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Almost every introductory textbook on Buddhism recounts, in one fashion 
or another, the touching Theravada tale of the Buddha's farewell to his sleep-
ing wife and his newborn son on the night of his Great Departure. Disgusted 
by the sight of the drooling denuded damsels of his harem, Gotama resolves 
to leave, but on his way out, he pauses at his bedroom door: "At that 
moment a lamp, fed with sweet-smelling oil, was burning dimly in the inner 
chamber. The mother ofRahula was asleep on a bed strewn with many jas-
mine flowers, and resting her hand on the head of her son. Stopping with his 
foot on the threshold, the Bodhisat[tva] thought, 'IfI lift her hand to take my 
son, she will awake; and that will prevent my going away. I will come back 
and see him when I have become a Buddha.' And he left the palace.'" 

The older strata of the Pali canon know nothing of this postcanonical 
story; in most suttas that recount the Great Departure, there is no reference 
at all to the Buddha's wife or child, and instead, as Andre Bareau has 
pointed out, he is portrayed as leaving behind his sobbing mother and 
father. 2 Nonetheless, the commentaries' tale of the Buddha's attempted 
farewell to the son he had just called a "fetter" (railltla) did find fortune 
among Western Buddhologists who have sought to analyze it, anthologize 
it, and impart it to their students. 3 
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This in itself is not surprising, for the story is not only psychologically 
poignant, but it reflects and reinforces what might be called our bias toward 
individualism in the study of sacred biography. This is the assumption that 
the life stories of religious founders, saints, and followers are chiefly con-
cerned with recounting the religious quests of individually significant 
selves. To be sure, these "selves" are thought to interact with other 
"selves," but generally speaking, the major thrust of their biographies is 
seen to be their own separate spiritual journeys and independent accom-
plishments. 

This individualistic bias may be mitigated somewhat by the realization 
that Buddhist (as indeed most Indian) sacred biographies do not properly 
begin and end with a single person's lifetime but incorporate a whole 
karmic history, including previous lives and future existences as "other" 
beings. Thus the biography of the Buddha, for example, is commonly 
"extended" to comprise not only his "historical" life as Gotama, but also 
his previous births Uatakas) as a great variety of personae (animal, human, 
and divine), as well as the saga of his ongoing presence in his relics and in 
his teachings. 4 

But such longitudinal extensions of individual biographies over many 
lifetinles run the risk of nlerely reinforcing a sense of self, if they are not com-
plemented by lateral expansions. Karma is not only individual, it is collective 
as well, and as a result, karmic biographies treat not only of the "histories" of 
identifiable karmic continua over a series oflives, but also of ongoing karmic 
nexuses. In this light, the individuals involved in biographies may sometimes 
cease to be the significant biographical units, and instead, the focus of the 
story may shift to a different level to explore and state the multiple and col-
lective dimensions of certain common biographical events. 5 

In what follows, I illustrate this by reexamining the story of the 
Bodhisattva's Great Departure and its aftermath, not only as it affected him, 
but also as it interacted with the lives of two of his karmic conlpanions: his 
wife, Yasodhara, and his son, Rahula. To do this, I focus on the tale as it is 
presented not in postcanonical Pali texts, but in the Sanghabhedavasttl sec-
tion of the Sanskrit Vinaya6 and corroborative sources. 7 

The Sanghabhedavastu, in fact, is much richer than the Pali tradition with 
regard to both Rahula and his mother, and shows a remarkably different 
version of their early relationship to the Buddha. 

To begin with, it makes no mention of the Bodhisattva's touching 
farewell to his sleeping wife and son. The reason for this is not hard to find: 
in this tradition, Rahula has not yet been born. Indeed, the night of the 
Great Departure marks not the birth but the conception of the Buddha's 
son, for far from not waking his wife on his way out the door, the 
Bodhisattva decides to make love to her. The Sanghabhedavastu is explicit 
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about this: "Lest others say that the prince Sakyamuni was not a man 
(apuman-a eunuch) and that he wandered forth without 'paying attention' 
to Yasodhara, Gopika, Mrgaja, and his other sixty thousand wives, [the 
Buddha entered his bedchamber]. And thinking 'let me now "pay atten-
tion" to Yasodhara,' he did so, and Yasodhara became pregnant."8 

Obviously, psychologically, this presents a rather different picture of 
the Bodhisattva at this crucial moment. Instead of turning away in disgust 
from sexuality and abandoning the family life, the Bodhisattva here, in his 
last act as a prince, affirnls the householder's state and fulfills his sexual duty 
by engendering a son. 

As a result, we are told, that night, various people in the Sakya house-
hold had various dreams. Mahaprajapati, the Bodhisattva's stepmother, sub-
consciously delighted that her daughter-in-law was with child, dreamt four 
auspicious dreams: she saw the moon eclipsed by Rahu, the sun rising in 
the East, and a great crowd of people bowing down before her, and smil-
ing at her.9 

The Bodhisattva, on the other hand, had five dreams. These are said to 
have been presages of his imminent attainment of Buddhahood, but psy-
chologically speaking, they are perhaps also interesting reflections of his new 
sense of himself as a "great nule" Havingjust impregnated his 
wife, the Bodhisattva dreamt he was lying on his back with the whole of the 
earth as his bed, Mount Meru as his pillow, his left arnl in the Eastern 
Ocean, his right ann in the Western one, and his two feet in the Southern 
one. An upright reed grew up out of his navel and reached as far as the sky.IO 
Big birds (saktmaka), which were all white with black heads, stood at his feet 
and came up to his knees. Other birds of different colors (tJan.la) came from 
the four directions and, standing in front ofhinl, became one color. Finally, 
he dreanlt he walked back and forth over a nlountain of feces. I I 

As interesting as all this nuy sound, the Saflghabhedavasfll's real focus 
here is on Yasodhara's dreams, which seem to have been much less auspi-
cious and, fairly clearly, may be viewed as straightforward expressions of 
her underlying anxiety. Yasodhara had eight dreams: she dreamt that her 
own maternal lineage (111atrkava1!1sa) was cut off, that her magnificent couch 
was broken, that her bracelets were broken, that her teeth fell out, that the 
braid of her hair was undone, that happiness departed from her house, that 
the moon was eclipsed by Rahu, and that the sun rose in the East but then 
set there again. 

Waking up, she told the Bodhisattva of her dreams, but he, seeking to 
comfort her, explained them away: "You say your maternal lineage was 
broken, but is it not established? You say your couch was broken, but look, 
it is standing. You say your bracelets were broken, but you see they are not. 
You say your teeth fell out, but you yourself know they haven't. You say 
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the braid of your hair was undone, but it is itself, look. You say 'happiness 
has left nly house,' but for a woman a husband is happiness, and I am right 
here. You say the moon was eclipsed by Rihu, but is that not the moon 
over there? You say the sun rose in the East and then set again, but it is now 
midnight, the sun has not yet risen, how then can it set?"12 

This intimate moment between husband and wife is rather touching 
and gives us a rare glimpse of the Buddha as a family man. Y asodhari, how-
ever, is only partially conlforted. She ponders her husband's words in 
silence and then, still worried, extracts a promise from him: "Lord," she 
requests, "wherever you go, take me with you." And the Bodhisattva 
replies: "So be it. Wherever I go, I will take you. "13 

By morning, however, the Bodhisattva is gone, and Yasodhari has 
been left behind. The text explains that his promise to her had been made, 
thinking that he would take her along with him-not physically on his 
Great Departure-but spiritually to nirvafJa. This explanation could be 
interpreted as a little piece of prevarication, but it seems to me to be deeper 
and more significant than this; it reflects the fact that in this tradition the 
Buddha is not alone in his quest for enlightenment. Instead, as we shall see, 
both he and Yasodhara, each in their own way, embark on their quest 
together, and the synlbol of that quest is their son Rihula. In the 
Sanglzabhedavasttl, Rihula, engendered by the Buddha on the night of his 
Great Departure, is not born until the day of his enlightenment at 
Bodhgaya, and Yasodhari thus bears him in her womb for six full years. 

This assertion understandably raised at least two important questions, 
within the tradition: How did it happen that Rihula renlained unborn, in 
the womb, for so long, and did it happen? Was the Buddha really Rahula's 
father, or was this story of a six-year gestation period an attempt to cover 
up the fact that Yasodhara had been unfaithful to her husband during his 
quest? The answers to these questions form the framework for the rest of 
the SallglzablzedavastlJ's story, and so we shall deal with them in turn. 

Six Ye0r.25 in the Womb 
Yasodhari's extended pregnancy is unusual but not unique in the Buddhist 
tradition. 14 Basically, two types of explanations are given for it, kamlic and 
naturalistic ones. 

The kannic explanations take the foml ofjataka tales that focus either on 
the deeds that Yasodhari did that resulted in her extended pregnancy, or on 
the deeds that Rihula did that brought about his being the one who stayed 
so long in her womb. In the both types of tale are found. 

In the first case, long ago, we are told, there were two cowherdesses, a 
mother and a daughter, who were in the habit of carrying their milk to the 
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market in heavy pails. One day the daughter, who was dishonest, told her 
mother to take her milkpail for a bit, as she had to relieve herselfby the side 
of the road. The daughter then hid in the bushes and deliberately did not 
catch up with her mother, who in this way was forced to carry the extra 
n1ilk for a distance of six leagues (krofa). The daughter, however, eventu-
ally reaped the bad merit of her tricky ways: reborn as Yasodhara, she had 
to carry her child not for six leagues, but for six years. I 5 

In the second case, long ago, not far fron1 Benares, there were two 
brothers, Sankha and Likhita, who lived as in a forest hermitage. 
Sankha, the elder, was the teacher, and Likhita, the younger, was his pupil. 
One day Sankha filled his pot with drinking water, and then, leaving it at 
the hermitage, he went off into the forest to gather roots and fruits. During 
his absence, Likhita, who had been off on his own expedition, can1e back. 
Thirsty, he saw his elder brother's waterpot and proceeded to drink it dry. 
When Sankha returned and found his pot en1pty, he exclaimed: "What 
thief has taken my water?" Likhita, ashamed, replied, "Master, I am that 
thief; I drank it; punish me!" Sankha, however, forgave him, saying he 
wasn't really a robber, he was his brother, his pupil. But Likhita insisted that 
he pay for his bad deed, and finally, in exasperation, Sankha told him: "I 
can't punish you, if you want to be punished, go see the king." So otT 
Likhita went to Benares to find King Brahmadatta; he told hin1 what he 
had done, and insisted on being punished for it. Brahmadatta, however, 
said that drinking water was no crime and dismissed the charge against him. 
But then, distracted by other business, he was called away from the court. 
Telling Likhita to wait-he would be right back-he stepped outside. 
However, one thing led to another, and Brahmadatta, forgetting about the 
whole affair, never did come back and instead went off on a hunting expe-
dition for six days. Upon his return, he found Likhita still standing there, 
waiting for him. Because of this, Brahmadatta, who was eventually reborn 
as Rahula, had to wait himself, in the womb, for six years. 16 

These karmic explanations of Yasodhara's extended pregnancy are 
noteworthy but not at all unusual. More interesting, for our purposes, is the 
Sanghabhedavastu's additional claim that the development of Rahula in her 
womb was retarded not by karma, but as the natural result of her practice of 
austerities, austerities which in every way paralleled those of the 
Bodhisattva. In this regard, it is important to realize that in this tradition, 
when the Bodhisattva leaves his home to go out on his quest, his family 
renlains very much aware of what he is doing and keenly keeps track of his 
progress. For example, in the Sanghabhedavastu, the five mendicants \\tho 
join the Bodhisattva in his ascetic practices and to whon1 he later preaches 
his First Sennon at Sarnath, are not simply fellow questers, but are 
attendants (upasthayaka) who were sent by the Bodhisattva's father, 
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King SUddhodana, and by his maternal grandfather, Suprabuddha, to look 
after him.I7 

Moreover, Suddhodana and Suprabuddha also send a team of 500 spies 
(news-carriers, vartavahaka) who report back daily to the Sakyan court on 
the Bodhisattva's activities: "The bodhisattva is carrying out such and such 
an austerity. He is eating a meal of one sesame seed; one grain of rice; one 
jujube; one pulse pod; one kidney bean; one mungo bean. He makes his 
bed on darbha grass," etc. Hearing this, we are told, Yasodhara "was over-
come with sorrow for her lord, and, her face wet with tears, her ornaments 
and garlands cast aside, despondent, she too undertook austerities. She too 
began to eat just one sesame seed, one grain of rice, one jujube, one pulse 
pod, one kidney bean, one nlungo bean. And she made her bed on straw 
( grass)." 18 

As a result of these ascetic practices, Y asodhara, like the Bodhisattva, 
becomes very thin, and her pregnancy is unnoticed. Worse, the life in her 
womb is threatened, for gradually, as the text puts it, her "foetus wasted 
away" (garbho /ayaytl gatab). Upon hearing this, King Suddhodana grows 
concerned for the fate of his unborn grandson and potential heir. "If," he 
reflects, "Yasodhara continues to hear news of the bodhisattva, and thereby 
to be stricken with sorrow for her husband and to persist miserably in her 
penance, she will not be able to bear this foetus. It will perish. "19 Suddho-
dana, therefore, undertakes measures to ensure that Yasodhara be told no 
more news of the Bodhisattva. 

Suddhodana's news blackout is effective; Yasodhara, no longer able to 
emulate her husband, recommences eating more substantial meals, and the 
interrupted growth of Rahula in her womb resumes. What is interesting is 
that, in the text, this corresponds to the end of the Bodhisattva's fast as well. 
Realizing that the extreme of asceticism is getting him nowhere, Gotama 
abandons his austerities and accepts Nanda and Nandabala's offering of 
milkrice. 20 These two sisters, in the Sanskrit tradition, play the role of 
Sujata, whose gift of milkrice, it will be remetnbered from Pili sources, was 
a votive offering intended for a tree spirit and connected to her desire to 
give birth to a son. 21 

In any case, in the Satlghabhedavastll, fortified by his resumption of eat-
ing, the Bodhisattva proceeds with his quest; and Yasodhara, fortified by 
the resumption of her eating, proceeds with her pregnancy. Nothing can 
now stop these joint processes, which will end in enlightenment at 
Bodhgaya and birth in Kapilavastu. 

The final scenario, in fact, goes out of its way to stress this parallelism. 
The Buddha is at Bodhgaya, where he defeats Mara under the Bodhi tree, 
but the latter, in a final spiteful gesture of nastiness, sends some of his 
godlings to Kapilavastu to announce that the Buddha, as a result of his 
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intense austerities, has died before attaining enlightenment. Learning this, 
Yasodhara (who has heard nothing about her husband since Suddhodana's 
news blackout) falls on the ground in a faint and is revived only to recom-
mence wailing and wasting away. Because of her grief, she is literally in 
danger oflosing her child and dying herself, when, fortunately, some other 
divinities who have faith in the Buddha (in one version of this story, this is 
the deity inhabiting the Bodhi tree) arrive and contradict Mara's devastat-
ing message. "The bodhisattva Sakyamuni is not dead," they announce, 
"but he has attained to highest knowledge. "22 

Yasodhara's reaction is immediate; from the depths of despair, she goes 
to highest happiness and promptly gives birth to a son. He is called Rahula 
because, at that very moment, the moon was being eclipsed by Rahu. 
Simultaneously, it might be added, Amrtodana's wife (the Buddha's aunt) 
gives birth to a child who is given the name Ananda because of the family's 
great "joy" (iinanda) at the news of the Buddha's accomplishment. 23 

Puoors Or Pateunity 
Rahula's birth is a joyous occasion for Yasodhara, but conling as it does six 
years after her husband's departure, it not surprisingly raises certain ques-
tions in the minds of her in-laws, the Sakyas. Before long, the maligners 
among them start asking: Can this really be Gotama's son or has Yasodhara 
been unfaithful to her husband? 

In this regard, it is important to realize that Rahula's birth, despite his 
long gestation period, was considered to be an ordinary birth and not a 
miraculous or virginal one. Indeed, at least one version of the story is quite 
careful to point out that, unlike Bodhisattvas and unlike cakravartins who 
are born not as a result of the intercourse of their father and mother but by 
"spontaneous generation" (aupapiiduka) , from their own merits, Rahula is 
not so born. 24 Thus, despite the karmic and physical explanations for the 
extended pregnancy given above, Yasodhara soon feels pressured to offer 
graphic proof of her son's legitimacy and her own fidelity. 

The first of these proofs comes not long after Rahula's birth. 
Yasodhara takes her child and sits him on top of the Bodhisattva's old 
exercise stone (vyiiyiimasilii) , which she then has thrown into a nearby 
pond, with her son still on it. "Then, undertaking an act of truth, 
Yasodhara solemnly declared: 'If this be the son of the bodhisattva, may he 
[and the stone on which he is sitting] not sink.' And, instantly, he 
renlained afloat. Then she said: 'Let him now go fronl this shore to the 
other shore and back again.' He did so and everyone was amazed. 
Yasodhara then said: 'Sirs, I have demonstrated to you that this is the child 
of the bodhisattva; I have not gone astray!' "25 
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Crossing over a body of water to the "other shore" and then returning 
back to this side is, of course, symbolically significant in the Buddhist 
context, where it foretells Rahula's transcendence of salJ1sara followed by 
his remaining in this world. 26 Here, however, it more immediately acts as 
a miraculous confirmation of the Buddha's paternity. 

But this is not the only way in which this paternity is demonstrated. In 
an inlmediate sequel to this story, the Sanghabhedavastu recounts the tale of 
Rahula's recognition of the Buddha upon his return to Kapilavastu six years 
after his enlightenment. 27 The anecdote is complicated by the attempt of 
Yasodhara to win back her husband; hoping to bewitch him, she gives 
Rahula an aphrodisiac sweetmeat (valikaratJamodaka) and tells him to take it 
to the Buddha, thinking he will not refuse something offered to hin1 by his 
own son. The Buddha, however, knowing the calumnies that Yasodhara 
has suffered, turns this into another occasion to clear her good name by 
demonstrating to the assembly Rahula's legitimacy. Using his nugical pow-
ers, he creates there in the midst of the hall 500 identical replicas of him-
self. But a true son always knows his real father, and thus Rahula is not 
confused by this; he quickly passes by the 499 false clones and gives the 
aphrodisiac to the real Buddha, thereby proving his sonship.28 

This story is dramatic enough to warrant, in our text, a jataka tale that 
seeks to explain it karmically. Like many jatakas, this is a Buddhist rework-
ing of a well-traveled piece of folklore. In Herodotus' Persian Wars, it 
appears as the story of the Treasure of King Rhampsinitus. In a previous life, 
we are told, the Buddha was born as a great thief (mahacora) who repeatedly 
tricked a king, eluding all the traps that were set for him and always getting 
away with his booty. Finally the king decides to lure the thief with his own 
daughter. He sets her on a boat planted with all kinds of vegetation-a sort 
of floating raft-garden-in the middle of the Ganges, and he tells her to cry 
out should anyone try to rob her or molest her. He then stations guards hid-
den on either bank to lie in wait. But once again, the master thief outwits 
him. Going upstreanl, he repeatedly throws empty pots into the river; the 
guards, suspicious at first, smash these to pieces when they approach the 
boat-island. Eventually, however, they tire of breaking these always empty 
pots and start ignoring them. This, of course, is the moment the thief has 
been waiting for. Slipping a pot over his head, he floats downstream and 
climbs on board the boat. There he threatens the princess and rapes her. By 
the time she can sound the alarm, he is long gone and she has been impreg-
nated. Nine months later, she gives birth to a baby boy. 

This, however, gives the king one last chance to catch the thief. He has 
an ilnnlensely large assembly hall built-it takes him six years-and to it, 
on a given day, he convokes the entire population of his kingdom. He then 
gives a garland to his littIe grandson, telling him to go and give it to his 
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father. The boy, despite the fact that he has never met his father, has no dif-
ficulty in recognizing him-the master thief-in all the crowd. The latter 
is immediately arrested, but instead of having him executed on the spot, the 
king decides to give him his daughter in marriage, having gradually over 
the years come to admire his cleverness and skill. 29 

What this tells us about the relationship of the Buddha to his wife I anl 
not quite certain, but in this story, the identifications are clear: the 
Bodhisattva was the rapist thief, Yasodhara was the princess, and Rahula 
the little boy. Just as in that life, he had no trouble recognizing the father 
he had never seen, so too in this one, he is able to deliver to the Buddha 
the aphrodisiac sweetmeat intended for him. 

The plot in this lifetime, however, backfires. For, although in the jataka 
the Bodhisattva is captured and forced to stay with the nlother of his child, 
in the Sanghabhedavastu that does not happen. Indeed, instead of consum-
ing the sweetmeat offered him, the Buddha gives it back to Rahula, and 
Rahula eats it and is utterly captivated by his father, so much so that when 
the Buddha leaves the assembly hall, Rahula goes with him and is soon 
ordained into the sangha. Yasodhara, instead of regaining her husband, has 
now lost her son.30 

She makes one more attempt to get them back, however. Inviting the 
Buddha to come and eat in the inner apartments of the palace, she uses the 
occasion to try to seduce him, an attempt that has its karnlic precedent in 
the tale of the unicorn hermit which is told in our text as a jus-
tificatory jataka but which is so well known that we shall not recount it 
here. 3 I It need hardly be said that in this second attenlpt Yasodhara fails 
again. This time, however, utterly depressed and filled with hopelessness, 
she tries to commit suicide by jumping off the palace roof Fortunately, the 
Buddha, ever mindful, saves her with his magical powers. 32 

But the point has been made: Yasodhara has reached the depths of suf-
fering and from those depths there can be only one refuge, the 
Buddha. The latter, therefore (after a quick jataka to explain how he had 
once saved her in a previous life when he was a kinnara and she a kinnan), 
preaches to her the four noble truths, and Yasodhara, upon hearing his ser-
mon, immediately becomes enlightened, and wandering forth from the 
household life herself, she is ordained as a nun. The Buddha proclaims her 
to be the foremost in modesty of all his female disciples who are 33 

As for Rahula, he, in the Sanskrit tradition, goes on to beconle an 
important elder who outlives his father. According to the Ekottaragal1la and 
the Sarip u trapa rip rcch a, he is one of four arhats whom the Buddha, prior to 
his parinirvat;la, asks to prolong their lifetimes and remain in this world as 
guardians of the Dharma until the coming of the future Buddha Maitreya. 34 

It is no surprise, then, to find him included in later Chinese listings of the 
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sixteen or eighteen arhats (la-han) who do much the same thing, and in 
Burmese schemes of eight arhats who abide geographically in the eight 
directions. 35 Nor should we be astonished to read, in Hsiian-tsang, a story 
of an encounter of a wealthy Buddhist with a strange old monk with bushy 
eyebrows and white hair who affirmed that, in his day, the water which he 
used to clean the Buddha's bowl was tastier than the wonderful repast he 
had just been given. Upon inquiry, the monk (before mysteriously vanish-
ing from sight) revealed himself to be none other than Rahula, the 
Buddha's son, still in this world, preserving the Dharma and enhancing the 
faith of devotees. 36 

Conclusion 
I have tried to suggest that the story of the Bodhisattva's Great Departure 
was not universally, in the Buddhist tradition, treated as the solo quest of a 
solitary seeker after enlightenment; it was also, at least in part, a family 
affair. The Buddha's renunciation is, of course, genuine; whatever his feel-
ings, he wanders forth, abandoning his family and the householder's life, 
and his Great Departure, even today, provides a mythic model for the ordi-
nation of Buddhist monks. But such a renunciation is not his alone. It has 
repercussions in the lives of others; it is an act not only for the abandoner, 
but for those who are abandoned, those who are left behind in the house-
holder's state. I have pointed to these parallelisms throughout this article, 
but at this point, it may be helpful to summarize them in tabular form: 
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Bodhisattva I Buddha 
Buddha inlpregnates 

Yasodhara 
Buddha's confident dreams 

of accomplishment 

Buddha comforts Yasodhara, 
promising to take her 
with him (to Nirvat:la) 

Buddha wanders forth 
Buddha practices austerities, 

becomes thin: no 
progress in spirituality 

Buddha eats milkrice of 
nlaidens desiring to bear 
children and regains 
wholesome body. 

YasodlzaralRahula 
Yasodhara conceives a son 

Y asodhara' s anxious dreanls 
of downfall and 
abandonment 

Yasodhara desires to 
go wherever Buddha goes 

Yasodhara stays at home 
Yasodhara practices 

austerities, becOllles thin: 
no progress In pregnancy 

Yasodhara resumes eating, 
foetus resumes growth, 
and pregnancy becomes 
apparent 
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Buddha blamed and 
abandoned by five 
companion-ascetics 
(sent by Sakya clan) 

news sent by Mara that 
Buddha is dead 

news sent by deities that 
Buddha is alive and 
attained enlightenment 

Buddha decides to stay in 
sa111Sara and preach 

Buddha returns to Kapilavastu 

Buddha converts and ordains 
Rahula and then 
Yasodhara 

Yasodhara blamed and 
abandoned by 
Sakya clan 

Yasodhara collapses 

Yasodhara revives and gives 
birth to Rah ula 

Yasodhara has Rahula 
cross over pond on rock 
and return 

Yasodhara tries to regain her 
husband, and Rahula, 
his father 

Rahula becomes a monk, 
Yasodhara becomes 
a nun; both are 
enlightened 

What the parallels on this chart further reveal is that the act of the 
Buddha's Great Departure is at least a double deed. It makes for achieve-
ments in both the homeless and the householder's states. Indeed, in achiev-
ing the goal of renunciation-enlightenment-the Buddha also achieves 
the goal oflay life-fatherhood. But conversely, and just as importantly, in 
achieving the goal of motherhood, Yasodhara makes possible the goal of 
renunciation. This story, then, could serve as a soteriological model not just 
for monks and nuns at the time of their "wandering forth" but also for 
laypersons (both female and male) who, willy-nilly, choose the family life. 
It implies a parallelism and balance between at least two Buddhist paths, 
both of which lead to enlightenment: a Sramafl;C one involving ordination 
and a stay-at-home one for householders. 

In this light, the question "for whom is the Great Departure-or, in 
present-day ritual ternlS, for whom is Buddhist ordination-religiously sig-
nificant?" becomes an important one. The assumption of traditional 
approaches to sacred biography is that it is primarily significant for the indi-
vidual quester. The Sanghabhedavastu, however, suggests we should expand 
on that answer. 

Anthropologists, of course, have long been aware of the fact that Buddhist 
ordination is at least as significant an event for the ordained's family as it is for 
the ordinand himself 37 Generally speaking, however, they have asserted or 
assumed that there are two types of "significances" involved here, that, by 
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virtue of his ordination, a new monk is engaging upon a nibbiitlic quest, while 
his relatives, who remain lay householders, seek to accumulate large amounts 
of kammatic merit by sponsoring the ceremony and giving up their SOllS.3 8 In 
recent times, however, such clear-cut distinctions between two types of 
Buddhist soteriology have increasingly been challenged by scholars who have 
highlighted both the kam11latic aspects of meditation and the Hibbiinic dimen-
sions of merit-making, whether by laypersons or monastics. 39 

The evidence of the Sanghabhedavasftl recounted in this paper would 
tend to support this more integrated view. Yasodhara, as a pregnant lay-
woman, experiences sonle of the sanle intense austerities, uncertainties, and 
breakthroughs as her Bodhisattva-husband. Of course, there are differences 
between their paths: he leaves a wife, she loses a husband; he gives birth to 
bodhi, she gives birth to a son; he emphasizes Dharma, she emphasizes 
riipa. But in the final analysis, the broad themes of their questing remain the 
same, for she too, along with her son,40 is on a path that involves the real-
ization of the truth of suffering and the consequent attainment of 
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