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By Maha Sthavira Sangharakshitha
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Ven. Anagarika Dharmapala

Much has been written about the
Venerable Anagarika Dharmapala, and
perhaps it is time for us to take a broad-
er view and try to ascertain the place of
his achievement in Buddhist history.

His life and work represent, so far
as the Buddhist world is concerned, the
first reaction of the age-old spiritual tra-
ditions of the east against the Industrial
civilization of the modern West. This
civilization, if it can truly be called
such, was imposed mainly by force, the
trader, the Christian missionary and the
political adventurer each playing a part.
In some places, such as Ceylon, where
Dharmapala was born, the indigenous
religion and culture had been crushed
for centuries and when Portuguese
ferocity, Dutch brutality and British
indifference had done their worst pre-
cious few traces of them were left.
Against conditions such as these
Dharmapala protested with the whole
force of his being and at every level of
existence. Even in the schoolroom he
rebelled against Christianity.

He was vehemently patriotic. Year in
and year out he urged his fellow coun-
trymen to give up vicious foreign habits
such as that of drink. But his reaction
was positive, not merely negative. He
also stood above all for the revival of
Buddhism.

He stood not merely for the revival
of the Buddhism in Ceylon, where it

had been been been weakened
for centuries, but for its renais-
sance in India where it had
been dead for a millennium.
He drew attention of the entire
Buddhist world on Maha
Bodhi Temple at Buddha Gaya.

Ven. Dharmapala’s interests
and activities were not limited
to the Buddhist countries of
Asia and to India but over-
spread the whole earth. His
historic appearance at the
World’s  Parliament of
Religions, Chicago, in 1893
was remarkable.

He traversed the greater part of
Europe and the USA preaching
the Dharma. The journal he
started found and continued to
find its way to every continent.
He was the first Buddhist mis-
sionary ever to take the whole
world for his parish.

The missionary was for the
longest and most active period
of his career not a monk but a
layman - technically an
Anagarika, one who, without
receiving monastic ordination,
devoted himself to the life of a
celibate full-time worker for
Buddhism. This marks another
innovation. Since the inception
of the Sasana, the chief custo-
dian of the Dhamma, the mis-
sionaries and the teachers, had
with hardly any exception been
monks. Dharmapala’s advent
and example mark the begin-
ning of a new tendency, not
indeed to minimize in any way
the role of the Sangha, but
rather to encourage an increas-
ed participation in active
Buddhist work by the laity.

Above said things alone by no
means do justice to an excep-
tionally many-sided career of
one of the most remarkable
Buddhist personalities of
recent times. But as we remem-
ber him on his birth anniver-
sary this month they may help
us to appreciate the magnitude
of his achievement and also to
understand its place in
Buddhist history.

These are extracts from the book ‘ Flame in Darkness” by Ven.
Maha Sthavira Sangarakshitha, an Englishman spent 20 years in
India. For fourteen of those years he was the editor of the " Maha
Bodhi" journal of the Maha Bodhi Society of India founded by

Anagarika Dharmapala.
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London Buddhist Viharaya

In 1964 he returned to the UK where he founded the Friends of the
Western Buddhist Order. He is now the author of over 50 books.
Most of these are expositions of the Buddhist tradition, but he has
also published a large amount of poetry and four volumes of
memoirs, as well as works on aspects of western culture and the

arts from a Buddhist perspective.

Now in his 80s, Ven. Sangharakshita lives in Birmingham, UK.
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