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Facts




1. The venerable Ananda was born on the same day as Siddhartha Gautama, later known as the Buddha.


2. Ananda was a cousin of the Buddha, born into the same Shakya clan as Siddhartha.


3. As cousins, Ananda and Siddhartha grew up together in the city of Kapilavastu.


4. At age 37, Ananda left home to become a follower of the Buddha, joining the community of Buddhist monks known as the Sangha.


5. At age 55, Ananda received the great honor of being chosen by the Buddha to be his personal attendant (or upatthaka).


6. As personal attendant, Ananda was the constant companion of the Buddha for the next 25 years, seeing to his every need, hearing every word taught by the Blessed One.


7. The Buddha’s trust and confidence in his cousin Ananda was so great that, at times when the Buddha was ill or weary, he permitted Ananda to teach in his place, an honor accorded to very few of his followers.


8. Ananda became known as the ‘Guardian of the Dharma,’ for his ability to memorize every teaching, syllable by syllable, ever uttered by the Buddha. At the Council of Rajagriha, convened shortly after the death of the Buddha to establish a definitive canon, Ananda recited over 80,000 teachings of the Buddha, which came to form the bulk of the earliest Buddhist canon, commonly referred to as the Pali canon.


9. Ananda was with the Buddha at the time of the Blessed One’s death.


10. Clearly, no one was closer to the Buddha than Ananda; no one had more intimate access to the words of the Buddha than Ananda.







Translations


All verses from Pali texts are from the Wisdom Publications translations, published in The Teachings of the Buddha series, specifically:


The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Digha Nikaya, translated by Maurice Walshe (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995)


The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Majjhima Nikaya, translated by Bhikku Nanamoli and Bhikku Bodhi (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2001)




Preface


Many who read the ancient Buddhist document translated in chapters three through eight of this book will undoubtedly, and for good reason, question the document’s authenticity. Indeed, I myself, despite having played a direct role in its being brought into the public light, sometimes look back in virtual disbelief: disbelief at how I received it, disbelief in its content, and disbelief that it could have remained hidden for so many centuries. In light of the understandable doubts about the document’s authenticity, I begin with a somewhat detailed account of how it came into my possession. Readers may judge for themselves the veracity of my account and the authenticity of the document.





Chapter 1


Origins of the Document


I admit it. I was as suspicious as anyone when I first saw it. In fact, I thought that someone was playing a joke on me. The kind of joke that only middle-age academics, living lives a bit removed from the real word, would get. Even after reading it, for some time I remained as skeptical as many of the scholars and practitioners of Buddhism who are about to read the translation of it that follows. I scoffed at the very notion of a ‘lost sutra’ of the Buddha.1 After all, there are ‘lost scriptures’ of all sorts magically turning up here and there all the time, from the once hidden ‘terma’ texts of the Tibetans2 to new Christian ‘Gospels’, to the spooky productions allegedly written by invisible Masters for Madame Blavatsky of the Theosophical Society, to countless others. Yet another scam, I thought, perpetuated on a gullible population of scholars who are desperate for any means to make a name for themselves in the publishing world, lest they forever be denied the college professor’s Holy Grail: tenure.


Granted, the Buddhist canon is a large one, with several hundred sutras, or sermons of the Buddha, collected and translated in such a bewildering array of texts, in so many different languages: Pali, Sanskrit, Tibetan, Chinese, Japanese. But like most other spiritual traditions that have survived as established institutions, Buddhism developed a canon, or a (generally) agreed-upon body of texts believed to be the authentic teachings of the Buddha. True, the contents of the canons of the three main branches of Buddhism (Hinayana,3 Mahayana, and Vajrayana) differ somewhat, with Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhists each having texts unique to their own tradition. Nonetheless, all agree on what is commonly called the Pali canon: the collection of Hinayana texts, written in Pali, that are universally accepted by all Buddhists to be the actual words of the Buddha, as memorized by his devout disciple Ananda, and recorded around 480 BCE at the first Buddhist Council of Rajagriha. The notion that somehow a document containing the original teachings of the Buddha had been ‘lost’ for over 2000 years, only to turn up in my hotel room – the hotel room of an obscure, middle-aged religion professor from a tiny rural Pennsylvania college, whose career in academia had been one of mediocrity at best – well, it just seemed completely preposterous.


So how did it happen?


Earlier in the day, like many an anxious assistant professor seeking to build up a case to convince his colleagues that he was deserving of tenure, I had presented a short paper comparing the concept of the self in Zen Buddhism and Soren Kierkegaard at the regional meeting of the American Academy of Religion in Baltimore, Maryland. Regional AAR meetings, in contrast to the national meeting, are definitely a ‘second-tier’ setting for scholars: a place to present a paper where, given the somewhat sparse attendance and usual lack of prominent names in any field, one can be reasonably assured of making a presentation on just about any topic without receiving any harsh feedback that might, through the rumor mill, make it back to your home college and tenure committee. So in the context of that safe, secure, second-rate scholar-friendly setting, I had once again appeared to speak for a half hour or so on an abstruse topic that few in the audience had ever heard of, and fewer still felt brave enough to offer any challenging questions about.


Having gone through this exercise before, I felt fairly comfortable during my presentation, standing behind the lectern, delivering my prepared remarks with a bit more energy and enthusiasm than was the norm. But in the midst of the presentation, while immersed in the text from which I was reading, I was momentarily distracted by a noise and movement in the rear of the room, near the only entrance door, which, at the beginning of my presentation, had been closed. Glancing quickly at the figure that had just stepped through the door and now stood with his back against the wall, I saw what looked like a short Asian gentleman – probably Chinese, dressed in what appeared to be a monk’s robe, clutching a parcel of some sort that was wrapped in what looked like a rather rough burlap-type cloth.


His presence – in a room of fifteen or so stereotypical scholars, all wearing some version of the tweed or corduroy-jacket/oxford cloth button down shirt/khaki pants uniform of the moderately – but only moderately – successful academic – was, to say the least, a bit out of the ordinary in that room. Actually, it was a bit disconcerting, for reasons which, at the time, I really couldn’t identify. I just had this vague feeling of a disturbing presence having entered into the room. But like a good scholar, determined to get through the presentation so that I could add another entry to my curriculum vitae, I lowered my head, ignored the presence of the peculiar visitor, and read through the rest of my paper in the rather mechanical manner that participants in regional meetings are all too accustomed to hearing. At the end of the presentation, I looked up, expecting to see the monkish figure, anticipating that as the ‘real deal’ (someone who practiced, rather than merely taught about, Buddhism) he might pose a few challenging questions to me.


But much to my surprise, he was gone, having departed as mysteriously as he had entered.


After a few minutes of mingling with my colleagues, I went up to my room, planning to relax for a few minutes, get changed, and head down to the hotel bar for a quick beer. Upon entering my room, I was taken aback – to say the least – to see a small package on my bed. Even though I had only glanced at the monk and his package in the lecture room for a few brief seconds, I immediately made a connection between the two. The brown, burlap-like wrapping, folded around the contents in a careful but clearly hand-done manner, and tied with a piece of rough brown thread – for some reason that I can’t quite explain, I immediately knew that this was the same package that the monk had been holding. My reaction was puzzlement mixed with both fear and excitement: How did he get this into my locked room? Why did he leave it in the room? Why my room? Could it be dangerous? Could it be a bomb or some sort of dangerous device, delivered to me in a case of mistaken identity? Could it be some sort of elaborate hoax played on me by colleagues? Of course, I had absolutely no answers to any of those questions, leaving me with just one big “WHAT IS IT?” and an unbearable nervous excitement not unlike a young child on Christmas morning.


I debated my next step: Call security? Open it immediately? Call some colleagues to solicit their advice? After much hesitation, I decided that the best course of action would be no action, or at least no immediate action – best to simply think about it for a bit. For those who are puzzled by such a response I can only say that that’s my habitual manner of dealing with a difficult situation: put off a decision by thinking about it for awhile. So I changed into more casual clothes, tucked the package in my briefcase, locked the briefcase and slid it under the bed, and headed to the hotel bar.


In an odd sort of way, I felt some relief at getting out of the room and away from the package – leaving behind the mysterious and exotic and returning to the world of the ordinary and banal. Once in the lounge, I found a seat at the bar and ordered a beer, hoping to perhaps encounter someone with whom I could watch some good old American football or some other sort of inane, uncontroversial, everyday entertainment for an hour or so. But my intentions were quickly disrupted as, while waiting at the bar for my beer, something caught my eye from a dark corner of the lounge. Glancing into the dim lighting, an uneasy feeling came over me as I saw, looking out of place to a degree that I cannot begin to describe, the Asian monk sitting at a small table, by himself.


As our eyes met, he slowly and gracefully nodded his head, as if to acknowledge that he knew what was already going through my mind. Leaving the beer at the bar, I slowly walked to his table and hesitatingly introduced myself. Given that at this point I was in a state of utter bewilderment, I cannot recall with precision the nature of our ‘conversation,’ other than to say that it was brief and one-sided. After stammering out my name and making reference to his presence at my presentation and the package found in my room – a rambling, nervous monologue that lasted far too long – realizing that I sounded like a fool, I apologized for my behavior and paused, nervously awaiting his explanation for this bizarre chain of events. Instead, after what seemed to be a silence of several minutes (but in reality was perhaps only a few seconds), he spoke the following friendly but concise reply:


“Dr. Adams, I am pleased to meet you. And I am pleased that you have received my gift. I entrust it to your care, and ask only that you see that it is properly protected and made known to those who would find it of interest. Dunhuang4 has many secrets. This one has been entrusted to you.”


And with that, he rose, bowed slightly, and gracefully walked out of the bar. Dumbfounded, I unfortunately sat in my chair, my head spinning, for a minute or so before getting up and running after him. But he was nowhere to be found. I searched throughout the lobby, outside the hotel, in every conference room. I looked in every stall in every men’s bathroom on the first floor. I even made a fool of myself by asking the clerk at the front desk if she had seen a Chinese monk walk by, and, when she stared at me with a puzzled look and said she had not, casting all sense of humility and political correctness and respect for privacy aside, I demanded to know if any Asians were registered at the hotel! That question, of course, confirmed to the poor girl that I was drunk or crazy, and she immediately left the front desk, presumably to go find the manager or security, while I beat a hasty retreat back to my room.


Opening the door to my room, I wondered if the package would still be there. Indeed, part of me hoped that it would not, given the bizarre and mysterious events that had just transpired. Of course, the package was still there. Right where I had left it. With a certain sense of fear and feeling quite foolish, I carefully inspected the room to insure that no one else was there: behind the shower curtain, under the bed, in the closet, all to no avail.


Convinced that I was indeed alone, and that it would be alone that I would have to deal with my mysterious possession, I sat on the bed, placed the package in front of me, carefully untied the string, and unwrapped the burlap packaging. Inside I found what appeared to be a very old, but surprisingly well-preserved scroll. The contents of the scroll were written in Pali, the ancient language of the earliest Buddhist sutras. My knowledge of Pali is quite limited, but I could read the language sufficiently well to translate the title: Sutra on the Deathbed Reflections of the Buddha.


My reaction was one of complete bewilderment. The possibility that this was all some sort of elaborate hoax led me to remain calm and composed, pondering the manuscript with the detached objectivity of an academic. But the other possibility, hinted at by the apparent antiquity of the document, the Pali characters filling page after page, and the monk’s reference to Dunhuang – the possibility that this might actually be a previously unknown Buddhist sutra, delivered to me for some unfathomable reason by a Buddhist monk, caused me to feel some strange combination of exhilaration and terror: exhilaration that such a rare object could be in my possession, terror over the utter strangeness of it all.


For the sake of brevity and moving the reader on to the actual content of that package, I will briefly summarize what transpired over the next several months. For several days after the conference, I kept the scroll in my possession at all times, even sitting it on the night stand beside my bed when I slept. In order to avoid damage to the frail pages, I intentionally resisted the urge to page through it and explore its contents. Realizing that the nature of my ‘gift’ was something that would have to be evaluated by others more qualified than myself, over the next several months I sought the opinions of numerous specialists in Pali and Buddhist studies – some academics, some practicing Buddhists, some both. The reactions of various experts to the scroll were remarkably varied – from scorn to virtual veneration, from refusal to even consider it as an authentic sutra to exorbitant offers to purchase the scroll on the spot.


What, then, did I find out about the nature of my little treasure? Basically, two things: first, its antiquity was confirmed. Although carbon dating has not yet been completed, those experts who were willing to examine the document were unanimous in concluding that it was indeed a text that had been produced in the same time period that the canonical Pali texts appeared. However, as for its authenticity, that was another matter. Many refused to even consider the possibility that an original teaching of the Buddha, and particularly one of such a controversial nature, had almost miraculously remained hidden for over twenty centuries.5 A few were willing to grant that there were a number of intriguing factors that suggested the possibility of its authenticity, but again, given the sutra’s controversial content, even those sympathetic experts were reluctant to offer a definitive opinion on the origin of the document.


All of which leads to the challenge posed by the document for the reader: Is it a valid teaching of the Buddha, a sutra whose content is so explosive that it impacts the entire Buddhist canon? Or is it simply a clever forgery? Is it fact, or is it fiction?


This question, for now (and perhaps for the foreseeable future) must be answered by each reader for him/herself. Lacking historical, linguistic or other definitive proof regarding the authenticity of the work, I can only ask each reader to judge accordingly. Some may conclude that this short sutra radically undermines the early Buddhist tradition and challenges their appreciation of the authoritative nature of the Buddha’s teachings. Others may see this as a silly piece of fiction that has no impact whatsoever on the great tradition of Buddhism.


I would, however, suggest that even the skeptical reader pause to consider the content of this alleged sutra, regardless of its historical origin. For even if the work is the product of someone who lived many years after the Buddha, the issues that it poses and the challenges to traditional Buddhist views that it articulates through the words of the Buddha, may nonetheless present a challenge to certain aspects of the Buddhist dharma that deserve serious consideration, regardless of origin. I ask the reader to read with an open mind and sincerely evaluate the ideas, independent of whom the author might have been.





Chapter 2


Introduction: Buddhism and the Mahaparinirvana Sutra


While it is likely that most readers of this book will already be familiar with Buddhism, for those who are not this chapter provides a very brief summary of the life of the Buddha and his basic teachings, known as the dharma.6 In addition, and perhaps most importantly for understanding the ‘lost’ sutra which is found in chapters three through eight, this chapter also provides a brief introduction to the Mahaparinirvana Sutra, the canonical text which provides an account of the last days of the Buddha, and the content of which is challenged by the sutra translated here for the first time.


The Life of the Buddha


The person to whom we refer to as the ‘Buddha’ was born as Siddhartha Gautama around the year 563 BCE, in what is now Nepal.7 ‘Buddha’ is actually a title meaning the awakened or enlightened one, and hence this designation does not technically apply to Siddhartha until his Enlightenment around the age of 35. Siddhartha was born into the kshatriya, or warrior caste. His father, King Shuddhodana, was a great ruler who hoped that his son would likewise grow up to become a powerful worldly ruler.


Shortly after Siddhartha’s birth, Hindu holy men noticed that the young child had the physical signs associated with a Mahapurusha, or Great Being. They predicted to his father, King Shuddhodana, that Siddhartha would grow up to become one of two very different kinds of Great Beings: either a great worldy ruler of men, like Shuddodana, or an enlightened holy man, or sannyasin. King Shuddhodana was quite familiar with the wandering sannyasins who passed through his kingdom: having abandoned all wordly attachments, possessions, and pleasures, they were known for their gaunt bodies, long disheveled hair, ragged clothing, and the practice of remaining in trance-like yogic and meditative states for long periods of time. As a loving father, the King did not want his son to grow up to lead such a harsh life of austerity and deprivation. Consequently, Shuddhodana resolved that he would raise Siddhartha in such a way that he would be shielded from all forms of unhappiness, suffering, and mortality, thereby discouraging him from experiencing any discontent with wordly life and seeking fulfillment in the spiritual life.
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