Pavattini's Response

Regarding Ajahn Thanissaro's Letter on Ordination Validity

 

 

First,I would like to express my deep appreciation for the venerable Ajahn Vayama and the nuns of Dhammasara monastery for their inspiration in the rightness of the Dhamma & Discipline of the Buddha, and their tremendous bravery, courage and devotion in undertaking Theravada bhikkhuni ordination.

 

I would also like to mention my great appreciation for the extensive works of the Ven Thanissaro Bhikkhu in the fields of Dhamma and Vinaya to which he has greatly contributed. His work with the Buddhist Monastic Code I inspired and often assisted me through years of comparative bhikkhuni Vinaya studies.  In addition, I have learned much from my consultation with Ajahn Thanissaro over the years, and he has always been generous, without fault, in his sharing of his Dhamma & Vinaya knowledge.  

 

As with most other Vinaya scholars and practitioners that I know, I have not always agreed with Ajahn Thanissaro's conclusions in his scholarship, and he himself has rightly edited and republished his Buddhist Monastic Code as he has considered, and reconsidered and learned more about the subject through peer critiques, reflection and further research. This is a normal, ongoing process in scholarship as we study these ancient Pali texts and work with translating them into good, modern English. 

 

I have had the chance to speak with Ajahn Thanissaro personally about his review of the method of the bhikkhuni ordinations in Perth at Bodhinyana Monastery, as well as to carefully review his letter.  AjahnThanissaro writes with an authoritative style and makes a proposal, using an previously unheard of combination of Vinaya and Commentarial quotations and opinions, tied together by a thin line oftentative inference, prefaced and followed by a conclusion which he proposes to the reader.  If I were not familiar with the texts and with Ajahn Thanissaro's personality, I might not realize that his letter is not an incontrovertable statement of absolute law.  But I am familiar with the text, and know that it is not.  To my careful reading rather, based upon my knowledge of Vinaya, I understand the line of inference that is drawn to be stretching reason and tentatitive to the point of being untenable.  

 

Simply, neither the Pali Vinaya text involved nor the Commentaries themselves mention anywhere that ordinations, conducted under the circumstances that Ajahn Thanissaro brought into question, are invalid.  

 

Ven Bhikkhu Bodhi, Ven Ajahn Brahm and Ajahn Brahmali all make the basic points involved well with proper references, so I will not go into that here.  Ven Bhikkhuni Sudhamma makes further points, unravelling the entire web of inference in each of its parts.  Furthermore, fellow scholars of other renditions of the Vinaya confirm that the Pali text is not alone in its texts making no mention of such invalidity; but rather that other Vinaya texts also, related to the specific precepts in question, do not state the ordinations invalid.  

 

I would like to mention that I do not write this simply as a matter of proposing a similarly inferential or theoretical counter-argument.  Nor do I simply *want* the ordinations to be valid, or to cover a mistake in proceeding wrongly. If a reasonable argument for the invalidity of the ordinations had been put forth, the new bhikkhunis were ready to reordain.  The Preceptor(myself) and the ordaining Acaryas would have supported that this happen, with the flaw being corrected.  This is very possible and there was such ready willingness, in the case an invalidating flaw was found.  

 

The questions about ordaining Theravadan bhikkhunis have been being researched energetically for several decades now, with an increase in such scholarship in the past 20 and especially the past 15 years, with a great increase in understanding coming from the large gathering of lay and monastic Buddhist scholars at the First International Congress on Buddhist Women in Hamburg in 2007. (We missed Ajahn Thanissaro in Hamburg.) Essentially non-different methods of ordination for bhikkhunis had already been researched and determined by Sri Lankan monastic and lay scholars, and hundreds of women fully ordained in Theravada traditions by these means in Sri Lanka for nearly the past decade.

 

The methodology used in the ordination of the four new bhikkhunis in the sima at Bodhinyana Monastery was much reviewed and discussed by both monastic and lay scholars in the years prior to and since the Hamburg Congress, and reviewed in great detail by monastics, both bhikkhus and bhikkhunis, in the months before the ordinations.  As is the tradition at Bodhinyana Monastery, the ordinations were conducted with rigor in care and attention to detail with regard for their flawlessness. 

 

I must be clear that as Pavattini or Preceptor, I undertook a confessable offence in Pali-text Vinaya by ordaining more than one woman every other year.  According to Vinaya, this offence is not shared with those who are ordained; it is my own.  In this case, according toVinaya, their ordination is rightful, pure and flawless - visuddha. 

 

Also according to Vinaya, after confession of all confessable offences in the presence of a fellow monastic, a bhikkhu or bhikkhuni does not continue to remain "in offence;" but rather through the Parisuddhi Uposatha, the "declaration of purity" on our lunar observance days, according to Vinaya, s/he must affirm and reaffirm themselves as once again parisuddhi, that is, completely pure. It is a deep training in letting go and going beyond.  Of course this does not mean that we should be lax.  I myself regularly try to be scrupulous about even the smallest of points given for training in this discipline.  

 

In Vinaya, the precepts themselves contain both their letter and their intent. Vinaya is not a rule without logic or reason. The intent often becomes apparent through the origin stories and explication, if not so in the precept itself.  In the case of the precepts involved here --Bhikkhuni Pacittiyas 82 & 83 -- the origin stories mention the intent as being to protect and prevent more bhikkhunis being ordained than there are lodgings for (which had caused lay supporters to complain).  In this specific contemporary case, I would like to affirm that the bhikkhunis already have plentiful lodgings in their already established and well-supported forest monastery.  And their lay supporters of theBSWA (Buddhist Society of Western Australia) were unanimously supportive of their being fully ordained.  Additonally, the precepts themselves would protect more bhikkhunis being ordained at once than can be educated and instructed in Dhamma and the monastic Discipline. In this case, due to the slow process of Theravada bhikkhuni ordination, Ajahn Vayama, already an accomplished and highly regarded Dhamma teacher for years, had already been training as a samaneri (female novice) for more than 25 years before her full ordination. (Vinaya only requires 2 Vassas of basic training for bhikkhunis.) The three additional women ordained had been accepted as novices and trained one by one over the past eight years.  The junior most of them had already been in training for four years.  

 

Additionally, being associated with highly regarded meditation teacher Ajahn Brahm and living nearby his monastery, the Dhammasara nuns have had and will have excellent opportunity for meditation instruction under his tutelage.  As both Ajahn Brahm and other monks of his monastery such as Ajahn Brahmali are also excellent Vinaya scholars, additionally, these new bhikkhunis have had and will have some of the best Vinaya instruction available to bhikkhunis anywhere in the world.  These are exceptionally excellent circumstances in monastic life for higher training in sila, samadhi and panna,in which the factors that the precepts are protecting bhikkhunis from lack of are available in full and blessed abundance.  Additionally, in terms of education in Vinaya from these knowledgeable bhikkhus, and for the sake of fully keeping the precepts and practices being learnt that they might be fully practiced, it is desirable and more greatly facilitous for there to be a Bhikkhuni Sangha together, rather than just one individual bhikkhuni. And bhikkhu teachers, in Vinaya, do not have the same restriction on the number of pupils that they may instruct as bhikkhunis do.  In addition, Vinaya most certainly allowsfor knowledgable bhikkhus to give bhikkhunis teachings in Dhamma and Vinaya when called for.  Vinaya also allows for a bhikkhuni teacher to provide for her students' instruction either herself, or by providing for another qualified teacher, which has well been done in this case.  In fact, it was the qualified teacher who provided for a Bhikkhuni Preceptor, which is not at all without precedant.  All of these points of Vinaya together describe the new bhikkhunis training circumstances.

 

These paragraphs above are my own reasoned inferential argument regarding my own commital of an offence by the letter but not by the spirit of Vinaya, which others are welcome to confer with me about.  Such welcome conference non withstanding, these factors above are in accordance with the explicitly stated intention and letter of many of the other precepts, which combined make up the discipline of the Bhikkhuni Patimokkha.  And, with regards to the two precepts taken issue with, choosing the intention above the letter where they diverge in this case, does not, in either the Vinaya or the Commentaries, invalidate an ordination.

 

Again, with regards to both the specific references and the spirit of Vinaya, I am in agreement with the Responses by Ven Bhikkhu Bodhi, Ven AjahnBrahm and Ven Ajahn Brahmali. 

 

With regards to the letters and words of Vinaya-dhamma, I am in especial agreement with one felicitious reference by the venerable Ajahn Thanissaro also emphasized by Ven Bhikkhuni Sudhamma, which is worthy of repeating many times.  

 

For here, the Blessed One begs the monks of Kosambi, who were then quarrelling with one another: 

 

 

Open your hearts and let your light shine forth;

become forebearing and gentle. 

... 

 

Enough, monks;

no strife,

no quarrels, no disputing.

 

 

Of course, as with so many of the noble teachings of the blessed Buddha, this too is for monks, but not for monks only; for monastics, but including all good men and women.

 

May all of our efforts as a Sangha in this time be dedicated to the purification of underlying defilements from our heart, to clarification and rectification of our monastic livelihood, and to our longlasting peace and happiness through the causes and attainment of Nibbana.

 

 

Tathaaloka Bhikkhuni, Pavattini

 

Thanksgiving
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