Question: How did Sri Lanka sustain and develop Buddhism. (From Mark Teh)
Ven Mahinda

Buddhism was first introduced into Sri Lanka by Mahinda, son of King Asoka. Mahinda’s preceptor was Thera Moggaliputta Tissa. He had mastered the doctrine and attained Arahatship. After the 3rd Buddhist Council, Mahinda was tasked by King Asoka to lead a delegation to Sri Lanka to spread the Dhamma.
Conversion of King Devanampiya Tissa

In 250 BC, when the new King of Sri Lanka, Devanampiya Tissa, had ascended the throne, Mahinda perceived the right time had come for his delegation to travel to Sri Lanka. Mahinda managed to convert the King and the royal family in a short time after the preaching of several discourses. With royal patronage, Buddhism flourished in Sri Lanka thereafter.

Offering of Mahameghavana/Mahavihara
The King had offered the delegation the Mahamegavana Park of Anuradhapura as residence. It was here that the Mahavihara was later established.  The Mahavihara became an important Buddhist centre for the sustaining and propagating of pure Theravadan Buddhism.
Sanghamitta & the Arrival of the Sacred Bodhi Tree

Many women of Sri Lanka, headed by Queen Anula, had expressed their desire to enter the Order. The King’s nephew, Arittha, was sent to Emperor Asoka to obtain help of female disciples to enable the women of Sri Lanka to obtain ordination.

King Asoka then sent his daughter, Sanghamitta, together with a token of sapling from the sacred Bodhi tree of Bodhi Gaya, India. The tree was planted in the Mahamegha garden of Anuradhapura with great festivities. It flourishes as one of the most sacred objects of veneration and worship for millions of Buddhists.
The Firm Establishment of the Sasana

With the ordination of Queen Anula and the other women, both the Bhikkhu and Bhikkhuni Orders were established in the island. The King then asked Mahinda Thera if the sasana had been firmly established in the island. Mahinda replied that it would take root only when a person born in Sri Lanka, of Sinhalese parents, studied the Vinaya in Sri Lanka and expounded it in Sri Lanka.

The King’s nephew, Arittha, after the return from India, had joined the Order with 500 other men and all became Arahants. On an appointed day, at a specially constructed hall, in the presence of Mahinda, numerous theras and royalties, Arittha Thera was invited to give a discourse on the Vinaya. His exposition was so correct and pleasing that there was great rejoicing as the condition required for the firm establishment of the sasana was fulfilled by him.
The Rapid Spread of Buddhism in Sri Lanka
King Devanampiya Tissa ruled in Sri Lanka for 40 years and Ven Mahinda stayed for 48 years before his demise. Through their efforts, Buddhism became a way of life of the people and spread rapidly. Factors which had promoted the spread of Buddhism then were:
1. The building of many monasteries and Buddhist monuments.

2. Thousands of men and women joined the Order.

3. The King supported and provided the Sangha with their requisites.

4. The people in the land were prosperous, supplied by fertile soil, and their wants were few.

5. Caste system was non-existent.

6. Economic conditions flourished as trades were prosperous with merchants coming from all lands to barter goods.

7. Arts were well developed.

8. Contentment reigned supreme, setting the right conditions for people to embrace new ideals such as the doctrines preached by Mahinda.
9. Women had a very high status in society.

10. The bhikkhus were the instructors of the people and provided them education.

11. Vinaya rules were well established.

12. The Bhikkhus learned the Dhamma and many committed to memory the scriptures, or parts of them, thus preserving the tradition by frequent rehearsal.

13. Hundreds of thousands of men and women rose to high spiritual attainments on hearing the doctrines.

Foreign Invaders

Throughout the history of Sri Lanka, Buddhism was constantly being threatened from foreign invaders.
The first was 30 years after the demise of King Devanampiya Tissa, foreign usurpers from South India, led by Sena and Guttika, seized Anuradhapura and jointly ruled for 22 years. Then came the Tamil usurper, Elara, who reigned for 44 years. During this period Buddhist structures were vandalised and the Sinhalese rulers were not free to work for the religion due to political unrest. 
A young prince by the name of Dutthagamini Abhaya later defeated and killed Elara in battle and became the ruler of Anuradhapura. Under his patronage and 24 years rule, Buddhism was restored and further expanded. 

Then came the second invasion of the Tamils who defeated the reigning King Vattagamini Abhaya, forcing the King to live in exile for 14 years. During this period, due to an unprecedented famine that ravaged the country, thousands of monks and lay people died of starvation. Monasteries were deserted and neglected. 
As a result of the death of most of the learned monks, there was the fear that some parts of the scriptures would be lost. The monks persisted with the recitation of the scriptures, lest they forget, even when they were very ill and malnourished, at times subsisted on roots and leaves of trees until the famine was over. 
When Vattagamini Abhaya regained the throne, he built a Buddhist monastery called Abhayagiri-vihara. A group of monks later broke away from Mahavihara and lived separately in the Abhayagiri-vihara. Schism started when monks of the Vajjiputta sect in India, with their unorthodox and heretical teaching, were received at the Abhayagiri-vihara. Thenceforth, they became known as the Dhammaruci sect and became open rival to the Mahavihara for many years. There was no official suppression then because Abhayagiri was in the King’s favour.
Writing of the Scared Books
It was seen how, during the famine, that the Tipitaka or part of it was under the threat of vanishing when many monks perished. When conditions became normal, the members of the Order considered that they could lose the teachings if any similar calamity were to occur. The Tipitaka and its commentaries were thus committed to writing, on ola leaves, for the first time, at the Aluvihara cave temple in 89BC. This stabilised and preserved the purity of Theravadan Buddhism.
Infiltration of Heretical Teachings

On several occasions in the history of Sri Lanka, heretical teachings of the Vajjiputraka and the Vaitulya doctrines, originating from India, had attempted to infiltrate and contaminate the sasana. However, each time they were squashed through the vigilance of the Mahavihara monks, the help of royalties and other individuals thus preserving the purity of the doctrines.
The Sacred Tooth Relic
When King  Guhasiva of Kalinga, India, was about to be defeated in battle he entrusted the Buddha’s Tooth Relic to his daughter, Hemamala. Together with her husband they brought the sacred tooth relic to King Sirimeghavanna at Anuradhapura (311 AD). Since then it became a national treasure of Sri Lanka and was put under the care of the kings of Lanka.
Commentaries

Around 410 AD many commentaries on the Tipitaka were written. The most well known being those written by the very knowledgeable monk Buddhagosa Thera. His major works included the Visuddhimagga, Maha Atthakatha, Maha –paccari Atthakatha and the Kurundi Attakatha, among others.
Political unrest

Sri Lanka continued to be plagued by several political unrest which results in the decline of Buddhism. Conditions worsened when the Cholas of South India invaded in 1017 and ruled till 1070. Vijayabahu I succeeded in defeating the Cholas and became king of Sri. Then he set upon repairing the damage that had been inflicted upon the national religion by the invaders, restoring monasteries and built new ones.
During that time, the damage was so bad that the King could not find the five ordained monks in the whole island that were required to carry out the ordination ceremony. Therefore, he solicited the help of his friend and ally, King Anuruddha of Burma, to restore the sasana in Sri Lanka. King Anuruddha sent a number of eminent theras who re-established the Sasana in Sri Lanka. During this time a large number of religious literary works in Pali and Sanskrit were written.

British Invaders

Buddhist Sri Lanka had withstood further invasions from western powers such as Portuguese, Dutch and English. The invasion by the British in 1815 was probably one of the darkest periods for Buddhism in Sri Lanka. 

The British ended the line of Buddhist Kings of Lanka who had ruled for 2301 years. The British had signed a treaty of take-over then that they promised to safeguard Buddhism. However that was not the case as they were keener to convert the people to their own faith.

Violating the treaty, the British established rules and policies that sidelined Buddhism:

1.  They prohibited Buddhist from enjoying some privileges granted to the Christians.

2. No child could be legally registered without baptism by a Christian Minister.

3. The clergy will not solemnise marriages of unbaptized individuals.

4. Those who adopted Christian faith were favoured with government employment.

5. Some British governors tried to disrupt the Buddhist organization and bring about disunity.
6. The British rulers gave all possible support to Christian missionaries to carry out their education and activities.

7. Christian missionary schools became centres where young men were trained for high government offices. This attracted a large number of Buddhist children.

It became a fashion to adopt the Christian faith, Christian names and its customs.
In 1860, a young samanera named Mohottiwatte Gunananda appeared on the scene and challenged the Christian missionaries to meet him in open debate. This resulted in three public controversies, the most important being at Panadura in 1873. The controversy took place in the presence of leading Sinhalese Christians and Buddhist and rules were laid to ensure fairness. The Ceylon times covered the event and published the speeches day by day in English.
The controversy ended with victory to the Buddhists when the Christians retired from the debate defeated. The Buddhist communities were overjoyed and celebrated.

An American scholar, Dr Peebles, was so impressed with it that when he returned to America, he published its proceedings in a book. Colonel Henri Steele Olcott read the book in a public library in America and decided to go over to Sri Lanka to gain first-hand knowledge of Buddhism in 1880. His studies convinced him of the teaching of Buddha. He decided to embrace Buddhism and work for the uplifting of Buddhism in Sri Lanka.
Under the leadership of Olcott, a Buddhist renaissance movement took place:

1.  Many Buddhist schools were built, mainly subsisted by donations from the people. 

2. Newspaper for the purpose of propagating Buddhism was started. 
3. A printing press, donated by the King of Siam, was established to publish books to counter any anti-Buddhist propaganda. 
4. With the increase in Buddhist education centre, the number of Buddhist scholars increased.
Buddhism was restored and flourished. The Sinhalese Buddhist leaders led the struggle for liberation from foreign rule. In 1948, Sri Lanka regained independence after 133 years of British rule. 

With the support of the new government, Buddhism was made a way of life and became the national religion. In 1966 the four poya days (new moon, full moon and 2 quarter moon days) were made weekend holidays instead of Sundays as in previous times.

1

