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The Formation of the Mahayana
Buddhist Canon — King Kaniska
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English Translation by Benjamin Phua
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King Kaniska was a descendant of the Mongols and a citizen of Great Rouzhi. He was
born some three hundred years after King Ashoka and was the third ruler of the Kushan
Dynasty (120 CE) in India. During his later years, he was inspired by a shepherd boy
who constructed a stupa, thus becoming a devout Buddhist and making significant
contributions to Buddhism.

One time, he led his army to attack the kingdom of Magadha; to negotiate for
peace, Magadha offered the Buddha’s bowl and Asvaghosa Bodhisattva. Thereafter, King
Kaniska would invite an eminent monk to speak Dharma every day; over time, he heard
different explanations of the same sutras. This caused him to give rise to doubts and he
requested clarification from the Venerable Parsva (the Venerable Rib). The Venerable
Parsva replied, “Day by day, we become increasingly distant from the Buddha’s time.
Each Buddhist school adds its own opinions into the orthodox Dharma. It has reached a
point where it difficult to distinguish between right and wrong. We should re-assemble
the Tripitaka and the Buddhist canon, and standardize the interpretations of the sacred
texts.”

Therefore, the king invited Vasumitra Bodhisattva to be the assembly host and
Asvaghosa Bodhisattva as the chief-editor to undertake in this quest. For each respective
division of the Sutra, Shastra, and Vinaya texts, they composed 100,000 verses, which
became the Treatise of the Great Commentary on the Abhidharma. They had the texts
carved onto copper plates in Sanskrit, sealed in stone boxes, and then stored within
stupas. This was the Fourth Compilation of the Tripitaka, and marked the beginning
of the expansion of the Northern Tradition, Mahayana Buddhism.
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Commentary:

King Kaniska was a descendant of the Mongols from the kingdom of
Great Rouzhi (Tukhara). As the third ruler of the Kushan Dynasty (120 CE),
he ruled India about three hundred years after King Ashoka. In the later part
of his life, on a hunting trip in the forest King Kaniska saw a white rabbit,
which was most likely a transformation-body of a Bodhisattva. The rabbit led
the king to a shepherd boy, who at that time was busy making a pagoda out
of mud. King Kaniska asked him what he was doing, and the boy replied,
“Before Shakyamuni Buddha entered Nirvana, he prophesied that a king with
the name Kaniska would appear five hundred years later to build pagodas on
this spot, so I have come here to try it out first.” Upon hearing the prediction
the Buddha had made about him, Kaniska felt he should become a sincere
Buddhist. Thus, he became keenly interested in Buddhism and thereafter made
great contributions to Buddhism. The Compilation of the Buddhist Canon
was one of the many areas of Buddhist works he advocated and pioneered.

King Kaniska had heard that Shakyamuni Buddha’s alms bowl, a gift from
the Four Heavenly Kings, was preserved and treasured within the kingdom of
Magadha. Furthermore, Asvaghosa Bodhisattva, a sage of great wisdom, was in
that kingdom. Both the Buddha’s holy alms bowl and Asvaghosa Bodhisattva
were two national treasures of the kingdom of Magadha. As a result, King
Kaniska sent troops to attack the city of Rajagrha in the kingdom of Magadha
in order to obtain these two treasures. This is similar to how Emperor Fujian
(of the Latter Qin) brought Kumarajiva (a great translator) to China by force.
Knowing that King Kaniska was after these treasures and that Magadha was
unable to defend itself against the impending army, the King of Magadha
surrendered these two treasures to sue for peace.

King Kaniska built a large lecture hall. Each day he invited a different
monk of high prominence to lecture on the sutras. However, for the same sutra,
each monk had a different interpretation. King Kaniska did not know which
monk had the right interpretation, so he went to Venerable Rib (Venerable
Parsva) for help. Venerable Rib was a virtuous and respected monk of the time.
He had remained in his mother’s womb for sixty years, and by the time of his
birth, his hair and beard had turned white. Venerable Rib sat in meditation all
day and never laid down. His ribs never touched the bed, which is why he was
called “Venerable Rib”. Other than meditating and investigating Chan, he also
studied the Buddhist sutras. He did not have the time to lie down.

Venerable Rib told King Kaniska, “It’s been more than five hundred years
since the Buddha’s Nirvana and now there are many Buddhist schools such
as the Theravada school, the Mahasamghika school, etc. Each has added its
own opinions and views, justified itself and has not accepted other opinions.
I am unable to say who is right and who is wrong. Each has its reasoning and
is correct in some ways yet incorrect in other ways. What appears to be true is
false and what appears to be false is true. In order to resolve this problem, we
should all gather together and recompile the Tripitaka - the Sutra, Vinaya, and
Shastra texts, to create a standardized system of the interpreted sacred texts so
that the texts won't be too complicated.”

$0To be continued





