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YANNA stands for "sacrifice", whose performance
formed a central role in the thought world of ancient
India. The present entry will briefly survey a few
instances in the P4 li canon that refer to sacrifices or
display knowledge of various aspects of its
performance, followed by assessing the early Buddhist
attitude towards yafif =

A list of sacrifices, found in several discourses,
includes the assamedha, purisamdedha, samm s ssa'
v geapeyyalv gjapeyya and niraggala (S. 1, 76: A.11.
42; A.IV,151;Sn. 303; /7. 21).2

The same listing is also found in verse 196 of the
Gandhari Dharmapada, reading a spa-veka Purusa-

veka same-pasi vaya-veka niraga da, cf. Brough: The
Gandhari Dharmapada, The A mbattha Sutta refers
to offerings made by Brahmins for the departed and
to the thalipaka offering (D. 1, 97). The efficacy of
offerings, undertaken on behalf of the departed, is the
subject of a discussion between a Brahmin and the
Buddha in a discourse in the Adguttara Nikiava
(A.V.269). In a list of qualities that make up a worthy
Brahmin, given in the Kiitadanta Sutta, such a
Brahmin’s role as the first or second to hold the
sacrificial ladle is explicitly noted (D. I, 120).

The somayaga is mentioned in a Jataka verse (verse
263.J. 1V, 365), and a discourse in the Samyutta Nikiva
describes a Brahmin who has just completed a fire-
sacrifice, aggihuta, (S. 1, 167). The Mahgovinda Sutta
refers to spreading kusa grass for the performance of
a fire-sacrifice (D. 11, 244), which according to a verse
found in several passages is the supreme sacrifice,
just as Savittjis the supreme Vedic hymn ( Vin, 1, 246;
M. 11, 146= Sn. 568). * The Kandaraka Sutta. as an
example of someone who torments himself as well as
others, depicts a king or Brahmin engaged in a sacrifice.
In addition to having various animals slaughtered for
sacrifice, according to its description the king
undertakes the practice of living on the milk of the
single teat of a cow, sleeps on the bare ground, clad in
a hide and with hair and beard shaved off (M. 1, 343).
A yand 4that apparently involves sacrificing tetrads
of living beings is mentioned in Jataka tales, referred
to as the sabbacattuka yadi s (e.g J. 1,335 or J 11,
44).

According to the Samadiaphala Sutta, some of the
Buddha’s contemporaries completely rejected
sacrifice. The Samadaphala Sutta reports that Pirana
Kassapa affirmed that no merits would result from
sacrificing, yajanto yajaento n atthi tato nid dnampuf
dam (D. 1, 52); and Ajiata Kesakambali denied that
anything could meaningfully be sacrificed or offered,
n'atthi yittha n'atthi hutam (D. 1, 55; see also
SAMANNAPHALA SUTTA) . While early
Buddhism was also critical or contemporary sacrificial
practices, it did not go so far as to reject them entirely.
In fact, the Mahacattarisaka Sutia’s definition of right
view, in direct contrast to the position taken by Ajita
Kesakambali, affirms that there is what is sacrificed
and offered. atthi yitham atthi hutam (M. 111, 72).
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Instead of a wholesale rejection of sacrifice, early
Buddhism re-interpreted the meaning and purpose of
yaiif z "The brahmanic ritual of Vedic times has been
given a changed and deeper meaning. Buddhism has
discarded the outward and cruel form and has widened
its sphere by changing its participant, its object as
well as the means and ways of ‘offering’. so that the
yaifd ;now consists entirely in a worthy application
of a worthy gift to a worthy applicant".* "The word
vajia has thus lost its original meaning in the
Brahminical sense and has come to equal dana. pija,
dakkhina or deyyadhamma".’

The early Buddhist re-interpretation of the
concept of yai 4 finds its expression in the use of
yads s in several discourses as a referent to gifts of
food to the virtuous (e.g. 4. I1, 63 or 4. 11, 337). Such
gifts of food to the virtuous may even take on the
outer aspects of preparations for a sacrifice, if the gift
is to be given to the whole monastic community with
the Buddha at its head. Thus several passages report
that the busy activities in a household about to receive
the Buddhist order for such a meal would cause
outsiders to wonder if a sacrifice is under preparation
(cf. Sn. Prose p. 105 or Vin. 11, 155).

Hence when asked if he approved of yads ;.
according to a discourse in the Ahguttara Nikdya the
Buddha replied that he did not commend the type of
sacrifice where animals were slaughtered. but only a
sacrifice that does not involve any killing, such as
regular gifts in charity or on behalf of one’s family (4.
I, 42). The same theme recurs in the Pavasi Sutta,
which contrasts sacrifices where animals are
slaughtered to those that do not involve any killing
(D. II. 353). In this way, early Buddhism redirected
the ancient Indian disposition towards offering yaAa s
by providing the alternative of offering dana. which
still forms a distinct feature of the Buddhist tradition
today.

According to early Buddhism, even before an actual
sacrifice is undertaken, even merely having the plan to
kill animals for its sake will already be demeritorious
(4. IV, 42). A description of the preparation for a
sacrifice to be undertaken on behalf of King Pasenadi
indicates that not only the victims of the sacrifice
suffer, but also those who have to carry out the menial
tasks required for its performance. According to this

description, the slaves and workers executed their tasks
with tearful faces, being forced to do so by beating
(S.I., 76). The introductory narration to the
Paravanavagga of the Sutta Nip ata reveals the strain
that the performance of a sacrifice puts on the
resources of the sacrificer himself. It records that ,
after having performed a great sacrifice, the brahmin
Bavari had exhausted his wealth to such an extent that
he was unable to give support to another Brahmin
who begged him for help (Sn. 978 and 982). Hence
from an early Buddhist perspective the performance
of sacrifice simply causes suffering to all those who
are involved in it.

A chief motivation for performing sacrifices,
according to the Puppakam dpavapucchd, is hope fora
better form of existence and desire for sensual pleasures
(Sn. 1044 and 1046). According to the
Mahadukkhakkhandha Sutta, during former lives the
Buddha had performed various sacrifices, but had found
out that no purity can be developed thereby (M. 1.
82). A Buddhist monk, who earlier used to perform
the aggihuta, concludes that only blind worldlings
will believe that fire-sanctifiers lead to purity. ( Th.
341). As a verse in the Samnurta Nikava points out,
instead of maintaining external fires, the Buddha rather
kindles the fire of concentration within (S.1, 169). In
sum, the performance of external sacrifice and oblation
will not purify. (Sn.249).

Hence performing various sacrifices is not worth
even a sixteenth part of the value of developing loving
kindness. metta(A.1V,151 and It. 21). Even a thousand
sacrifices will not be able to equal a meagre gift given
by one who, though poor, lives righteously, (8. 1, 19).
In particular the offering of Dhamma, dhammay aga,
is superior to any material offering (/r. 102). A
discourse in the Adguttara Nikiva takes up the
Brahminic criticism that, while the performance of
sacrifice is undertaken on the behalf of many, to go
forth is only for one’s own sake (4. I, 168). In reply,
the Buddha points to his role as a teacher of the
Dhammato many. making it clear that to go forth can
be of immense benefit to others.

The Brahamanadhammika Sutta contrasts the
conduct of Brahmins of former times. who did not
slaughter for the sake of sacrifice (Sa. 295). to greedy
Brahmins of later days, who out of covetousness for
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riches instigate the king to perform sacrifices that
involve massive slaughter (Sn. 302-308). The same
discourse concludes that those who sacrifice in this
way have fallen away from the principle of justice
(Sn. 312).Criticism of the way contemporary Brahmins
would perform sacrifices is also voiced in the Subha
Sutta, which depicts how a Brahmin might get upset
when he does not receive the foremost seat and best
share of food at a sacrifice (M. II, 204). The
Balapa pdita Sutta is quite outspoken in its criticism,
as it compares the greed of Brahmins who come running
at the smell of sacrifice to dung feeding animals (M.
IIL 167).

A rather humorous depiction of the early Buddhist
attitude to sacrifice and to offerings for the gods can
be found in a discourse in the Sagnutta Nikaya. which
features an elderly lady who makes daily oblations to
Brahma (S. I, 141). Brahma eventually appears in
mid-air, only to inform his devotee that, instead of
trying to offer him what he will not take anyway, she
would do better to give the food to her son, who as a
Buddhist monk was out on the roads of the town
begging his daily alms.

In fact, while from the point of view of the
Brahmins the proper recipient of offerings would be a
Brahmin of pure descent who is knowledge in the
Vedas, from the early Buddhist perspective mental
purification and the attainment of the three higher
knowledge makes someone a worthy recipient of gifts
(4.1, 1661). That is, an awakened one is the best
recipient of the sacrificial cake, tathagato arahati
paralasam (Sn. 467 f1).°

A good dose of humour also seems to underlie the
K itadanta Sutta treatment of the theme of sacrifice.
This discourse describes a king of the past who
performed a great sacrifice at which no living being is
killed, a sacrifice that did not require any enforced
labour and where the king refused offerings made to
him on behalf of the sacrifice by others, indicating
that he had sufficient to carry out the sacrifice on his
own account (D. 1, 141). "Itis all ironical, of course —
just the very contrary, in every respect, of a typical
Vedic sacrifice".” The K dtadanta Sutta does not stop
at this, but concludes by depicting a series of sacrifices
superior to this idealized ancient sacrifice. These are
making regular offerings to virtuous recluses; providing
shelter for the sangha; going for refuge; undertaking

the five precepts; and supreme of all, going forth and
attaining liberation.

Mase mase sahassena

Yo yajetha satam samam

Ekaiica bhavitattinam

muhuttam api p djaye

sdyeva pljana seyyo

vaice vassasatam hutam

Month after month for a hundred years,
One¢ might offer sacrifices by the thousands,
Yet, if only for a moment one were to worship,
Those who are well trained,

Such worship is superior indeed.

To a hundred years of offerings (Dhp. 106)

Analayo
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