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[ Commemorating the 60" Anniversary of Venerable Master Hua’s Bringing the Dharma to the West ]
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Discussion of the Nagasena Bhikshu Sutra
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A Dharma Talk Given by Bhikshuni Jin Cang in the Online Lecture Series at Gold Buddha Monastery, Vancouver, BC, Canada
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King Milinda and Nagasena Bhikshu

(I) Instruction

This Nagasena Bhikshu Sutra is a record of debates between
India’s Nagasena and the then (latter half of 2™ century CE)
king of northwestern India, King Milinda, as well as the events
leading to his eventual taking refuge with Buddhism. Through
Q&A between Nagasena and the King, it expounds dependent
origination, non-self, karma, reincarnation, and many Buddhist
principles, and is divided into three sections: Introduction, Main
Text, and Conclusion.

King Milinda, a descendant of Alexander the Great. He
conquered northern India and ventured into Southeast Asia.
He built a massive Indo-Greek Empire reigning from 155-130
BCE (about 331 to 356 years after the Buddha entered Nirvana).

He originally wanted to use local Indian religions to strengthen
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popular support, so he emphasized the study of contemporary
Indian religions and philosophies and used a debate-style
format to defeat various strands of religious thought. He was
thus honored as a “philosopher-king.”

King Milinda was full of aspirations and regarded himself as
invincible. His minister told him about a great Buddhist master
by the name of Nagasena, and he immediately summoned
Nagasena. After conversing with the monk, he sincerely took
refuge with Buddhism and became a major protector. People
called him a Bodhisattva. Nearly half of later Indo-Greek Kings
used Buddhist symbols on their monetary tokens.

This was the golden age of Greeks in India. This sutra
records the conversation between King Milinda and Bhikshu
Nagasena. Their viewpoints originally differed, but after a
debate and exchanging Q&A, their stances converged. This
was also the merging of Western Hellenistic thought and
Eastern Indian thought.

The Introduction describes Nagasena’s past life, the King’s
present life, and the conditions that led Nagasena to be born
and eventually realizing the Way. Then it describes the King’s
personality, his visit to Nagasena, and his invitation to the
monk for a debate at the palace.

In the Main Text, Nagasena Bhikshu and King Milanda
have a question-and-answer on the basic teachings of Buddhism.
King Milanda was deeply influenced by Greek culture, so his
way of asking questions to Nagasena Bhikshu uses a very strong
Socratic method of questioning and a Greek dialectical color of
repeated exploration of rational forms (old translation of ideas,
new translation form). On the face of such inquires, Nagasena
Bhikshu used very appropriate metaphors or contrasts to show
the true truth of the Dharma.

The Conclusion describes the question-and-answer between
them until midnight, when King Milanda gave offerings, sent
Nagasena Bhikshu to monastery, and expressed his wish to
become a monk. This part shows the most prominent religious
value of the Nagasena Bhikshu Sutra, which is the spirit of the
Dharma that transcends all worldly values. If the supreme king
of the world can no longer be interested in the throne after
hearing the Dharma, then what worth is the love and pleasure

of ordinary people in the world which they cannot give it up?

50 To be continued
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