Shoyo Sensei’s Dharma Message:

Examination of Misunderstandings of Buddhism - 5

“How Many Lay Followers Were Enlightened?”

“There Were So Many.”

Question (1):

I have heard that enlightenment is possible only when renunciation from one’s family, material, hair, beard, etc. are accomplished. But, according to your precious lectures, there have been many lay followers who were enlightened and the term “Sangha” originally included enlightened lay followers. Could you give me some textual references? 

Answer (1):

One of the oldest Pali texts called the Anguttara sutta discusses enlightened lay people, in which you find a long list of lay men and women who were enlightened. In this list, 21 names are given:

Monks, by having followed six things, the good man Tapussa, because of the Tathagata, has gone to the end, seen the deathless and has his being in the realization of the deathless. What six? Unwavering faith in the Buddha, in Dhamma, and in Sangha, noble virtue, noble knowledge and noble release.  Verily, monks, by having followed these six, the good man Tapussa, because of the Tathagata, has gone to the end, seen the deathless and has his being in the realization of the deathless. These also . . . the good man Bhallika, Sudatta Anathapindika, Citta Macchikasandika, Hatthaka Alavaka, Mahanama Sakka, Ugga Vesalika, Uggata, Sura Ambattha, Jivaka Komarabhacca, Nakulapita, Tavakannika, Purana, Isidatta, Sandhana, Vijaya, Vajjiyamahita, and Mendaka; the lay-disciple Vasettha and Saragga . . .

Question (2):

How do we know that they were enlightened? 

Answer (2):

The expression “has gone to the end, seen the deathless and has his being in the realization of the deathless” signifies the attainment of spiritually emancipated one (arahan). Some scholars do not think that all of these 21 householders became arahants, but if not arahants, it is unquestionable that the text mentions them as enlightened householders.

Question (3):

Are there any other references from the texts?

Answer (3):

Yes, the following passage in the Maha-Vacchagotta sutta of the Majjima Nikaya indicates many more enlightened lay people at that time:

Not merely a hundred, Vaccha, nor two, three, four or five hundred, but many more are those women layfollowers, disciples of mine, householders clothed in white, Brahma-farers who, by the utter destruction of the five fetters binding to this lower (shore), are of spontaneous uprising, those who have attained nibbåna there and are not liable to return from that world.

One also finds another list of enlightened lay disciples who entered the path of stream-winning (sotapanna) or the enlightened lay followers who realized the path of the once returner (sakadagami). The Samyutta Nikaya cites the case of the enlightened lay who realized the path of the never-returner (anagami). Also, the Therigatha (Poems by Enlightened Females) tells us that Anopama perfected the stage of anagami as a laywoman. Another text states that at the place called Natika 506 lay disciples became sotapanna. The same text also states that the lay disciple Kakudha and Kalinga attained the state of anagami. 

Question (4):

Wow, there existed quite a number of enlightened lay people! Did these people became monks and nuns after they were enlightened?

Answer (4):

Among them, many entered the monastic order, while many did not.  King Bimbisara, for example, became sotapanna and yet requested the Buddha to regard him as a lay follower after his realization: “Lord, may the Lord accept me as a lay disciple gone for refuge from this day forth for as long as life lasts.”  

Question (5):

What happened to many others? 

Answer (5):

When a lay follower becomes a sotapanna, he/she still has a maximum of seven births before becoming an arahant and entering Nibbana. Remaining in the lay life in this rebirth, therefore, would not be in conflict with that idea of entering the monastic life in some future birth. However, technically speaking, it cannot be known whether or not he/she will become a monastic person in the following seven births. In addition to this, when a person completes a stage of anagami, he/she is reborn in the pure abodes (suddhavasa), and there he/she attains arahantship and Nibbana and lives until the end of his/her life. In that case, a person becomes an arahant as a layperson, because suddhavasa is not an ascetic or monastic realm. It is not possible, therefore, to conclude that a person necessarily should renounce the household life to attain arahantship.
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