Buddha’s Early Disciples

After the 2nd discourse, Anattalakkhana Sutta, all 5 monks ( Kondanna, Vappa, Bhaddiya, Mahanama, Assaji) became Arahants. This was 5 days after the first discourse.

Conversion of Yasa and 54 friends

At Benares, there was a millionaire’s son named Yasa who had abundant material wealth. One night, he fell asleep during a musical performance by his female dancers and musicians. He woke up in the early hours of the morning to the sight of his sleeping performers in unbecoming postures. The entire scene before him was one that resembled that in a cemetery. He left home feeling distressed and oppressed and walked in the direction of Isipatana, where Buddha was residing. When Yasa moaned his distress upon seeing the Buddha, He assured Yasa that there was neither distress nor oppression there.

First, the Buddha spoke on generosity (dana), morality (sila), heavenly states (sagga), dangers of sensual pleasures (kamadinava), blessings of renunciation (nekkhammanivamsa). When Yasa’s mind was calm and pliable, Buddha taught the Four Noble Truths. Yasa attained the first stage of sainthood.

Meanwhile, Yasa was noticed to be missing from home. While searching for Yasa, his father met the Buddha instead. Buddha preached to Yasa’s father who became his first lay disciple. Yasa became fully enlightened on listening to the Dhamma talk given to his father. He then requested for ordination and higher ordination, which he received from the Buddha by the pronoucement of “Come, O Bhikkhu” (Ehi, Bhikkhu)

Yasa’s father gained first stage of sainthood after the Dhamma talk.  He became the first layman in the world to have taken refuge in the Triple Gem consisting of Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha. Overjoyed to learn of his son’s spiritual attainment, he invited the Buddha and Sangha for a meal on the following day. 

After the meal, the Buddha preached a sermon to the family. Yasa’s mother and former wife gained the first stage of sainthood and were the Buddha’s first female lay followers.

4 of Yasa’s close friends; Vimala, Subahu, Punnaji and Gavampati also became monks. After listening to the Dhamma, they also became arahants. Later, another fifty of Yasa’s friends joined the order and attained arahantship shortly afterwards.

Together with the initial 5 ascetics, Yasa, his 54 friends and Buddha made up 61 arahants within 2 months of Buddha’s enlightenment. 

The first messengers of Truth

At this stage, Buddha summoned his 60 disciples and exhorted them to spread the dhamma as they are all freed of human or divine shackles:  

“Caratha bhikkhave carikam bahujanahitaya bahujanasukhaya lokanukampaya atthaya hitaya sukhaya devamanussanam. Ma ekena dve agamittha. Desetha bhikkhave dhammam adikalyanam majjhekalyanam pariyosanakalyanam sattham savyanjanam kevalaparipunnam parisuddham brahmacariyam pakasetha.”



“Go forth, O monks, for the welfare of the many, for the happiness of the many,



out of compassion for the world, for the good, benefit and happiness of gods and 


men. Two should not take the same path. Teach the dhamma which is excellent in 

the beginning, excellent in the middle and excellent in the end, both in spirit and letter. Proclaim the holy life, perfect and pure.







Vinaya Pitaka (Mahavagga)

There were be beings with little dust in their eyes, and would understand the Dhamma.

Conversion of Thirty Young Men

Buddha left Isipatana for Uruvela and settled at the foot of a tree in a grove. At the same grove, there were 30 young men with their wives. As one of them was without wife, he was accompanied by a courtesan. While they were enjoying themselves, the courtesan absconded with their valuables. While searching for her, they chanced upon the Buddha. He asked them whether searching for a woman or seeking oneself is better?  As they all answered that it was better to seek oneself, he spoke the Dhamma and they realized the truth.

Conversion of three Kassapa brothers and 1000 Jatilas

At Uruvela, Buddha converted the Kassapa brothers who were the Jatilas, matted hair ascetics. They were Uruvela Kassapa, Nadi Kassapa, and Gaya Kassapa living separately with 1000 disciples along the River Neranjara. The story of their conversion was replete with accounts of miracles, which Buddha performed. 

Buddha impressed Uruvela Kassapa by his ability to subdue the serpent staying in his fire chamber. But he did not believe that the Buddha was a saint like himself. Buddha had to shock him by saying that Kassapa was neither a saint nor was he on the path of achieving that eminence. This gave rise to a discussion about the nature of sainthood and the correct way leading to it. Together with his 500 disciples, Uruvela Kassapa became disciples of the Buddha. 

The other 2 Kassapa brothers and their followers were similarly ordained. Mounting the hill at Gaya, Buddha preached the Fire Sermon, Adittapariyaya Sutta to all of them. It explained that the conditioned world was subject to the influence of fires of lust, hatred, ignorance, birth, decay, death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief, and despair. Hearing which, they were inspired and attained arahantship.

Conversion of Sariputta and Moggallana 

There were 2 Brahmin youths, Sariputta and Moggallana who were dissatisfied with sensual pleasures and became sramanas in search for path of release. Sariputta chanced upon Venerable Assaji at Rajagaha and realized the first fruit of Sainthood upon hearing the 4 line stanza:




Ye dhamma hetuppabhava




    tesam hetum tathagato aha




Tesam ca yo nirodho




   Evam vadi mahasamano




Of things that proceed from a cause,




Their cause the Tathagata has told,




And also their cessation:




Thus teaches the great ascetic.

Moggallana also realized the first fruit of Sainthood when Sariputta repeated the stanza to him.

With 250 disciples, they left Sanjaya to seek ordination under the Buddha. They became his 1st and 2nd chief disciples. 

Kinds of Ordination

1.  ‘Ehi Bhikkhu……’    ‘Come, O monks….’

This was the first kind of ordination. After listening to the discourse, any matured person who was convinced of the Dhamma, could be ordained by the Buddha in this manner. Buddha stretched his right palm and say Ehi Bhikkhu and the man would be accepted into the order. He would don his robe and shaved his head. This ordination became higher ordination at the same time. Today the tradition is different as both ordination and higher ordination are on 2 occasions. (Pabbajjan is ordination, i.e. entrance to the order. Upasampada is higher ordination.) 

2. Tihi Sarana gamana pabbajja

Initially, only Buddha could ordain monks. This became time and energy consuming. Buddha then said to his monks “O monks, I advise you to give ordination and higher ordination wherever you are. Today, I’m going to share with you the ordination process. From today onwards, you will be able to ordain others.”

Ordination process introduced by Buddha: - where the monks take refuge in Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha.

3. Third kind of ordination – Natthi Catutthakamma upasampada

Sariputta ordained a very old Brahmin, Radha. Some Sangha members objected. Radha, he turned pale and emaciated on being refused ordination.  The request was then put forward to the Sangha. There is no need to depend on a single individual for ordination.

Buddha enjoined the monks to confer higher ordination by the motion followed by three announcements. It is a procedure whereby the Sangha gathers to hear the motion that so-and-so requests Acceptance into the Sangha, and then listens in silence to three announcements. If there is no objections as indicated by silence, the person is accepted as a monk under a preceptor.

This is the standard procedure for conferring higher ordination in all Theravadan countries today. 

4. Fourth kind of ordination – Ovadapatiggahana  (Acceptance of advice)

The acceptance of 3 sermons given to Mahakassapa by the Buddha was sufficient for him to be admitted into the order.

1. One should develop a keen sense of shame and fear of wrong doing towards all monks in the Sangha

2. One should listen attentively, examine and reflect and then absorb wholesome teachings

3. One should always train in Mindfulness.

5. Fifth kind of ordination – Panhabyakarana (Answering questions)

Answering questions set by the Buddha to Boy, Sopaka was sufficient for him to be admitted into the order.

1. What is one? All beings are sustained by food

2. What are the two? Name and form

3. What are the three? The three sensations

4. What are the four? The four Noble truths

5. …………five? Clinging to the 5 aggregates

6. ………    six?  Six sense bases

7. ………seven? Seven factors of enlightenment

8. ……… eight? Eightfold Noble Path

9. ………..nine? Nine abodes of beings

10. …………ten? Ten qualities of arahant

Sopaka was born of low caste parents. His father died when he was a baby and his mother remarried. His stepfather disliked him very much and one day became angry when Sopaka quarreled with his own son. He dragged Sopaka off to the cemetery and tied him to a dead body. Sopaka was saved by the Buddha who preached to him and he realized first stage of Sainthood. His mother searching for Sopaka was in despair and she sought Buddha’s help. He advised her that there was no purpose in looking for children and relatives without seeking for path of deliverance. She realized first stage of Sainthood while Sopaks realized Arahantship. He was seven years old only.

6. Sixth kind of ordination – Atthagarudhamma (Acceptance of eight strict rules)

Mahapajapati Gotami was eventually accepted into the order by agreeing to accept the eight strict rules in accordance to Bhikkhuni Khandhaka of the Cullavagga Pali.

7.    Seventh kind of ordination – Duta (Through an emissary)

With reference to a former courtesan, Addhakasi; the Buddha empowered the monks to confer Higher Ordination through an emissary.

8. Eighth kind of ordination – Atthavacika (Pronouncement of eight times)

Motion and announcement are pronounced eight times before both monk and nun communities.

Previously, ordination and higher ordination were conferred at the same time. However there were a group of monks who misbehaved, they reiterated that they did not request for higher ordination. Hence, upasampada was made on a separate occasion to be witnessed by a group of monks and the samanera or novice has to request from the Sangha thrice for higher ordination.
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