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M ahiyanganaCetiya-thefirst of itskindin Sri Lanka

by AryadasaRatnasinghe

"Bodhito nhavamemase - phussapunnamiyamjino,
L ankadipam visodhetum - L ankadipam upagami”.
Mahavamsal:19

The above Pali stanza means that on the 'Duruthu’ (January) full
moon day, in the ninth month after Enlightenment, the Buddhamade
hisfirstvisitto Lanka, to purgethecountry frommalignant influences
of uncanny spirits. On that historic day, the Buddha, having taken his
meal near the Anotattalake, by thefoothillsof theHimalayas, had | eft
for Sri Lankaby evening to accomplish hismission, because hefore-
saw that the Buddha Sasana, onceestablished, wouldremainfor 5,000
years.

Atthetimeof theBuddha'svisit, theaboriginesor theoriginal inhab-
itants of the country were 'yakkas (demon-worshippers) and 'nagas
(snake-worshippers). The'yakkas werenumerousandvery powerful,
and held themselves al oof and confined them-
selvestothemountain fastnessesof theNorth-

Central region, whereas the 'nagas’ confined
themselvestothesea-board, and Maniakkhika _
wasthe'naga kingof Kelaniya. 3

The luxuriantly wooded M ahanaga garden, :
ontheright-bank of theriver Mahaveli, which
dischargesitsconfluenceintotheseanear Trin-
comal ee, wasat that timeastrategic stronghold
of the 'yakkas'. When Buddha arrived at the &
Mahanagagardentointercept the'yakkas who
were assembled there, they were more sur-
prisedthanal armed, whenthey saw himcladin |
whohewas, the'yakka! chief askedtheBuddha,
"Whoartthoutocomehereand disturbus?' At
once, the Buddha, to their bewilderment, per-
formed amiracleby sitting cross-leggedinthe -
air. Now, the 'yakkas' through fear, emotional
excitement and apprehensive of danger,
begged the Buddha to save their lives and set
themfree.

Whereupon, the Buddha, addressed them saving "I shall, O
yakkas,savetheefrom all danger, provided | am offered aplaceto sit
down, and make known to thee my mission". The evil horde verily
agreed saying " O Great Being! We shall offer theethewholeisland".
Buddha, having seated at the spot, wherethe M ahiyanganacetiyanow
stands, delivered to them adiscourse, whereby they became spiritual -
ly evaluatedand attai ned thestagesof holiness(i.e., thefruitsof Sovan,
ingtothediscourse, becameel evatedtothefirst phaseof spiritual emi-
nence (‘Sovan'), and cameto be known as Saman deviyo, who is now
propitiated as the tutelary deity of Sri Pada. The god, thereupon,
appeal ed to the Buddhato give him something asatoken of symbolic
worship, in the absence of the Buddha. Buddha in accedence of the
earnest request, gavethegodahandful of hair from hishead, whichthe
god accepted with great devotion.

The god had the hair-relic secured in a golden reliquary and
enshrineditinasmall tope10ft. highand 24 ft.incircumference(Mhv.
1:36). Itisthefirst cetiyain Sri Lanka, built during thelife-timeof the
Buddha. All other cetiyaswereof later construction.

After the Mahaparinibbana (demise) of the Buddhain 543 BC at
Kusinara(now Kusinagar) inIndia, 45yearslater, the Arhant Sarabhu
MahaThera, having recovered from thefuneral pyre, wherethe Bud-
dhawascremated, theleft clavicle(collar-bone) asarelic, broughtitto

ayellow robeand shaven-headed.
Beinginquisitiveof theintruder andtoknow
Sakadagami, Anagami and Arhat).
Amongthemwasthe'yakka commandant Samanwho, after listen-

-
=
]

AAAAARS

Sri Lanka, and hadit al so enshrinedinthe samecetiya, and enlarged it
toaheight of 18ft (Mhv. 1:39).

History tells us that prince Uddha Culabhaya, a cousin of king
Devanampiyatissa(307-267BC), seeingthecetiya, enlargedit further
toaheight of 45ft. King Dutugemunu (161-137BC), wholaunchedhis
offensiveagainsttheDravidianking ElaraaliasEllal a, inful filment of
hisolddream, tosavethecountry from Tamil domination, |eft Rohana,
with hismagnificent fourfold army of elephants, cavalry, chariotsand
infantry, andwhilepassingthrough Guttahal aka(now Buttal @) andthe
jungle-clad Malayarata (upland country), met his first encounter at
Alut-nuwara(Mahiyangana).

Whentheking saw theruinousstate of the M ahiyanganacetiyathat
had seriously suffered the onslaught of the enemy offensive, he took
stepstorenovateit, regardl esshisinterestonthewarfront. Herai sedthe
cetiyatoaheight of 120ft., somewhat asacoveringtotheoriginal one,
whichweseetoday.

KingVoharakaTissa(204-236), wassomuchbentonreligiousactiv-
ity, thatherenovated many viharasandcetiyas,
includingtheM ahiyanganavihara,andbuilton

1 ‘catta’ (parasol) to the cetiya with unbound
devotion. (Mhv. 36:33). After king Sangha-
bodhi (246-248), we rarely come across any
historical evidence about the Mahiyangana
cetiya.

- During his childhood days, prince Sangha-
bodhi, son of Selbhaya, wholivedinMahiyan-
gana, was handed over to hisuncle, the Maha
TheraNanda, the incumbent of the Mahiyan-
gana Vihara, to be brought up under this
guardianship, because thefather of the prince
had died whenthechildwas9yearsold. Asthe
childwashanded over to the Sanghaunder the
bo-tree of the temple, he cameto be known as

Sanghabodhi. He, having ascendedthethrone,
did much to protect the Mahiyangana cetiya
fromruin.

King Sena Il (850-885), not only paid his
benefactions to the cetiya, but also alienated
landfortheviharaasatokenof gratitude. (M hv.
51:74).KingKassapalV (896-913) alsoalien-
atedavillagefortheviharatoexpanditsperimeter. (Mhv.52:15).King
Vijayabahu | (1058-1114), who established the Polonnaruwa king-
dom, seeingtheruinousstateof thecetiya, overgrownwithwildvege-
tationandfauna, took stepstorenovateit, without allowingit tounder-
gofurther deterioration.

King Viraparakrama Narendrasinha (the last Sinhala king of Sri
Lanka), (1706-1739), also known as Kundasale Rajjuvuro (King of
Kundasal€), had conducted grand'poojas’ (offerings) tothecetiya, and
had it decorated with multi-coloured banners and sweet-smelling
flowers. (Mhv. 97:28-30). King Kirti Sri Rajasinha(1747-1780), did
muchtomaintainthecetiyaingoodconditionandal sobuiltedificesfor
thebhikkhusto spendtheir timepeacefully andinmeditation.

In 1851, the Ven. Iddamal goda Dhammapal a, theincumbent of the
Mahiyangana vihara, seeing the sad state of the cetiya, took a keen
interest to renovate it, and the restoration work began in earnest. In
1873, the top portion of the cetiya collapsed. In 1980, after years of
planning and hard work, apinnacleto the cetiyawasceremonially fit-
ted, with the zeal and enthusiasm of Ven. Yatawatte Sri Candajothi
Maha Thera of the Asgiriya Chapter, supported by Ven. Wattegama
Sumangala Nayake Thera, Duniwila Nilame, Timbirigaspitiye Dis-
awaandothers.

OnJunel8, 1942, aconferencewasheld at theM ahiyanganavihara,
inthepresenceof Rt. Hon. D. S. Senanayake, Minister of Agriculture
and Lands, who expressed his approbation for the restoration of the




ruined cetiya. For the purpose, asociety wasformed under the name
MahiyanganaVihara Vardhana Samitiya, headed by theHon. Minis-
ter. The ceremonial laying of the foundation stone was done on Sep-
tember 24, 1953, inthe presenceof agreat gathering.

Thecrystal-cutgemthat adornsthepinnacl ewasagiftreceivedfrom
Myanmar (Burma), anditisthebiggest of thekindof Sri Lanka, weigh-
ing 14.5kg. (321bs). Thecetiyawasceremonially opened on Septem-
ber 21,1961, amidst agreat concourseof devoteeswhoflockedtowit-
nessthehistoricincident.

Purity

In Buddha-Dhamma, thepurity doesexist within.
But not anywhereel se.
Inreality, it should beinthemind.

TheBuddhasaid: "Purity andimpurity depend on oneself.
Noonecan purify another.”

Until onecan eradicatesand eliminatesone'sown
defilementsand mental viruses, isnot pureandfree.

After one'sliberationfromthebondagesof craving,
hatred and del usion, onecan befreeand happy
inthestateof purity

By Bhikkhu Horowpothane Sathindriya
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