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Religious Inclusion in the not-too-far Past,
as Understood by Mahagandharum Sayadaw

Htet Min Lwin
Abstract

Many of the sermons by Buddhist monks in Burma today, if not
all, include discourses which could be regarded as textbook ex-
amples of hate speech and hate mongering. Prominent scholar
monks like Sitagu Sayadaw talk about justification of violence in
the name of religion using the Sinhalese mythical history of King
Dutthagamani. Buddhist monks, being culturally and religiously
influential and authoritative in a “law-of-status” society like
Myanmar, means laypeople’s understanding of religious inclu-
sion and tolerance could become very narrow. Was this always
the case in modern Burma/Myanmar? In fact, Myanmar had an
inclusive historical past, be it religiously or culturally; a time
when people of different faiths could live a socially harmonious
life with high religious tolerance. This article analyzes and dis-
cusses several discourses by one of the most eminent scholar
monks of modern Burma, Janakabhivamsa (21 Feb 1900 - 27 Dec
1977), famously known as Mahagandharum Sayadaw. This arti-
cle argues that in spite of being a strong nationalist monk, Ja-
nakabhivamsa’s quintessentially Buddhist sermons use the cos-
mic and moral understanding of Buddhism and prophecies
about the future-Buddha to be inclusive of people of other faiths
and teach a form of religious inclusion and tolerance.
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Introduction

As democratic transitions in Myanmar brought a certain degree
of civil and political freedom, space for civil society, and free-
dom of expression,' a lot of sermons and discourses by monks
were rife with what could be regarded as textbook examples of
hate speech and hate mongering.” With the rise of the national-
ist ‘Mabatha’ movement in 2012, which was, in fact, a network
of existing groups,’ the discourses and sermons of many monks
are, to say the least, ‘not inclusive’. One of the characteristics of
these discourses has been how Muslims, the target of criticisms,
can be a danger to the existence and propagation of Buddha
sdsana, an integral theme being used as a motive for major social
and political movements in Myanmar since colonial times.* At
one point, Wirathu of Mandalay Masoyein monastery said Mus-
lims were ‘ungrateful dogs’, implying the moral obligations
Muslims have to Buddhists as they are supposedly guests and
not indigenous to Myanmar. With the outbreak of Arakan Roh-
ingya Salvation Army (ARSA) attacks and subsequent clearance
operations which reportedly targeted Muslims in Rakhine State,
prominent scholar monks like Sitagu Sayadaw even talked about
the justification of violence in the name of religion, using the
mythical Sinhalese history of King Dutthagamani. Buddhist

! Holliday, 2013.

? For reproductions and more information, see Fuller, 2013; Freeman, 2017
Goldberg, 2017; Lawi Weng, 2014; Mratt Kyaw Thu, 2017; Htet Min Lwin, 2016.
* Htet Min Lwin, 2016.

* Turner, 2014.
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monks being culturally and religiously influential and authori-
tative in a ‘law-of-status’ society like Myanmar,’ the laypeople’s
understanding of religious inclusion and tolerance has become
very narrow. Even state officials like the Union Minister for re-
ligious and cultural affairs publicly said hateful messages that
Muslims would take over the country.

This article concerns the question of religious inclusion or
exclusion in the recent past in Myanmar. In the history of My-
anmar, during the times of the kings, people of different faiths
from Islam and Christianity served important roles at the Bur-
mese court.’ It was not that Burma/Myanmar always had crude
racial and religious tensions among ethnic and faith communi-
ties. Very often, there were peaceful periods concerning differ-
ent faiths. These became significant only during the colonial pe-
riod due to the demographic changes caused by labor migration
from the Indian subcontinent, the racial and religious tensions
among communities were increased, resulting in riots.® Taking
religion as a discursive category, i.e., what is regarded as a reli-
gion at a point of time depends on the interpretative discourses
of that time, this article conjectures that there were perhaps in-
clusive elements in religious discourses of the past that have en-
abled majority Buddhists to live in religious and social harmony
with people of other faiths. In other words, whether we take the
hateful speeches and sermons of the Mabatha monks as triggers
(causations/explanatory variables) or manifestations (re-
sults/response variable) for recent rises of racial and religious
tensions, or both are at the same time-dependent and independ-
ent variables, this article takes the position that there might be
inclusive elements in the discourses in the past for those peace-
ful days. By analyzing several discourses and related writings by
Janakabhivamsa, one of the most eminent scholar monks of
modern Burma, famously known as Mahagandharum Sayadaw,
this article argues that despite being a strong nationalist monk,

® Maung Maung Gyi, 1983.
¢ Coconuts Yangon, 2018.
’ Ba Shin, 1961.

® Thant Myint-U, 2017.
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Janakabhivamsa’s quintessential Buddhist sermons use the cos-
mological and moral understanding of Buddhism and prophe-
cies about the future-Buddha, and thus preach a framework to
be inclusive of people of other faiths and teach a form of reli-
gious inclusion and tolerance.

Why We Need to Discuss the Discourses

Much has been wondered and written about how a religion such
as Buddhism can be used to justify violence. In other words, how
Buddhism has been betrayed and how things that are perceived
to be not religious or that cannot be associated with religion can
be said and done in the name of religions.’ Abeysekara argues
that this confusion arises from a failure to understand the dis-
cursive nature of religion.” In his sociological conceptualiza-
tion, religion is, in fact, a discursive category, i.e., what is re-
garded/accepted as a religion at a period is actually the product
of authoritative discourses. These discourses are produced, re-
produced, modified, and shifted by people or institutions with
religious influence. He argues religion should be understood as
“historical concepts whose meanings shift, that is, the ways in
which specific persons and practices are authorized, enabled,
and indeed obliged to come into (central) view and fade from
view, to appear and disappear, to become centered and decen-
tered as Buddhism and non-Buddhism, religion and violence”."
Thus, it is a matter of competing discourses that have to respond
to one another by modifying, shifting, and remaking or losing.
Once discourses become authoritative, they form the main-
stream understanding of religion.

This dynamic view of religion refutes the essentialist idea of
religion as always peaceful, good, and non-violent. At the same
time, it focuses on discourses as social realities rather than ar-
guing over the doctrinal aspect(s) of Buddhism. This dynamic

° See Gravers, 2015; Helbardt, Hellmann-Rajanayagam, and Korff, 2013; Kent,
2015; Tambiah, 1992; Weiberg-Sazmann, 2014.

1% Abeysekara, 2001.

" 1bid., p. 5.
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view allows us to understand the fluidity of religion and appre-
ciate the importance of discourses on religion in the public
sphere. It sheds light on the important role of authoritative dis-
courses which persist as the current interpretation/explanation
of religion as such in the society vis-a-vis counter-discourses
which debate, challenge, justify, and falsify those authoritative
discourses. Hence, it paves the way to understanding the pas-
sage of periods of religion as different understandings over
time. Looking at how discourses shift, we can observe the inter-
dependent nature of discourses and society—how society im-
pacts discourses and how discourses can have an impact on so-
ciety. However, discourses take the lead as religious authority.
This leads us to the important question: if ‘exclusive’ discourse
can be framed within Buddhism, can ‘inclusive’ be framed
within Buddhism as well in Burma/Myanmar?

There is one more reason why Buddhist discourses are an
important category to examine for this article. Walton and Hay-
ward have suggested counter-discourses/counter-narratives
against the Mabatha in their study." Their work researches Bud-
dhist scriptural teachings and provides tentative suggestions on
the idea of four Brahma viharas and how Buddhism can be inclu-
sive. They argue that primarily due to monks’ general nature of
reluctance to criticize fellow monks, especially senior ones,
there is alack of quick response to construct a counter-narrative
within Theravada Buddhism. From the perspectives of the scrip-
tures, they thus provide or construct a narrative within the
eight-fold noble path, point out the need to test claims, and pre-
sent the attitude of Asoka (among other suggestions) as possible
counter-frames against the Mabatha movement (Walton and
Hayward 2014). A significant gap is that unless what is in scrip-
tures gets to the discourse level, it is hard to identify them as
social realities: they remain in the books, not in the world of the
day-to-day practice of Buddhists.

In other words, academics suggesting something to Bud-
dhists is naturally very different from sermons by authoritative

' Walton & Hayward, 2014,
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leaders of the religion. Discourses delivered by monks are very
powerful due to the unique nature of the delivery. Regarding the
powerful nature of discourses, Walton and Jerryson (2016) sug-
gested the cultural authority of the Buddhist monks gives them
the moral right to legitimize their claims, use them to define the
religion, and determine what the Buddha means through ser-
mons."” As sermons can have different interpretations and thus
different meanings—how they are put in the context for the lay-
persons, the cosmological understanding of what is happening,
and what will happen, these different interpretations and levels
of their authority have a significant impact on what is religion
at a certain point of time, in other words, the prevailing dis-
course or the correct discourse(s). The very exercise of preach-
ing sermons serves this purpose—the way monks recite the Ga-
thas (Pali verses), the way they interact with the audience in an
authoritative way, and the lack of critical reflection are all the
more reasons how discourses can have a tremendous amount of
influence on the audience.™

A thorough look at the discourses by the extreme national-
ist Mabatha monks will reveal that they frame their extreme na-
tionalist sermons within the Buddhist framework.” In other
words, they have to assure the audience that what they have
been preaching is in accord with the Buddha’s teaching. This is
what is different from the case in Sri Lanka, where Sri Lankan
monks blatantly said the violence was not Buddhist but you had
to put down Buddhist morality and ethics when the religion was
in danger.”® In contrast, monks in Myanmar still maintain the
Theravada tradition; they still have to legitimize their frames an-
yway to be in accord with the Buddha’s teaching. However, this
does not necessarily mean that they are more Buddhist than the
monks of Sri Lanka. Maybe they have to make it clear to the au-
dience what they are teaching is in accord with Buddhism be-
cause otherwise, the audience might not believe and support the

B Walton, M.J. & Jerryson, 2016.

' See 0’Connor, 2015; Tannenbaum, 2015; Walton & Jerryson, 2016.
> Htet Min Lwin, 2016.

16 See Deegalle, 2003; Kent, 2015; International Crisis Group, 2013.
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sermons. This has even got to the stage where Sitagu, the former
vice-chair of the now renamed Mabatha movement, referred to
Ven. Janakabhivamsa (whose discourses this article discusses) in
one of his sermons to the military, and legitimized his teachings
as in accord with the teachings of the senior Sayadaws within
the tradition. This is advancing the master frame which used to
be that “to protect race and religion is in accord with the Bud-
dha’s teachings” to a level where it also frames that to protect
race and religion is in accord with the Theravada tradition and
respected senior monks within the Burmese order.” This is an-
other reason to dig up the inclusive discourses of the past to
counter such claims and to reclaim the way discourses have
been framed and consequently resulted in narrow-minded and
ruthlessly racist accounts.

To this end, this article explores the nature of inclusive dis-
courses by one of the most preeminent scholar monks of the
Buddhist clergy, Ven. Janakabhivamsa (Mahagandharum Sa-
yadaw) of Amarapura. I also intend that if people understand
that there used to exist this kind of inclusive interpretation,
they will be able to reflect on the current hateful messages and
be able to live in social and religious harmony. As the discourses
are by Janakabhivamsa, a highly revered authority on Buddhism
in Myanmar, and are quintessentially Buddhist, it will be easy
for Buddhists to accept more than the multicultural discourses
of the west and liberal democracy. What I am trying to explain
here is an organic discourse(s) by Buddhist monks about reli-
gious inclusion. This is neither a suggestion nor explicitly men-
tioned in the scriptures, but what was said and argued at the
discourse level.

Mahagandharum as Nationalist
It is essential to understand that being a strong nationalist monk

does not necessarily translate to being racist, xenophobic, and
intolerant to other faiths and cultures. This section tries to show

7 Htet Min Lwin, 2018.
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how Mahagandharum Sayadaw was a strong nationalist and yet
this did not prevent him from being a tolerant and inclusive per-
son. Looking at Mahagandharum’s writings and others’ opinions
of him," it is clear that he was a strong nationalist and reformist
of the sasana. His reformist ideas are quite similar to the 1902
State Sangha act and the preceding reformist ideas by King
Mongut and Wachirayan in Thailand, another Theravada Bud-
dhist country.” Mahagandharum writes, “the reform of the
sasana should aim for the case that boys and girls of Buddhist
faith can work for the benefits of race, religion, and sasana and
also be able to get Nirvana in the next life”.” He has been praised
as ‘unique’ for his love of “race, religion and sasana” as he
wants his religion and sasana to be perfect, and he desires that
due to the sasana and Buddhism the country and people will get
a better life, a better socioeconomic situation.”? Thanwaralin-
kara, a strong, vocal critic against activities of the Mabatha
movement, in his preface for the compilation of excerpts from
Janakabhivamsa’s writings, further claims that out of the three
most preeminent Sayadaws of his age, namely Mahagandharum,
Mahasi, and Mingun, Mahagandharum is the most outstanding
for his love of country, race, and religion, as is evident in
Mahagandharum’s prolific writings which are almost always
centered on these themes. In his foreword to

39§900333333§0qu, he writes that it is pressing for Sayas (here
Sayadaws) and lay persons to support and thus make the sasana
prosper as the country had gained independence.”” In his

sermon to the military in 1950s, he writes “the country should
be able to rely on the military and the sasana”.** Moreover, he

8 See @@moo%éom eraﬂél JOoomI Jooi oSospmorSoql eraﬂél Joogi
' See Tiyavanich (1997) for comparison.
2 @§00908c°>oo| SfaﬂélJooQu
1 30emll
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sees the propagation of the Buddha’s sasana as a uniting force
and talks on how in the birth stories of the lives of the future-
Buddha, he sacrificed for the race.” Yet the difference between
Mahagandharum and today’s extreme nationalist monks of the
Mabatha movement (or those similar to them) is that the former
had a multicultural mindset whereas the latter have a monocul-
tural mindset, being called ‘racists’ and hatemongers.*

Mahagandharum’s Writings

The following discusses how Mahagandharum became a person
with a multicultural mindset and how he frames inclusive dis-
courses  within an  understanding of Buddhism.

Buddhanussati With Elements of Religious Inclusion

Buddhanussati (recollection of the Buddha) is a kind of medita-
tion practice that has its focus on awareness (annusati) or recol-
lection on the exalted qualities of the Buddha. This has been a
traditional practice in Myanmar?® as it is in other Buddhist coun-
tries, especially those with a Theravada tradition. The Buddha
himself talks about it in Anguttara Nikaya, Mahanama suttas 1
and 2*® where he emphasizes that for those who recollect the no-
ble qualities of the Tathagata, his mind will not be obsessed “by
lust, hatred, or delusion” and will be “simply straight, based on
the Tathagata” and thus connected with the Dhamma. This dis-
ciple should be called ‘a noble disciple who dwells in balance
amid an unbalanced population, who dwells unafflicted amid an
afflicted population. As one who has entered the stream of the
Dhamma, he develops the recollection of the Buddha’* This

» @c?moo%éool aaglcc:loeeqn
% Htet Min Lwin, 2018.
27 . . O o Q
As outlined in @§000300201 I4CI JOOOI OQ8I

% Bhikkhu Bodhi, 2012b.
# Ibid., pp. 1564-65, 1569.
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meditation practice has a significant place in the Theravada tra-
dition as one of the four protective meditation techniques for it
prevents the practitioner from “listlessness and dissatisfac-
tion”.*

Mahagandharum being an exceptionally devout Buddhist
and coming from a tradition of meditators of buddhanussati,”
he particularly emphasizes this particular type of meditation
practice and writes/preaches extensively about buddhanussati;
he wrote one dedicated book and several others with a signifi-
cant emphasis on it. In the book entitled Buddhanussati, he in-
corporates elements of religious inclusion as he writes:

for someone who practices well and regularly the
buddhanussati bhavana, s/he starts to admire the Buddha
so much that she also begins to admire his lives even before
he becomes the Buddha in his final life. Moreover, the per-
son forms an admiration for people who are like the Bud-
dha-to-be, doing good for the benefit of many, not differen-
tiating depending on any sect, or if s/he is a monk/recluse.
If that person is a layperson, she can still admire his/her
deeds without any differentiation on race and religion.
Thus, I, as a thorough practitioner of the buddhanussati
bhavana, can form a deep admiration of Jesus Christ as he
has taught compassionate love, sympathetic joy, truth, and
tolerance, among others. So, I have excellent relations with

the disciples of Jesus Christ.*

** Bhikkhu Bodhi, 2012a.
*! Note that his mentor upajjhaya, the first Mahagandharum Sayadaw of the
Sagaing Hills, also strongly emphasized this practice of the recollection of the

Buddha (@é',m'):f)c"):)al :3951& JOoor 2q1).
2 In Burmese: “©3lac00030000§005 GM0&i@OQEPIEa00  0Q1092005
. 161 § T °Q 8 °QI ° Lol. [
C o Q ¢ _C c o c <
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s0pm3l03ad  vqUBoresnlesean  08eSqpiad  (gq030teea003e3l
!&:25000(googE  dad:nameegeod  cao:eo805(gddcaNl  apood
q §° CRI [aads 8° e é[“ @il L

Q oc¢

G@OE@%C&IEQ?&QS G’DGé)ILSO’)D&)’JGGgg (B(g?[(\%@@g%i)’\) GC\)S@OS@é&ﬁxC



Htet Min Lwin | 84

This can also be related to another concept formulated by Sa-
yadaw in his eminent treatise on the reform of Buddha sasana

(39§OOOSDDDZD§OGSF) where he writes:

It is scarce in the world that those people who act (excep-
tionally) for the good of the community, region, or country
without any selfishness or self-regard, based on goodwill
and good motivation. If ever there emerges one like that,
s/he must surely be one of the future to-be(s), either the
Buddha-to-be (bodhisattva) or agga-savaka-to-be, maha-
savaka-to-be or pakati-savaka-to-be or paccekabuddha-to-
be.”

Thus, connecting these two concepts in comparable context, it
can be inferred with certain confidence that the Sayadaw might
see Jesus as one of those future ‘someones™* as will be shown in
the following discussion. Here, it is fair to conclude that for the
Sayadaw, people of other faiths who are doing meritorious deeds

S o c 0Q IS [°) IS
()’]OD@I QBG@D(; G@OD@ (?_pEQDG:DD C\I?O%GDGOTQ GGCg))DO’)q:)S
) 0 0MCSe e 0c ¢ 0Q 9. ¢ 0
(TJGJQDDO’)GP? 339390361'38 9%0)61’330%(7% @i%GGQC)C @O]GGO?%CG] Q@(TQOJ(Y%
39@5@953833@33’) 9615@@8(73 §§§§m0009 G(\)Z@DSGOD’JG@’J&
Q IS IS C o IS IS Sy Qo
OGIODGO)’DG‘E :D’.)OOO({PZ?(; aoooaospg 08?9’36@@@0130[3_'3 (@§m3m0w|
GQﬂEI JO()OI OQO)II
33 « IS Q9 ¢ ¢ IS IS e
In Burmese: GC\)’J(DQ OCDG].CS GO)U)?’JG]CZGO’J’JCSG(D’JCS?Q

(ocooxx)coo Q. coooe‘,@cono e S, .9
O?OD I_oGCCD 6100’.2”_0 a:)(ql-c §Q)(T{"-o U?Co @(Y{II_JTL) G&)DC&(DORO%(T)D‘,

< ﬁ C < 'T’ c Q < C <
FOPSQEEN 0OOCLIDMIOGCO GOl QOICRIC VNVPD  (YZIPEAVICIGOMD
QU2 32Q2000MI emowoom§cf: 00P03200000336C00E:60P5 s 0cQ

’] N < < ’] "I ﬁ N < < '] Q C
™9gl3aeadCie00500:) CIOOIOREN 3EEOICIFTIOYPEON EM§ @oo fQu1)
Gél...” (@§m3£6w| 39(3'15, Joog, OJO)II
* This is in turn proved by one of his writings where he mentions Jesus as a
disciple of the Tibetan tradition of Buddhism (@@moo%éom 39§1c°: 1 JOOOI

ooo-oeqn).
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are indeed the to-be of people who will get enlightenment in the
future. This is how the Sayadaw can transcend beyond race and
religion and be inclusive.

The Decline of Buddhism and People of Other Faiths

A persistent discourse in Myanmar since the colonial era has
been anxiety regarding the incursion of ‘modern’ or ‘western’
values and how these might affect the sasana.*® Mahagandharum
also writes extensively about how modernity has a considerable
impact on Buddha’s sasana. His ideas on how to overcome these
hurdles, however, are very different from today’s discourses.
One of the tenets of exclusive discourses today is if people of
other religions are enemies of the Buddha sasana. For the Sa-
yadaw, the decline of Buddhism will always be from ‘within,’
never from outside.’® He sees the decrease in the number of stu-
dents (lay students) in the monastery as the very basis for the
decline of future sasana. Certainly, he does not think the decline
will be due to people of other faiths. If people of other faiths are
doing their job very well, indeed their religion would and should

prosper. He writes in the book “035000623:” (The Blood/Spirit of
the Religion):

Preparing this book makes me think about people of other
faiths. They have very high regard for their religion. Monks
and nuns of other religions are content with ordinary meals
and modest clothing and yet work hard for the propagation
of their religions. Thus, their religions prosper and propa-
gate more. ...we should be sad that now people have low re-
gard for Buddhism. Thus, we should reform the religion

with badha-thwe as a fundamental basis.”’

* As discussed by Turner, 2014; Walton and Hayward, 2014, p. 46.

* Mahasi also talks about this.
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Again, for him the spirit of religion means belief in Buddhism,
efforts for dana (donation), sila (morality) and bhavana (the
practice of good quality of mind),*® efforts to honor the religion,
critical positive thinking of things related to Buddhism, and a
high regard and readiness to defend the religion. He also writes:

[ try to observe the ways how nuns of other faiths live. They
teach children. They seem to-be proficient in vocational
things such as tailoring. Those who know medicine treat
people. According to my knowledge, the way these senior
nuns treat people is with great metta (loving-kindness) and
karuna (sympathy). Some even treat people with leprosy.
Due to their metta, karuna, people naturally have high re-
gard and respect for them. They rely a lot upon them. The
metta and karuna also reflect/respond to them. Thus, they
are bound to-be prosperous. Thus, the convent in Mandalay
is full/crowded with people who would like to learn from
them.*
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He also praises in another book how Christians are organized
and disciplined:*

I must admit here that people of other faiths that
Mahagandharum is mentioning are mostly Christians, and
there is research suggesting why they have better socializa-
tion than Muslims in Myanmar.* Notwithstanding that fact,
what I am trying to present here is, in essence, the way
Mahagandharum frames the concept of inclusivity “within”
quintessential Buddhism. In other words, how Buddhist un-
derstanding of the universe and the cosmos can also be in-
clusive in comparison to the current liberal discourse of
multiculturalism, democracy, and human rights.*

Mahagandharum’s Experiences with People of Other Faiths

One of the reasons why Mahagandharum teaches inclusive ele-
ments/discourses and his inclusive Buddhist outlook may be due
to the socialization he had with people of other faiths since his
young days. When he was living in Yangon, he was praised for
his evening chantings of Buddhist sermons by people of other

faiths, and he proudly mentions this in his book.** His encoun-
ters with U Pe Maung Tin, a Pali professor and later rector of
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*! Kyaw Yin Hlaing, 2013.
* 1 am not saying the current discourse/NGO movement for inclusion and
multiculturalism is of no use.
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University of Rangoon, resulted in mutual respect and profound
admiration on each other. U Pe Maung Tin, a Christian by faith,
had the translation of Visudhi Megga as his magnum opus, and
it was claimed that U Pe Maung Tin happened to listen to
Mahagandharum’s discourse on the first sermon and Anata-

lakana sutta and was incredibly impressed ( ooep:é:@go:@o).

That was the reason U Pe Maung Tin came to see
Mahagandharum for several long and engaging discussions on
the Buddhist notion of non-self and the two became very close.
By U Pe Maung Tin’s recommendation, an archbishop visited
Mahagandharum, was profoundly impressed by the Sayadaw
and said later he got a lot of satisfaction and joy out of the re-
spect and attention the Mahagandharum provided. Another en-
counter with a Buddhist abbot from Korea was also one of the
noted encounters. An encounter with a Hindu sadhu made the
sadhu comment at a press conference how it was pleasant to
meet with Janakabhivamsa.*

One thing to consider is that monks of the younger genera-
tions and today’s generation also have these kinds of encoun-
ters, if not more often, than what Mahagandharum experienced.
But those who have extensive experience meeting with people
of other faiths, and travel extensively cannot or do not incorpo-
rate the inclusive ideas (look at Sitagu, for example). For
Mahagandharum, he had never traveled outside his country and
yet showed his broad-mindedness based on Buddhist teachings.
Perhaps it is his inclusive understanding of Buddhism which en-
abled him to become a person with a multicultural mindset.

Discourses of the Sayadaw
The Idea/Concept of “Past Kamma”

For Mahagandharum, the concept of “past kamma” (Sanskrit:
karma) is an important one for he has broadened the classical
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understanding of past kamma in Buddhism to an extent where
it is used as a concept for inclusiveness. In one of his sermons,
he preached, “For me, I met those laypersons whom I met out of
very few odds in this life. Therefore, I believe I must have met
them before. Maybe you might think it is a bit strange of a
thought. However, the way I see it is that when I meet them now,
I will try to pay back my gratitude which I owed before (i.e., in
previous lives)...For people with past connections, I have the re-

sponsibility to preach them well™ (jooq, 0Q@). When

Mahagandharum met a professor from England, his first words
of greetings were, “I am pleased to-be informed that you would
visit me. Though we meet each other only now, according to the
Buddha’s teachings, we have met cordially in past lives. Thus,
take it as we have been good friends since previous lives and ask
any question whatsoever without holding back”.* Thus, his
Buddhist teachings guided him to treat whomever he met-be it
from different faiths, as cordially and friendly as possible, for he
believed he had met them in past lives, consequently transcend-
ing from exclusivity to inclusivity.
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Metta (loving-kindness) and Mahagandharum

Sayadaw Mahagandharum talks about myitta (Pali: metta mean-
ing loving-kindness), which is one of the four Brahmmaviharas.
Myitta has become a household word in Myanmar. Walton and
Hayward, in their proposed counter-narratives to the discourses
of Mabatha, mention the importance of the four Brahmma-
viharas.” As an integral part of the Buddha’s teaching, Buddhist
monks almost always discuss metta in their sermons, and yet it
has not resulted or taken shape as a moral value toward inclu-
siveness. One common satirical joke on how the myitta of Bud-
dhists excludes Muslims illustrates the multi-layered nature of
anti-Muslim hatred in Myanmar. It says, “May all beings be
happy, except crows and ka-la** because they have black skin”.
Thus I emphasize in the following section how Mahagandharum
frames an inclusive discourse on myitta, and relates it to the
prophecy of enlightenment at the first sermon of the future-
Buddha. I would like to emphasize again that these are not at the
doctrinal level but at the discourse level. I argue that the way
Sayadaw frames this is organic, his arguments and discourses
originating from his understanding of Buddhism.

Discourses as Such: The First Sermon and People who
Achieved Enlightenment

In 1970, Mahagandharum delivered a sermon on myitta on the
auspicious occasion of the centenary birthday celebrations of

the ninth most supreme leader of the Shwegyin sect.”” This is an

¥ Walton & Hayward, 2014.

*® ‘Ka-la’, also frequently spelled ‘kalar’, in contemporary expression is a
derogatory term for Muslims whereas it did not have derogatory and
insulting meaning in the past but was simply a term for foreign people from
the west of Myanmar, including but not limited to people with origins from
India, Persia, Arabia and Europe. For detailed discussion, see Thant Myint-U
(2017).
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important sermon for two reasons: Sangin Sayadaw
(o")mézaoepeoo%) was one of the eldest monks alive in that pe-

riod (100 years old at that occasion); and being the supreme
leader of the much-respected Shwegyin sect,”® he was one of the
most influential monks in the history of the Myanmar sasana.
Thus, Mahagandharum delivered this sermon to an audience of
hundreds if not thousands of monks, nuns, and laypersons who
came to the celebration in Mandalay. While talking about
myitta, Mahagandharum reminds the audience of the Buddhist
concept of paramis, how people of collected paramis now exist
in the world, and how people will get enlightenment (the proph-
ecy of enlightenment) at the first sermon of the Mettaya Buddha.
He was saying how Buddhists should practice loving-kindness
meditation all the time, quoting the verses from Karaniyametta
sutta.” In a powerful, influential, and convincing style of a tra-
ditional Buddhist sermon, he recited verses from the karaniya

metta sutta and explained them in vernacular.””

To emphasize the fact that his interpretation/frame/under-
standing of the concept is different and necessarily inclusive,
different translations by different Pali scholars are first pro-
vided, followed by an analysis of Mahagandharum’s discourse.
The original Pali verse is a short one:

Etam satim adhittheyya
Brahmam etam viharam idhamahu.

This is translated into different versions by different transla-
tors:

And while he stands or walks or while he sits

 For more details see Than Tun (2019).
>’ For an English translation of karaniya metta sutta, see Acharya
Buddharakhita (1995). For explanations in Myanmar, my preference is

0 o C
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Or while he lies down, free from drowsiness,
Let him resolve upon this mindfulness:
This is Divine Abiding here, they say.”

Whether you are staying in one place or traveling, sitting
down or in bed, in all your waking hours rest in this mind-
fulness, which is known as like living in heaven right here
and now!*

As you stand, walk, sit or lie,

So long as you are awake,

Pursue this awareness with your might:
It is deemed the Divine State here.”

Standing, walking, sitting or reclining, as long as he is
awake, let him develop this mindfulness. This, they say, is
'"Noble Living' here.*

Whether standing or walking, seated or lying down
Free from drowsiness, One should sustain this recollection.
This is said to-be the sublime abiding.”’

Janakabhivamsa interprets this as:

Idha: in this world of saintly people living for collection of
their paramis, Etam viharam: sustaining the practice of rec-
ollection of loving-kindness whether standing or walking,
sitting or lying down; this way of living is known as, brah-

5 Nanamoli Thera, 1995.

> Ratnaprabha, 2014.

% Acharya Buddharakhita, 1995.
* Piyadassi Thera, 1999.

*” The Amaravati Sangha, 2004.
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mam viharam: abiding of the sublime, the divine like the ara-
hants, like the Brahma, ahu: as is recognized by saintly peo-
ples like the Buddhas.*

His interpretation is different as he translates or expands the
word “idha”which simply means here that “in this world of
saintly people living for collection of their paramis” and the
word “Brahma, ahu” as “recognized by saintly peoples like the
Buddhas”. This interpretation becomes a broad interpretation,
unlike translations mentioned above, for by “idha” he aims to
include people of other faith and connect this Buddhist sermon
with the prophecy of enlightenment and by “ahu” his under-
standing of saintly persons transcends the limits of Buddhist
saints.

Within Buddhist thought, people who achieve enlighten-
ment have to fulfill parami to become fully enlightened in their
final life.”® The Pali canon elaborates on how long a person has
to fulfill parami depending on which kind of enlightenment they
wish to attain.®
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*® See the ten paramis (perfections) in Buddhism in the classical text
“Buddhavamsa” translated by Morris (1882, p. 97). See also Bhikkhu
Thanissaro (2010) and Acariya Dhammapala (2005) for contemporary
interpretations on the ten paramis.

 There are five kinds of enlightened persons: the Perfectly Enlightened Ones
or the All-seeing Buddha (the time for them to fulfill parami is four infinite
number of great aeons or incalculables (asafikhyeyyas) and a hundred
thousand great aeons (mahakappas), the Solitary-Buddhas or
Paccekabuddhas (two incalculables and a hundred thousand great aeons), the
Chief Disciples (Agga-savakas) - over one incalculable and a hundred
thousand great aeons, the Great Disciples (Maha-savakas) - over a hundred
thousand great aeons, the ordinary disciples (Pakati-savakas) with over a
hundred great aeons, or over a thousand great aeons (Ledi Sayadaw, n.d.).
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In his sermon on metta, Janakabhivamsa explains, “Do
saintly people live like this (live with metta meditation)? They,
of course, do. They indeed do. All the Buddhas teach thus. Ara-
hants teach thus. Saintly persons teach thus”.** And then he con-
nects this with the prophecy saying:

We do not know how many people will get enlightenment at
the first sermon of the future-Buddha. But we can make a
guess; for the Gautama Buddha’s first sermon, it was 180
million who were enlightened. Only one human being was
there. This is for the first sermon alone. With the Buddha’s
sermons, a great number of people-humans, devas, and
other deities, achieved enlightenment. (And for the future-
Buddha) there will also be people who will become agga-
savakas, maha-savakas, pakati-savakas and pacceka-Bud-
dhas in this world, fulfilling paramis as this is the world of
the future Mettaya Buddha already ... At this point, the com-
bined population of five Theravada countries did not add up
to 180 million. So we must ask, where are all those people
now?%
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By this, Janakabhivamsa openly says the current Theravada
Buddhist population is not enough for the future prophecy, but
as this is already the world of the future-Buddha,” those who
will achieve enlightenment in the future must be somewhere ei-
ther as human beings or as deities. He mentions this frequently
in other books as well, emphasizing the number and thus saying
many people must be fulfilling paramis in this world of five Bud-
dhas ‘bhadrakalpa’.*

He also implies that people of other faiths may be included
in the crowd who will get enlightenment at a later point of time,
thus reminding the audience they should not be passive or dis-
interested about it. In one sermon, he also mentions, “myitta has
been the discourse/sermon of the Buddhas, the arahants, and
saints”. Again he did not differentiate saints by religion. Here I
would like to draw attention to how he mentioned that Jesus
Christ taught the discourse of myitta.
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% This is the world of five buddhas and four buddhas have emerged. The
future buddha will be the fifth one by the name of Metteyya Buddha,

Buddhavamsa. For more details in Burmese, see oggoog)oo%)oocl Joool and in
English, Bhikkhu Thanissaro (2002).
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This discourse is, in fact, an important concept where he
tries to incorporate the inclusive angle into the Buddhist frame-
work relating to the prophecy of the coming Buddha, the
Mettaya. This can be connected to the discourse mentioned
above again that those people who serve with goodwill and self-
sacrifice must be the future-to-bes, and also the fact that he can
form an excellent admiration of those people, regardless of race
and religion. Thus he reminds his audience that as they cannot
expect all of the people of five Theravada countries to get en-
lightenment, there must be a lot of good people waiting for the
future in the outside world.

The Sermon at the Military Barracks

Janakabhivamsa was invited to Mingaladon garrison in 1951 to
give a talk to the military rank and file and their families. That

. , C C C
sermon, renowned as ‘Siq-taq-tdya-daw’ (G)Q)O’)()OOGPSGUD, the

sermon to the military), shows his values regarding the morality
and integrity of military people and how they should respect
other faiths.” Out of those teachings, I would like to show a few
striking examples here.

In this sermon, Mahagandharum talks about Dutthagamani
as well, but his sermon, unlike the one by Sitagu in which he
misquotes Mahagandharum,* does not at all mention the infa-
mous comment by Sinhalese monks: “You killed only one and a
half beings”.” Instead, he urges the rank and file to respect es-
tablishments and places of worship of other faiths as much as
possible. He says, “Do not offend civilians with over-pride of be-
ing a soldier. When some bad monks did improper things, people
tend to condemn ‘these monks, these monks’ - the same thing

will happen if one solider in uniform did terrible things”.*®

% Htet Min Lwin, 2018.
5 Ibid.

% For background information, see: The Mahavamsa, 2007.
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Conclusion

This article tries to present a history of inclusive discourses
which had their foundation in the understanding of Buddhism.
This has been explored by analyzing sermons and different writ-
ings of Janakabhivamsa. I argue that Janakabhivamsa’s two be-
liefs—that this world is full of people who will get enlightenment
in the future-Buddha’s time, exceeding the total number of
Theravada Buddhists at that future point; and those good-na-
tured people working for the benefits of the society and the
community, regardless of race and religion, are those disciples-
to-be of the Buddhas—make him a person with an inclusive
mindset.

It cannot be said with numerical accuracy how many people
in contemporary Burma/Myanmar have read or listened to his
writings and discourses, but looking at the fact that these books
are still available in the market and sell well, it looks like people
still read these discourses, and that there still is a readership for
inclusive discourses within the understanding of Buddhism.
These sermons, discourses, and writings must have had a
stronger impact when Sayadaw himself was alive, when Sa-
yadaw himself delivered the sermons live to a Buddhist and oc-
casionally non-Buddhist audience, between fifty and seventy
years ago. The idea or concept of inclusiveness must have had
an impact on those audiences. Hence, it will be fair to draw the
inference that these inclusive discourses (and also the idea that
the enemies of the sasana are from within) could have been one
of the contributing factors to the absence or relative lack of
communal tensions and racial/religious hatred against people
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of other faiths. I would even go further to state that the prevail-
ing discourses of those times were inclusive, and thus it is not
surprising that the idea to protect sasana had nothing to do with
people of other religions. Of course, more work should be done
to prove this broad claim.

To answer why Janakabhivamsa delivered these kinds of in-
clusive discourses, we can draw tentative conclusions that he
was socialized to people of other religions, had contacts/en-
counters/exchanges with people of other religions although he
grew up in a religiously and ethnically homogenous environ-
ment of Upper Burma and its monasteries. However, what is
more important is how he understands the concept of inclusive-
ness within the Buddhist framework. Maybe this can be a start-
ing point for people of the Buddhist faith, civil society, and ad-
vocates for social and religious inclusion to spread his quintes-
sentially Buddhist ideas of inclusion for the future social and re-
ligious harmony in Myanmar. Researching and making these
kinds of inclusive discourses publicly known is an attractive way
to refute the hateful speeches and discourses that try to scape-
goat religious minorities in the country for what some people
think is the resentful situation Buddhism might have encoun-
tered throughout history in Myanmar. Janakabhivamsa’s inclu-
sive discourses pave the way for more inclusive discourses by
Buddhist monks and society at large and for more research on
similar inclusive discourses in history.
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