders, 

or Nāyā, as we saw earlier in Dīpavaṁsa. 
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Parellel Patterns
 

Nāyaka Thera | Nāyikā Therī 
Mahāthera | Mahātherī 

Thera | Therī 
    Bhikkhu | Bhikkhunī 

Sikkhamāna*| Sikkhamānā 
Sāmaṇera | Sāmaṇerī 

Upāsaka | Upāsikā 
 

Bhikkhus and Bhikkhunīs 
we can further describe as: 

new/novice (first 5 years upasamapadā) 
Nāva Bhikkhu | Nāvā Bhikkhunī 
middle years (5-10 years upasampadā) 

Majjima Bhikkhu | Majjhimā Bhīkkhunī
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In this section, we should also add the 
Teachers: Ācariya and Ācarinī, who 

should have at least 10 Vassa. For 
bhikkhunīs, we also find the form 
“Ācarī”. So Ācariyas and Ācarinīs 

should be Theras or Therīs, or Mahā 
Theras and Mahā Therīs.

We also have the Preceptors: Bhikkhu 
Upajjhāya and Bhikkhunī Upajjhāyā  

(aka Upajjhā and Pavattinī). 

Per Vinaya, the Bhikkhu Upajjhāya 
should have at least 10 Vassa,  
and the Bhikkhunī Upajjhāyā 
(Pavattinī) at least 12 Vassas. 
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Parellel Patterns

Nāyaka Thera | Nāyikā Therī 
Mahāthera | Mahātherī 

  Upajjhāya | Upajjhāyā*
Ācariya | Ācarinī 

Thera | Therī 
    Bhikkhu | Bhikkhunī 

Sikkhamāna*| Sikkhamānā 
Sāmaṇera | Sāmaṇerī 

Upāsaka | Upāsikā 
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*To use Upajjhāyā or Upajjhā for 
bhikkhuni preceptors is Canonical, 
it is what we find in the Tipiṭaka, 

particularly in the Vinaya Piṭaka in the 
Bhikkhunī Vibhanga. 

Pavattinī is the word we find in our 
Bhikkhunī Patimokkha, which is 

canonically explained in the Bhikkhunī 
Vibhanga as Upajjhāyā. 

 
In other Indic Buddhist texts preserved in 

Prakrit and Sanskrit, we do not find 
Pavattinī, but rather Upādhyāyinī and 

Upādhyāyikā for Bhikkhunī preceptors, 
with the Bhikkhu form being Upādhyāya. 
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*Historically, in the greater society of 
which Buddhism was a part, the 

Brahmins used the Sanskrit 
Upādhyāya, and still do so. The Jains 

used Pravartana (Pavattana) and 
Pravartinī (Pavattinī), and still do so. 

— 
 Buddhists and Jains originally lived in the 
Majjhadesa or Madhyadeśa, the “Middle 
Land”. After the Buddha’s lifetime, many 
more Brahmins moved into and expanded 
the Brahmanized Ariyavarta territory into 
the Madhyadeśa, and Buddhism spread 
out into the Ariyavarta where Brahmins 

were much more common and well-
established in society.
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*A number of the early Bhikkhunīs, 
like great disciple Therī Bhaddā 

Kuṇḍalakesā (who some call “the other 
first bhikkhunī”), and others who we 
find in the beginning of Therīgāthā on 
Gijjhakūta (Skt: Gṙdrakūta) Vulture’s 
Peak were likely already Bhikkhunīs 
following Jainism before becoming 

disciples of the Buddha. It is speculated 
by scholars that these early monastic 

women who converted from being Jain 
Bhikkhunīs to Buddhist Bhikkhunis 

brought some of the Jain monastic use 
of language with them into the early 

Bhikkhuni Sangha.
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*There were also eminent Brahmins 
who entered the Bhikkhu Sangha both 

in the Buddha’s time and later, who 
became great and illustrious authors in 

the Sangha, such as Ācariya Aśvaghosa 
who authored the Buddhacārita, a 

Brahmanized biography of the Buddha, 
in the 1st or 2nd century CE, 

and Ācariya Buddhaghosa who 
authored the principle Pāli-text 

Aṭṭhakatha Commentaries in the 5th 
century CE, around 1000 years 

after the Buddha.
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Parellel Patterns

On the other side, from among the laity, 
we add in the terms Nāga and Nāginī 

for those who are aspirants:

Nāyaka Thera | Nāyikā Therī 
Mahāthera | Mahātherī 

  Upajjhāya | Upajjhāyā*
Ācariya | Ācarinī 

Thera | Therī 
    Bhikkhu | Bhikkhunī 

Sikkhamāna*| Sikkhamānā 
Sāmaṇera | Sāmaṇerī

   Nāga | Nāginī 
Upāsaka | Upāsikā 
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Parellel Patterns

And we have Dāyaka and Dāyikā for 
those who are especially dedicated 

donors, benefactors, and supporters of 
the Bhikkhu-Bhikkhunī Sangha. 

As well as Mahā Upāsaka and Mahā 
Upāsikā for those who really greatly 

dedicate their lives to Buddhism 
at the forefront.

Then we also find the term Sāvaka and 
Sāvikā for those who are disciples of the 

Buddha, independent of whether they 
are householders or monastics.
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They are the Sāvaka Sangha;  
they are “the four pairs,” that is, “the 

eight kinds of noble beings”: 
esa Bhagavato Sāvaka Sangho — 

the stream enterers (sotāpattipanna), 
stream winners (sakadāgāmi), 

once returners (anāgāmi) 
and arahantas (arahatta)* 

— in Path and Fruits.  
*note also the feminine term arahatī 

 
    Bhikkhu Sāvaka | Bhikkhunī Sāvikā 

Upāsaka Sāvaka | Upāsikā Sāvikā 
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For those disciples who were 
commended by the Buddha as foremost 
in excellent qualities to be remembered, 
they are called Agga (foremost), or the 
chief among them, Etadagga (first and 

foremost). 
 

These we call the Agga Mahā Sāvakas 
and Aggā Mahā Sāvikās or Etadagga 
Mahā Sāvakas and Etadaggā Mahā 
Sāvikās — remembered as foremost 

among the Buddha’s disciples: 
 

Bhikkhu Etadagga Mahā Sāvaka | 
Bhikkhunī Etadagga Mahā Sāvikā
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Many of you will have learned the Lanna-
Thai Pāli Chant of the Thirteen 

Bhikkhunī Agga Mahā Sāvikās:  
“Rattaññūnaṃ bhikkhunīnaṃ  

Gotamī jinamātuchā  
Ṭhapitā aggaṭṭhānamhi  
sadā sotthiṁ karotu no. 

— 
Or, the Canonical 

Etadagga Sāvikā Bhikkhunīs chant 
from Anguttara Nikāya: 

“Etadaggaṃ, bhikkhave, mama sāvikānaṃ 
bhikkhunīnaṃ rattaññūnaṃ yadidaṃ 

Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī. 
“Bhikkhus, this is the foremost of my 

bhikkhunī disciples in seniority: 
Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī.”
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Let us now enter 
the Bhikkhunī Vinaya
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Part III. 
Intro to Bhikkhunī Vinaya 

-> Bhikkhunī Vibhaṅga
-> Bhikkhunī Khandhaka
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❖ We should note that the Bhikkhuni 
Sangha, per Theravāda traditions, is 
said to have been founded five years 

after the Bhikkhu Sangha. 

❖ Pātimokkha, per Theravāda 
traditions, is said to have begun to be 
established 20 years after the Buddha 
began teaching. So there is a 15 year 

period between the time of Bhikkhunī 
Sangha establishment and first 

Pātimokkha precepts. 
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❖ The Buddha called his own Teaching: 
Dhamma-Vinaya.

❖ The Sutta Piṭaka contains five 
collections or “Nikāyas”  
of Dhamma teachings. 

❖  The Vinaya Piṭaka also contains five 
collections of Vinaya teachings. 

(sometimes organized into three  
or four collections).
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Vinaya Pitaka as five collections: 
 

1. Mahāvibhanga aka Bhikkhu Vibhanga 
2. Bhikkhunī Vibhanga 

— 
3. Mahāvagga Khandhaka 
4. Cūḷavagga Khandhaka  
(also spelled Cullavagga) 

— 
5. Parivāra
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Vinaya Pitaka as five collections: 
 

You can see that on tipitaka.org the CST 
Burmese 5th Council Edition of the 

Tipitaka also has five collections, 
but organized a little differently. 
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Vinaya Pitaka as four collections:

 
The useful Sutta Central website  

suttacentral.net is organized into four:
. 

1. Bhikkhu Vibhaṅga 
2. Bhikkhunī Vibhaṅga 

3. Khandhaka (Mahāvagga + Cūḷavagga) 
4. Parivāra
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Vinaya Pitaka as three collections: 
 

1. Vibhaṅga 
(includes both Mahāvibhaṅga 

and Bhikkhunī Vibhaṅga)
 

2. Khandhakas 
(includes both Mahāvagga 

and Cūḷavagga)

3. Parivāra

✴This is just to give you a heads up about 
these different forms of organization.
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Today, I will be speaking mainly 

about these two Vinaya collections:

 
1. Vibhaṅga

 2. Khandhakas 

 
The last, 3. Parivāra, is a study tool that 
works with the Vinaya discipline already 

set forth in the Vibhaṅga and the 
Khandhakas.
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There are two main places that we find 
Vinaya specially for Bhikkhunis:

 
1. Within the Vibhaṅgas’ collection: 

-> Bhikkhunī Vibhaṅga

2. Within the Khandhakas' collection: 
-> Bhikkhunī Khandhaka

We will look at the Khandhakas first.
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It is here in the Bhikkhunī Khandhaka 
(Cūḷavagga 10), that we find the Buddha’s 

never-revoked allowance or direction to 
the Bhikkhu Sangha 

—“anujanāmī bhikkhave”— 
to give higher ordination, Upasampadā, 

to Bhikkhunīs:

“Anujānāmi, bhikkhave, 
bhikkhūhi bhikkhuniyo 

upasampādetun”ti.
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How do we see it for ourselves? 
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This is it.
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It is also here in the Bhikkhunī 
Khandaka that we find the Buddha’s 
direction to Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī—
likely fifteen years later—as to how 

Bhikkhunīs are to train with regards 
the Pāṭimokkha Sīlā precepts that 

have been established for Bhikkhus. 
—

Those precepts that have been set 
forth for bhikkhus (unless otherwise 

noted) are shared —sādhāraṇa— with 
Bhikkhunīs. 
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For this reason, while the Bhikkhunī 
Pāṭimokkha contains 311 precepts; the 

Bhikkhunī Vibhaṅga contains only: 
  

4 Parājika,  
10 Sanghādisesa,  

12 Nissaggiya Pācittiya,  
86 Pācittiya, and  

2 Pāṭidesanīya sikkhāpadā,  
totaling 114 precepts.  

 
Compared to 227 established for 
bhikkhus, about half the number.  
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Bhikkhunī Vibhanga Four Pārājikas 
(Bhikkhunī Pātimokkha has eight Pārājikas,  

these 4+4 shared)
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So about 37% of our Bhikkhunīs’ precepts 
in the Vibhanga texts were established 

related to the misconduct of Bhikkhunīs, 
while 63% are inherited from and shared

—or literally “co-held”—with the Bhikkhu 
Sangha, that is, sādhāraṇa. 

—
In the Khandhakas, Mahāvagga and 

Cūḷavagga, the percentage of bhikkhu-
bhikkhunī shared discipline is much 

higher, making for a total of around 90% 
of the Bhikkhunīs’ Vinaya discipline 

shared with the Bhikkhu Sangha.
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Let us return now to the Bhikkhunī 
Khandhaka (Cūḷavagga 10)
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For it is here in the Bhikkhunī 
Khandaka that we also find the 

Buddha’s teaching fifteen years earlier to 
Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī, through which 
she then, diligent, ardent and resolute, 
in no long time realized that state for 

which good women go forth from 
household life into homelessness, 

rending the dark veil of ignorance; and 
leaving all suffering forever behind, 
entered the ranks of the arahants.  

This is very important to us. 
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This short, simple and powerful 
teaching also appears 
at the very beginning 

of your commemorative copy 
of Bhikkhunī Pāṭimokkha 

Fourth Edition. 
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Sādhu! Sādhu! Sādhu! 
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Summary of Day One 

✓ Intro to the History of the Bhikkhuni Sangha:  
The First Turning (the first 500-year period of 

the Sāsana). Next time we will cover more 
Bhikkhuni Sangha History from the Second and 

Third Turnings (the 2nd and 3rd 500 year 
periods)  

✓ Intro to the Buddhist Community: Parallel 
Patterns in Roles within the Monastic and Lay 

Community  

✓ Intro to Bhikkhuni Vinaya and where it is 
located within the Buddhist Monastic Discipline  
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HERITAGE OF 
BHIKKHUNĪ SANGHA 

The End of our Class Today

on Introduction to 
Bhikkhuni Sangha History 

& Bhikkhunī Vinaya 
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May all beings be at ease. 
May the radiant wishes of teachers 

and students bear the most 
excellent fruits. 

Ciraṁ Titthatu Buddha Sāsanaṁ
 

Namo Buddhāya 
Namo Dhammāya 
Namo Sanghāya! 
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