A New Dawn for Women’s Rights

After a Millennium, World Buddhists Affirm Equality for Women
In Unprecedented Internal Ordination Ceremony Under the Tree of Enlightenment.
February 15-23, 1998 - Bodhgaya, India
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February 15, 1998 marked the first time ever in Buddhism’s history that Buddhists representing

diverse traditions and schools from around the world joined together for a truly international and
ecumenical ordination. The ceremony took place in Bodhgaya, India. It was especially
significant because it was a joint effort by Buddhist leaders to re-establish the order of nuns in
Sri Lanka, Thailand, Tibet, and India, where no women had been ordained as a nun for over
eight centuries.

For nine days, 140 novice monastics from 23 countries (including India, Sri Lanka, Thailand,
Taiwan, Japan, Korea, the Congo, Germany, Belgium, France, Italy, Denmark, Spain, Canada
and the United States) congregated near a descendant of the Bodhi Tree under which Siddhartha
Gautama, the founder of Buddhism, is said to have attained enlightenment some two and a half
millennia ago. In order to provide instruction to this polyglot assembly, the text of the Vinaya
(Buddhist monastic precepts) was provided in five languages: Chinese, English, French,
Nepalese, and Sinalese. The renunciation ceremony, organized by Venerable Master Hsing Yun
and Fo Guang Shan Buddhist Order, marshaled the cooperative efforts and support of Buddhist
leaders, including the His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Maha Ghosananda Maha Thero (Sangha
Raja of Cambodia), Thich Nhat Hanh (Abbot of Plum Village, France), Venerable Dr. M.
Wipulasara Maha Thero (President of the Maha Bodhi Society), and Venerable P. Somalankara
Nayake Thero (Chief Secretary of Sarvodaya Bhikkhu Congress, Sri Lanka). (See list of patrons
and organizers at the end of this article)

The legitimacy of ordaining women as bhikkhuni (nuns) has become a major topic of debate
within the Buddhist community. All Buddhists agree that the Buddha created an order of
bhikkhuni after his foster mother, Mahaprajnapati, and 500 other women displayed a deep
commitment to becoming his disciples. Buddhists disagree, however, about whether or not there
should be, or even can be, such an order today. Sila, the laws of Buddhist discipline, stipulate
that the ordination of women to become bhikkhuni requires the presence of both ordained monks
(bhikkhu) and nuns. Since the 11" century, however, when the bhikkhuni order died out in India
and Sri Lanka, conservatives have stymied any attempts to revive it in those countries by citing
the lack of qualified nuns to legitimize the proceedings. Similarly, in Thailand and Tibet, where
there has never been an order of nuns, efforts to institute such an order have faced difficulty for
the same reason. Fortunately, in such places as mainland China, Taiwan, Japan, and Korea,
bhikkhuni orders have continued down to today.

To overcome this obstacle, the ordination ceremony in Bodhgaya was officiated by both
Buddhist monks from around the world and by 15 Buddhist nuns who received their ordination
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in Taiwan. The idea of bringing together bhikkhu and bhikkhuni from a diverse range of
Buddhist traditions and schools to solve the ordination problem gradually took shape during a
series of annual international monastic seminars. At the conclusion of the fourth such
conference, held in May of 1997, the participants requested Venerable Master Hsing Yun, the
founder of Fo Guang Shan Buddhist Order, to organize a renunciation ceremony to reintroduce a
bhikkhuni lineage in those countries currently lacking one. Fo Guang Shan was asked to
spearhead this effort because it has branch temples worldwide, a large contingent of nuns, and
extensive experience teaching Buddhist women from South and Southeast Asia. Subsequently,
during the Dalai Lama’s visit to Taiwan in the Spring of 1997, which he undertook primarily to
learn more about the island’s thriving bhikkhuni order, he too endorsed the plan, a support he has
reaffirmed several times hence. Unfortunately, His Holiness was unable to personally attend the
Bodhgaya ceremony.

The women from India, Sri Lanka, and Thailand who received ordination in February did not
expect a warm welcome from all of their Buddhist brethren when they returned to their
respective countries. More conservative members of the Southeast Asian monastic communities
were not expected to even recognize the authenticity of their ordination. This was expected as a
result of the historical treatment given to Buddhist nuns from East Asian countries who go to
Thailand to conduct religious work. Unlike Buddhist monks, who can receive work visas from
the Thai government to carry out their special tasks, Buddhist nuns can only enter the country as
tourists, having no status as religious professionals.

The sponsoring organizations continue to do all that they can to aid the nuns in overcoming
obstacles that they might encounter after ordination. Fo Guang Shan, for instance, fully paid the
expenses for their transportation, room and board for the ordination ceremony, and also offered
free education in any of its 16 monastic colleges worldwide to any of the nuns who would wish
to strengthen their knowledge of Buddhist practice. Efforts were also made to provide long-term
housing for those who might have required it. The Ladakh, India chapter of Buddha’s Light
International Association (BLIA) has already built a nunnery and the Ananda Buddha Vihara
Trust of Andra Pradesh, India is currently constructing a temple which will include a dormitory
for nuns.

The American Buddhist scholar Rita Gross has recently published a book entitled Buddhism
After Patriarchy, in which she examines how best to reshape the Buddhist tradition so that it
provides equal opportunity and dignity to women and men of all races. What Gross has done in
theory, those gathering in Bodhgaya in February intended to realize in practice. The nuns of
Taiwan, who played a role in organizing the Bodhgaya event, regard renunciation as a potent
means for women to express their capabilities and leadership qualities, allowing them to make
great contributions in social, philanthropic, cultural, and educational pursuits. They therefore see
the re-establishment of the bhikkhuni order in Southeast Asia as a significant advancement for
women’s rights in that region. Their hope is that the ordination will serve as a catalyst to spur not
only all Buddhists, but all people, to awaken to the truth that the Buddha himself realized under
the Bodhi Tree so long ago: that all beings are inherently equal and inter-dependent, and may
attain enlightenment through cultivating a mind of kindness, compassion, equanimity, gratitude
and wisdom.



Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes
freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others
and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and
observance. -Article 18, Universal Declaration of Human Rights: United Nations
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Sponsors
Mongolia

Venerable Khamba Lam Choi-Jamts - Gandan Monastery, The Center of Mongolian
Buddhists

Great Britain

Venerable Pandith M. Vajiragnana - Sangha Nayake of Great Britain
Venerable Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche - Abbot of Kagyu Samye Ling Tibetan Center,
Scotland

USA

Venerable Pandith Henepola Gunaratana - Chief Sangha Nayaka of the United States and
North America

Thailand

Venerable Phra Kru Phiphit Prachanart - Abbot of Samakki Temple

Venerable Phra Maha Somchai Prohmsuwan - Assistant Abbot of Maha Chula Buddhist
University

Venerable Phra Maha Nibhon Subhadhammo - Abbot of Dhammasopit Temple
Venerable Phra Khru Sangha Wichai - Abbot of Plukmailai Temple

Nepal

Venerable Bhikkhu Sumangala - President of Religion and Peace Academy
Venerable Bhikkhu Ashwaghosh - Editor in chief, The Dhammakirti (a Buddhist
Monthly)

France

Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh - Zen Master, writer, lecturer, Founder and Abbot of Plum
Village Meditation Center and The Order of Inter-being.

Venerable Thich Huyen-Yi - President of the World Linh-Son Buddhist Congregation.
Lama Denis - Chairman of European Buddhist Union



Organizers

Sarvodaya Bhikkhu Congresss, Moratuwa, Sri Lanka
All India Bhikkhu Congress, India

The Maha Bodhi Society of India

Dambulla Rock Temple, Dambulla, Sri Lanka

Fo Guang Shan Buddhist Order, Kaohsiung, Taiwan

Sub-organizers

International Buddhist Council, Bodhgaya, Gaya, Bihar, India
Maha Bodhi International Meditation Center, Ladakh, India
International Brotherhood Mission, Assam, India

BLIA Delhi Chapter, Delhi, India

BLIA Bodhgaya Chapter, Bodhaya, India

BLIA Calcutta Chapter, Calcutta, India

Sponsor

Buddha’s Light International Association, World Headquarters, Los Angeles, CA. USA.
Bodhgaya International Full Ordination Committee

Patrons

Cambodia

Venerable Tep VVong - Supreme Patriarch of Maha Nikaya, Cambodia

Sri Lanka

Venerable Pandith Talalle Dharmaloka Anunayaka Thero -Chief High Priest of Justice
(Adhikorana Nayaka) for Western Province Deputy; Prelate of the Amarapura Sect
Venerable Prof. Kumburugamawe Vajira Maha Thero - Vice Chancellor of Pali and
Buddhist University, Sri Lanka

Venerable Kamburupitiye Nandarathana Nayaka Thero - Chief High Priest of Western
Province

Venerable Dr. Waragoda Pemarathana Thero - Vice Chancellor, Buddhasravaka Bhikku
University Anuradhapura

Venerable Porawagama Somalankara Nayake Thero - Deputy Sangha Nayaka Thera of
Southern Province, Chief Secretary, Sarvodaya Bhikkhu Congress

Venerable Mahagalkadawala Punnasara Nayaka Thero - Principal of Nuns Education
Center, Dambula

Venerable Inamaluwe Sumangala Nayaka Thero - Chief Secretary of Rangiri Dambulla
Sangha Chapter



India

Venerable Dr. Mapalagama Wipulasara Maha Thero - President, The Maha Bodhi Society of
India

Venerable Dr. Rastrapala Mahathera - Founder, President-Cum-Meditation teacher of
International Meditation Center, Bodhgaya

Venerable Dharmapala Mahathera - President of All India Bhikkhu Congress

Venerable Nyanainda Mahathera - Abbot of the Burmese Temple, Bodhgaya

Venerable Sanghasena - President of Mahabodhi International Meditation Center, Ladakh,
India

Taiwan

Venerable Master Hsing Yun - Founder of Fo Guang Shan Buddhist Order, Taiwan
Venerable Ching Hsin - President of Chinese Buddhist Association, Taiwan

Malaysia

Venerable Ching Ming - Ex-President of Malaysia Buddhist Association, Malaysia
Venerable Chi Huang - President of Malaysia Buddhist Association

Venerable Dr. Kirinde Dhammananda Maha Nyaka Thero - Chief Prelate of Malaysia
Korea

Venerable Wol Ha - Supreme Patriarch, Korea Buddhist Chogye Order

Venerable Ka San Seak - Chancellor of Korean Buddhist University

Venerable Tong Joo Won Myuong - Sila Committee of Korean Chau-See School
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