17th - 18th Century Sri Lanka – Restoring Buddhism

Portuguese colonisation lasted about 150 years. During which time Buddhism in SL dipped into an eclipse. Portuguese were committed to propagating Christianity and sought to undermine Buddhism. They were succeeded by the Dutch, who colluded with the locals to oust the Portuguese.

Political uncertainty – last Sinhalese king, Viraparakrama Narendrasingha (1706–39) died without off-springs. A brother of his Queen, a Chola of the Nayakkar Dynasty (South India), Nagasami took the throne as King Sri Vijaya Rajasinghe (1739–47).

On the religious front, in 18th century SL, Buddhist practice was in decline. Monks were then called ganin, i.e., not fully-fledged monks, but led lay life with wives and children.

Saranankara {also known as Velivita (after his hometown) Saranankara}, was determined to revive proper monastic practices. Brought back practices such as pindapata, which had been forgotten.

Became a monk against his father’s wishes. Studious and learned in Pali. Proficient in most Buddhist texts (picked up on his own). Very strict in Vinaya observances. His disciples were called Silvats: administered Dasa sila (10 precepts) and wear white with shaven heads. He himself played a major role in reviving Sasana and vinaya

Had a line to king Viraparakrama Narendrasingha and was entrusted to be tutor to Sri Vijaya Rajasinghe. When SVR ascended the throne, Saranankara was a powerful influence. He convinced the king that the higher ordination process in SL was flawed and that it was necessary to approach either Burma or Thailand for help to reintroduce higher ordination to SL again. Although SVR was a Saivaite by birth, he embraced Buddhism when he succeeded to the throne.
SVR sought help from the Dutch to bring either Siamese or Burmese monks to SL. They agreed. Began 1st move. Selected a group of people, which included Silvata, to take message to Southeast Asia.

One major problem was communications. Pali was language of Theravada Buddhism. Saranankara trained the ambassadors to converse in Pali with the Thais. Needed to be able to ask Thai monks and king for help to restore proper higher ordination to SL. Gifts for them were prepared.

Meanwhile the ganin started a campaign against Saranankara to try and block his efforts to bring in the foreign monks. They were wary of new competition that could cost them influence and material comfort. 

Three trips

1st mission set sail from Colombo harbour on 20 Feb 1741, on a Dutch vessel. Among the key players were Doranegoda Rala, Matota Rala and Vilbagedara Rala (who participated in all 3 missions).

They landed in Batavia and went on to Ayuthia. Dutch had suggested travelling to Pegu by land from Ayuthia. Due to unfavourable wind conditions, boats were shipwrecked. Some of the survivors managed to reach Pegu. (Vilbagedara Rala was one.) The Burmese king was sympathetic to their request but on condition that SL must send the ship to fetch the higher ordained Burmese monks. So the Sri Lankans returned empty-handed but with an optimistic message.

Saranankara was not discouraged by the setback of the 1st mission. Arranged for a second trip. Because the Dutch wanted commercial links with Thailand, they were amenable to Sri Vijaya Rajasingha’s request for another ship and mission. Vilbagedara Rala was again one of the ambassadors. Again they left Colombo for Batavia, and travelled through the Straits of Malacca for Ayuthia. But the Thai king did not like the Dutch and did not want to send his monks on Dutch vessels to SL. 

Meanwhile, King Sri Vijaya Rajasingha passed away. When the Thai court learnt of that, it dithered about sending its monks: it was uncertain of the religious policy of Sri Vijaya’s successor, Kirti Sri Rajasingha. Thai court declined to send monks to SL. It decided to be unhelpful also because it wanted to discourage the SL from visiting because that meant contact with the Dutch which it detested. The SL emissaries thus returned empty-handed.

Saranankara was still not discouraged. Persuaded Kirti to send another mission. Kirti was a Hindu who converted to Buddhism and was an enthusiastic and driven patron. Encouraged Buddhist learning. Honoured monks.

For the 3rd trip, he sent 60 delegates. Again they travelled on a Dutch vessel. Left Trincomalee harbour on August 1750. Finally reached Ayuthia and was received by King Boromkot. He was sympathetic and sent Phra Upali Mahathera and 20 other higher ordained monks. This vessel arrived in SL in 1753.

An ecstatic crowd received the Thai visitors in pomp and ceremony. They were taken in a royal procession to Kandy.

First they consecrated the Chapter (Sima) House in Kandy and then conducted higher ordination ceremony. Thus began the Siam Nikaya in SL. The first Sri Lankan to be ordained under this tradition was Kobbekaduve unnanse. The second was Saranankara himself: he was then 55.

Those who went to Thailand were high-caste Sinhalese. They were given ordination first. But there were Silavats who were of lower caste and they were prevented from receiving ordination. The higher caste SL did not want the lower castes to be ordained in the same place at the same time. Quite clearly, South Indian influence and social biases had penetrated and permeated SL society. Even as Phra Upali went around Kandy to establish Sima houses and gave higher ordination, the higher castes  denied that opportunity to the lower castes.

Some Silvats, who later became prominent monks, credited for furthering Dhamma studies, and so treated included Sitinamaluve Dhammajoti, Maliboda Dhammadhara and Kamburupitiye Gunaratana. They had to be ordained in one of the suburb simas at Kurunegala.

