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Buddhism – a revealed religion? 
 
a re-appraisal of Peter Masefield, Divine Revelation in Pali Buddhism, 1986. 
London: George Allen & Unwin.  
 
reviewed by Mitrānanda Roger Farmer 
 
 
Peter Masefield passed away on 7 September 2020, in Bangkok, aged 77. He 
was a leading scholar of Pāli and Theravāda Buddhism and a translator for the 
Pali Text Society.1 In his last years he was working on a translation of 
Dhammapāla’s commentary on the Cariyāpiṭaka, a book of the Khuddaka Nikāya. 
A Tricycle article of 2007 provides this biographical detail: 

As a young man with a general interest in all things Indian, Dr. Masefield 
spent several months travelling – often hitchhiking – in India and Sri 
Lanka. The experience inspired him to study Indian religions at 
university back in England. While working on his Ph.D. at Lancaster, he 
returned for two years to Sri Lanka, where he taught himself the Pali 
language. Living and studying in Buddhist lands gave Dr. Masefield a 
perspective unusual among Western Buddhist scholars… (Evans, 2007) 

He followed a career as an academic in various countries, settling eventually 
in Thailand.2 Emanating from his PhD thesis was a book titled, Divine Revelation 
in Pali Buddhism, which I think has not been widely read and is very seldom 
referred to. Perhaps, following the sad death of Peter Masefield, and 36 years 
after its publication, this is an apt time to re-appraise the book. Attwood (2002)3 
provided an excellent critique 20 years ago, to which I refer to below. While I 
cannot better that, perhaps I can shed some new light on this intriguing book.        

My curiosity to read it was piqued by its title and it proved to be a 
challenging, fascinating read. It was challenging in the sense of being a 
formidable read, given its densely written prose, scattered liberally with 
quotations from the Pāli texts - often in Pāli. But, it was challenging also because 
it called into question some of my assumptions about the Buddhist path to 
Enlightenment. One of the surprises for me in Masefield’s thesis is expressed, 
by Harrison (1987, 257) as follows: 

 
1 PTS publications translated by him are the Itivuttaka and its commentary, the Peta 
Stories (with U Ba Kyaw), the Udāna and its commentary, and the Vimāna Stories 
(http://www.palitext.com/). 
2 Wynne (2021) provides more biographical information in an obituary. 
3 His article is undated but he does say it is 16 years after the book’s publication. 
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Buddhism, or at least Pali Buddhism, far from degenerating from a noble 
and humanistic path of self-improvement into a religion distinguished by 
faith in a higher power, grace and revelation… has in fact suffered the 
reverse fate: it has degenerated into a humanistic path of self- 
improvement. 

The model for spiritual progress to which I was accustomed entails practice, 
probably over years, on one’s ethical behaviour and meditation. Masefield, 
from his reading of the Nikāyas (Discourses of the Buddha), presents a rather 
different picture - one of usually rapid conversion and goal attainment, after 
oral initiation and teaching by the Buddha – a thesis that challenges the idea of 
a path as such to follow toward Awakening. Furthermore, he proposes that the 
Buddha was not offering a liberative means to all, but was imparting teaching 
more exclusively, to those whom he deemed capable of benefiting from it.  
  Awakening then depended on the ‘saving’ intervention of the Buddha's 
‘grace’. ‘Divine revelation’ was key to the Buddha's followers becoming stream 
entrants, once returners, non-returners or arahants. The earliest Buddhism 
might therefore be regarded as a ‘revealed religion’. Here, Masefield is 
borrowing terminology more often applied to Christianity. If one can leave 
aside the Christian theological connotations of ‘grace’ and ‘salvation’, I think 
these terms can reasonably be applied in a Buddhist context. He does not, 
however, define the meaning of ‘divine’ in the context of the book, and many 
will, I think, find his use of it inappropriate, as it is normally applied to actions 
or qualities of a God, which of course the Buddha was not. 
 
SUMMARY 
 

Running throughout the book, but explicated in Chapter One, is the 
contention that the true spiritual division in the Nikāyas is between the 
ariyasāvaka (noble hearer) and the puthujjana (spiritually ordinary person), and not 
between the monk or nun and the layperson. One is an  ariyasāvaka by dint of 
the arising of ariyan (noble) right view, otherwise referred to as aquisition of the 
Dhammacakkhu (the ‘Dhamma eye’), which sets one on the path to the cessation 
of rebirth. The puthujjana, however, either has not heard the Dhamma or having 
heard it is unaffected by it, and does not see things as they really are (yathābhūta). 
They follow at best the path of merit and remain subject to rebirth and saṃsāra 
(mundane existence). Masefield adduces evidence from the Nikāyas that during 
the life of the Buddha many laypersons and devas were aryasāvakas, and many 
monks puthujjanas. He cites instances of lay followers chiding or instructing 
monks. As an instance of the former, Gopikā, a layperson but ariyasāvaka, upon 
her rebirth in the Tāvatiṃsa realm, rebukes three monks there for not having 
listened to the Dhamma from the Blessed One (DN II 271-272). As an example 
of a layperson instructing monks, Citta, again a layperson but ariyasāvaka, 
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clarifies a conflicted point of doctrine for even theras (senior monks), who then 
compliment him on the extent of his paññā (wisdom) (SN IV 281-283).  

Masefield hypothesises that the Buddha ordained only ariyasāvakas as monks, 
but subsequently these ariyasāvaka monks ordained others who were at puthujjana 
level. Tending to confirm the presence of puthujjana monks and nuns during the 
Buddha’s lifetime is the story of Māra visiting the Buddha before his death and 
reminding  him of an earlier vow that he would not attain parinibbāna (release 
from the cycles of rebirth after death), until all his monks, nuns and lay followers 
had become ariyasāvakas. Māra now argues that this vow has been fulfilled, and 
it must be time for the Buddha’s parinibbāna (DN II 112-113). It follows from 
this that the puthujjana monks and nuns were all declared ariyasāvakas by the time 
of the Buddha’s death, but how precisely their transformations were achieved 
remains unclear. 

Masefield (11) notes that there is strangely no evidence of lay arahants, but 
explains that this would be in accord with a view expressed in the Milindapañha4 
that a householder who achieved arahantship either had to take the robe or 
undergo parinibbāna.  

He mentions several times the sotāpattiyaṅgas  (factors for ‘stream entry’) as 
indicative of stream entrant attainment. These consist of confidence in the 
Buddha, Dhamma and ariyasaṅgha (community of the noble ones), plus an 
impeccable morality that is dear to the ariyans. He fails to mention, however, 
that a lesser degree of morality for a steam entrant is implied in the Ratana (Sn 
2.1) and the Kosambiya (MN 48) suttas, with the caveat in the former that such 
a person is unable to conceal any evil action, and in the latter that they will at 
once confess an offence and refrain from it in the future.  
       

Having addressed in Chapter One the spiritual division of the Buddhist 
world, in Chapter Two Masefield turns to the path, focusing almost 
exclusively on the ‘noble eightfold path’, and largely ignoring the ‘mundane 
eightfold path’. For those unfamiliar with the notion of two eightfold paths, a 
key difference between the mundane and noble paths arises from their different 
forms of right view. In the Mahācattārisaka sutta (MN III 72), the Buddha 
speaks of mundane right view affected by taints (āsavas), which results in the 
accumulation of merit; and noble right view, which is free from taints and 
supramundane. While mundane right view may be considered as based on 
conceptual understanding, supramundane right view requires penetrative 
insight into the nature of existence as formulated say in the Four Noble Truths 
(MN III 251). While the mundane path is pursued by the puthujjana, the noble 
path is followed by the ariyasāvaka seeking the goal of stream entry, once 

 
4 This book is not included in the Pāli canon, except for the Burmese canon where it 
is included in the Khuddaka Nikāya. 
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returning, non-returning or arahantship. Sangharakshita (1987, 159) 
emphasises a distinction between the two paths in terms of  the exercise of effort 
or will, as compared to spontaneous arising: 

The point of this distinction [between the two paths] is the difference 
between a virtue    consciously and deliberately practised, with more or 
less success, as a discipline, and a virtue that is the natural expression, the 
spontaneous overflow, of an inner realisation. 

     Masefield contends that the factors of the eightfold path are cited in the 
order they are, very much for a reason, and that ‘each successive factor is 
dependent upon successful accomplishment of its predecessor’ (94). 
Accordingly, supramundane right view, as the first stated factor, is a 
prerequisite for entering the noble path; it is only possessed by the ariyasāvaka 
and therefore only ariyasāvakas embark on this path.  

Masefield gives short shrift to those, such as Nyāṇatiloka, who believe that 
the factors of the path may be sequenced as links 3–5 (right speech, action and 
livelihood), followed by 6–8 (right effort, mindfulness and concentration) and 
lastly 1 and 2 (right view and resolve). He ventures that this ‘misrepresent-
ation… may have been due to a desire to universalise what was orginally a very 
exclusive practice’ (38). For him, Nyāṇatiloka’s position is ‘a muddle and one 
that is rather difficult to unravel’ (42), quoting Nyāṇatiloka as elsewhere 
describing right view as the foundation for the path which helps the other path 
factors to function. So, Masefield is in effect asking: is it right speech that is the 
first factor of the path for Nyāṇatiloka, or does he regard right view as the first 
factor?  Nyāṇatiloka is also quoted as stating that right view starts from a 
modicum of faith and knowledge and develops into penetrating insight, which 
forms the entrance into the four paths and fruits of  holiness (the categories of 
ariyasāvaka) (see 41-42).5 I go into some detail here because Sangharakshita also 
comes in for criticism (42) – as appearing to take a similar position to 
Nyāṇatiloka’s, in his account of right view as initially doctrinal understanding 
which is transformed with spiritual practice into insight (Sangharakshita, 1987, 
157–8).  

At least some of the ambiguity arises, I think, through a failure to specify 
which path is being described – mundane/ordinary or supramundane/noble? 
Also, while Masefield’s interpretation is that the limbs of the path are successive 
steps taken in the order enumerated, for others they are path-factors, which 
may be focused on according to the needs of the individual at a particular time, 

 
5 Masefield believes this idea derives from the Abhidhamma, in which the noble path 
is  understood as ‘javana-moments’ prior to phala (fruit). Javana-moments are 
sevenfold divisions of single moments of consciousness, and Masefield (43) wonders 
how they might then be considered a ‘path’. 
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and which may mutually support one another (see Harvey, 2013, 82). In 
summary, Nyāṇatiloka’s position is contrary to Masefield’s in two respects:  

1. viewing progress on the path as not necessarily proceeding step-by-step in 
the sequence enumerated in the Nikāyas; 

2. considering it possible to progress through different shades of right view by 
one’s own efforts in spiritual practice, and, in so doing, transit between the 
mundane and supramundane paths. Implicit therefore in Nyāṇatiloka’s 
interpretation is the possibility, since the death of the Buddha and indeed today, 
of anyone through practice becoming an ariyasāvaka. For Masefield, however, 
there cannot be degrees of right view – there is the right view of the puthujjana 
that is mundane, amounts to nothing more than a belief in the efficacy of 
almsgiving, is affected by the āsavas (influxes which defile the mind), on the side 
of merit and ripens into rebirth; and the right view of the ariyasāvaka that is 
supramundane, unaffected by the āsavas, and a factor of the ariyan path (43).        
     If we accept the sequence of the path as stated in the Nikāyas, the question 
(as Masefield puts it, ‘the irksome problem’ (39)) arises as to how the noble path 
would commence with ariyan right view – how might the insight of such right 
view be achieved? He contends that there can be no practice by means of which 
such right view might be acquired (xviii). Accordingly, the path cannot be 
acquired by any effort of one’s own. The quandary of how it might then be 
attained is what Masefield goes on to address in his theory of ‘divine revelation’ 
– proposing that ariyan right view was acquired after an oral initiation by the 
Buddha. 
      A striking example of the acquisition of ariyan right view, in the way 
Masefield depicts, is the story of Suppabuddha, the leper (Ud 5.3), who 
approaches  a crowd thinking he can obtain food there. The crowd have 
actually gathered to listen to the Buddha, who, having seemingly identified 
Suppabuddha’s susceptibility to the Dhamma, tailors his discourse for 
Suppabuddha in a way akin to the skill-in-means (upāya-kauśalya) of the 
Mahāyāna. Hearing the progressive talk by the Buddha causes Suppabuddha 
to become a stream entrant. It seems unlikely that Suppabuddha, or indeed 
others such as kings or generals who became ariyasāvakas, had prior adeptness 
in meditation. Furthermore, the talk that Suppabuddha hears is a public one 
and there is no suggestion of the arising of ariyan right view in any others of the 
audience.  Masefield (60) acknowledges it is a mystery why some, such as 
Suppabuddha, but not others, came to have the potential for the stream entry 
fruit, speculating that the reason might be kammic.  
       

In Chapter Three, we are told that the goal  of the noble path was also a 
result of oral teaching by the Buddha, and frequently followed very soon after 
entry to the path – often in a matter of minutes and seldom more than a week 
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after (xviii). According to Masefield, important benefits of ariyan right view are: 
firstly, an end to the generation of fresh kamma, and secondly, a destruction of 
most of the kamma previously generated. These two benefits would be necessary 
for a freedom from rebirth. The type of goal reached - stream entry, once 
returning, non-returning or arahantship – depended, not on someone’s 
endeavours on the path, but on the kamma remaining (upādisesa) in spite of the 
advent of aryan right view. If the kammic remnant could all be expiated in the 
present life, one became an arahant; if not, a stream entrant, once returner or 
non-returner - depending on the time in saṃsāra required for the expiation of 
the remaining kamma. The amount of time left in saṃsāra for an ariyasāvaka would 
be, however, tiny compared to the time already spent there.  

Masefield speculates on how this role of kamma might have played out in the 
lives of certain well-known figures in the discourses. The benefit for the 
ariyasāvaka of the destruction of most of the previously generated kamma, might 
explain for instance how Aṅgulimāla became an arahant in the same life. Given 
his wanton taking of life, having acquired the Dhammacakkhu surely he would 
have required a huge expiation of kamma to become an arahant. At least part of 
the expiation still required, occurred perhaps when he was assaulted and 
injured while on an alms round (MN II 104).6 The possible need for an arahant 
to expiate kamma in the present lifetime might also explain why Bāhiya of the 
Bark Garment was killed by a cow with a calf immediately after being freed of 
the āsavas by the Buddha (Ud 1.10). His death in this manner may have been 
necessitated by his remaining kamma.  We are reminded that Ajāttasattu would 
have become at least a stream entrant had he not killed his father King 
Bimbisāra (DN I 85-86), suggesting that the kamma from parricide, unlike other 
types of murder, may not be destroyed by the arising of the Dhammacakkhu.  

This kammic theory as to how the different ariyasāvaka goals come about, 
means of course that it is mistaken to regard these goals as stages on the path – 
they are rather independent goals determined by the kammic remnant after the 
emergence of ariyan right view. Masefield’s thesis on goal attainment raises, 
however, the question of what is the ‘path’, if goal attainment is the result of the 
Buddha’s oral teaching and the goal attained depends on unexpiated kamma?  

One view is that the path is a process of purification undertaken as a 
consequence of right view (Cousins (1987, 123). Perhaps it might then be seen 
as proceeding from a direct realisation of reality (right view) – to the 
renunciation of right speech, action and livelihood – that lays an ethical 
foundation enabling right effort, mindfulness and concentration to be pursued. 
According to Masefield however, freedom from the āsavas and attainment of 
arahantship could occur very rapidly by means of discourses by the Buddha. 

 
6 The Buddha tells him to bear it, as he is experiencing the result of past deeds, 
because of which he would otherwise suffer in hell for many years.  
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The period between entering the ariyan path and achieving its goal could be 
astonishingly brief, ruling out in these instances any notion of gradual progress 
over time towards ethical perfection and jhānic (advanced meditation) practice, 
or indeed of any path as such. Koṇḍañña and his four companions in austerities 
became arahants extremely rapidly. It might be argued that, with their 
considerable history of spiritual practice, they were ripe for arahantship; so 
more startling still is the rapidity between acquiring the Dhammacakkhu and 
arahantship for Yasa and his fifty-four friends  – apparently over at most a 
matter of hours (Vin I 17-20). 
      Curiously, Masefield does not address in any detail the role of the fetters 
(saṃyojanas) as a means of delineating the different goals of the ariyan path. This 
scheme would perhaps lend itself more readily to a Buddhist philosophy of 
progress by personal endeavour. Masefield (107) merely mentions some textual 
reference to the Dhammacakkhu destroying either the first three fetters or the first 
five, and so determining which goal is attained.  
 

In Chapter Four, Masefield argues that the early Buddhists were critical 
of the Brahmins as falling short on the religious ideals of their predecessors and 
held that the ariyasāvaka now represented the true Brahmin.This is, in my 
opinion, the least successful of the chapters, with many unexplained terms, and 
argument that is less coherent and secondary to the main thrust of the book. 
 
PHILOLOGY 
 
      The book is replete with interesting, sometimes lengthy philological 
discussion. For instance, Masefield (3–4) discusses the nature of a puthujjana, 
translating ariyānaṃ adassāvī  as ‘without the ability to discern who is an aryan’. 
If I understand correctly the import of this translation, this would mean that a 
puthujjana is unable to identify who is an ariyan. The translations, however, of 
Thanissaro, and of Ñanamoli and Bodhi of for instance the Mulapariyaya Sutta 
(MN 1) convey a rather different meaning. According to these translators the 
puthujjana is one ‘who has no regard for noble ones’ – a meaning that connotes 
an absence of esteem rather than an inability to recognise. I would suggest a 
translation from the PED for dassāvin of ‘full of insight’7 – with the puthujjana 
then lacking the insight to ‘see’ the ariyan ones – might be more compatible 
with Masefield’s. 

 
7 dassāvī is the nominative, singular form of the adjective dassāvin, which means 
according to the PED, ‘full of insight, seeing, perceiving, taking notice of’, so that the 
compound a-dassāvī would mean not having those qualities.   
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He argues (85) that a connotation of āsava as kammic influx or inflow was 
how the Jains understood the term.8 This would be compatible with the 
mundane right view of the puthujjana being affected by the āsavas, siding with 
merit and ripening into rebirth; while the right view of the ariyasāvaka is 
unaffected by the āsavas (anāsava) and supramundane (lokuttara). In other words, 
in accord with the kammic connotation of āsava, the puthujjana remains much 
more within the constraints of kamma compared to the ariyasāvaka. 

Masefield’s interpretation of the term sotāpanna – one which remains 
controversial – is as ‘one who has come into contact with (or undergone) the 
hearing’ (134). This is based partly on his view that stream imagery in the 
Nikāyas usually has negative connotations.9  
 
REVIEWS 
       
      ‘Divine Revelation in Pali Buddhism’ was never likely to find favour with 
present-day members of the monk saṇgha since it relegates them all to puthujjana 
status – indeed irrevocably so until the advent of Metteya the next Buddha. Nor 
were their lay supporters likely to find much comfort in the book as it 
undermines their merit-making activities – as gifts to puthujjanas would bear 
scant fruit. Nor would it appeal to those whose brand of Buddhism is one 
founded on a perception of the Dhamma as a rational and empirically based 
path of self- improvement, open to all, and leading progressively to a release 
from human suffering (Harrison, 1987, 264). But, how did the academic 
community react? 
      The reviews following its publication were mixed, ranging from the 
complimentary to the frankly disapproving.  I have identified six reviews, and 
an obituary which addresses the book, all published in academic journals. Most 
acknowledged Masefield’s scholarship and found his conclusions refreshingly 
challenging to pre-conceived ideas about early Pāli Buddhism. For Prebish 
(1988, 333), it is not, ‘ yet another piece of reworked or overworked research 
that enhances our understanding of South Asian Buddhism very little’, but 
instead, ‘one of the most interesting and engaging books on the Theravada 
tradition that I've read in recent years’. He comments further that, ‘Masefield 
reveals that he has a fine grounding in the Sanskrit Buddhist tradition, both 
philologically and philosophically’ (333), and that ‘he does amass an impressive 
amount of data and present his case in a cogent and convincing fashion’ (334). 
Harrison’s (1987) view is that the book says ‘something fresh and stimulating 
about the Pali Canon on the basis of careful, original research’(264), and that 
Masefield’s thesis is based ‘on the most careful study of the Nikayas, the earliest 

 
8 Gombrich (2009, 56) takes a similar view. 
9 See Attwood (2002, 7-8) for discussion of this. 
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stratum of that [the Pali] Canon’ (257). He comments further that ‘anyone who 
has struggled to understand the meaning of … [the four types of aryasāvaka] will 
be grateful to Masefield for his magisterial elucidation of them’( 262). A review 
by Mabbett (1988) concludes that ‘the arguments (if not the prose) have clarity 
and persuasiveness and are thoroughly documented’ (404), and that the book is 
‘an important one [which] deserves close attention from students of Buddhism’ 
(405).  
      More recently, in an obituary, Wynne (2021, 12–13) refers to the book as 
‘the work of an autodidact, an individualist willing to look afresh at the world 
of early Buddhism, and unafraid to form and express his ideas about it’. He 
remarks on the impressive number of primary texts consulted, including the 
Nikāyas, the Pali commentaries and exegetical texts such as the Milindapañha – 
at a time before computers were widely available, and certainly before the 
advent of electronic search engines. He states, ‘Few books on early Buddhism 
had hitherto tackled the Pali canon in such detail, and even fewer with Peter’s 
originality and insight’ (13).        
      Less generally favourable, however, were the comments of  Hallisey (1988), 
Cousins (1987) and Solé-Leris (1990). Hallisey considers the book to have a 
weak historical thesis, stating that, ‘the requirements of good historigraphy are 
not Masefield’s strong suit’ (174).  For Cousins , the book ‘represents a creative 
and original approach to the study of early Buddhism depicted in the Pali texts’, 
but ‘its weakness lies in that very originality, which too often takes it to 
untenable extremes’ (122–3). For Solé-Leris, it is one of those books that are 
‘merely jars for the old wine of Christian spiritual pride’ (132). It is an attempt 
to bring ‘errant Buddha … into the field of monotheistic revealed religion’ 
(132).  Solé-Leris (133) also takes exception to Masefield’s ‘rough treatment’ of 
‘some of the most respected scholars of our time’ such as Nyāṇatiloka. He (136) 
argues that intellectual apprehension (not supernatural grace) may trigger a 
change in consciousness in persons such as Kondañña10 who are ready for it, 
because of the progress they have made through their own efforts; but Solé-
Leris ignores the instances cited by Masefield of entry to the noble path of 
persons with no apparent readiness e.g. Suppabuddha or Yasa and his relatives 
and friends.  
      Other criticisms, which I largely agree with, are more technical. Mabbett 
(1988) expresses ‘minor complaints’ (404–5) about the index (‘disappointingly 
summary and not analytical’), the prose (‘not graceful’) and the syntax 
(‘broken’). I have found the index frustratingly inadequate for a book which I 
want to return to repeatedly. Hallisey (1988) states, ‘Masefield seems to have a 
low opinion of his co-workers in the field of Buddhist studies’… [and]… I can't 

 
10 Kondañña became the first arahant after teaching from the Buddha 
(http://www.palikanon.com/english/pali_names/ay/annaa_kondanna.htm). 
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help wondering whether this opinion has led Masefield to ignore generally the 
contributions of other scholars’, as there are ‘remarkably few [references] to 
secondary literature’ (174). He further criticises Masefield’s stated basis for his 
choice of primary sources i.e. that ‘these texts may, for reasons of style, be said 
to form a literary unit’ (xvii), arguing that text selection should have been on 
consistent histiographic grounds. Similarly, Cousins (1987) comments that 
Masefield, in taking ‘the early Buddhist texts (the nikāyas) at face value… largely 
ignores historical and textual issues concerning their composition and dating’ 
(123). Harrison (1987, 257) opines, in relation these issues, that many of the 
findings and hypotheses needed to be checked against the testimony of other 
Buddhist canons. 
 
DISCUSSION  
 
Masefield’s main conclusions can be summarised as follows: 

1.The Buddha alone could establish persons on the supramundane path and 
that this ability was not shared even by arahants. It was probably only the 
Buddha’s oral intervention that brought about goal attainment, as it is doubtful 
whether arahants are able to bring the path to conclusion. ‘They [the arahants] 
were the passive recipients of a goal that they could not pass onto others’ (142).  

2. As ariyasāvakas were passive recipients of the Buddha’s oral initiation and 
teaching leading to entry to and conclusion of the ariyan path, spiritual practice 
on a path to Enlightenment was and is ineffective. 

3. Transition from inception to completion of the path could be remarkably 
rapid, ‘often in a matter of minutes and hardly ever in more than seven days’ 
(xviii).   

4. Enlightenment was impossible after the death of the Buddha so that 
Subhadda11 was the last ariyasāvaka of all, suggesting that the saṇgha of 
ariyasāvakas would eventually disappear, and with it, the potential for the 
attainment of nibbāna.  

5. The Dhamma lacked universality (34–5), as only those subject to the 
Buddha’s grace could become ariyasāvakas and achieve the goal of the path. 

      In relation to the first conclusion above, while Masefield presents a wealth 
of evidence for it, he largely ignores evidence that is inconvenient for this thesis. 
Where he concedes there is contrary evidence he tend to dismiss its significance, 

 
11 Subhadda was taught the Dhamma by the Buddha on his death bed, and went on 
to become an arahant ( 
http://www.palikanon.com/english/pali_names/s/subhadda.htm). 
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stating, ‘whilst we find odd passages where it seems that some sāvakas gave 
others the Dhammacakkhu it must be concluded that if in fact they did do this 
they were very much the exception and that in general this was not the case’ 
(142).  
      The exceptions, while maybe in the minority, are not scarce, and even in 
the book they are to be found. In Table 4. are ten recorded instances of the 
Buddha's disciples converting people to stream entrant (sotāpanna) status, 
although only two instances of them bringing people to final realisation as 
arahants. In Table 5 is a number of instances of monks attaining arahantship 
through the practice of meditation (‘dwelling aloof’), which is contrary to 
Masefield’s generalisation that ‘the acquisition of the goal of the path was as 
much the outcome of an oral teaching as had been that path's entrance’ (xviii). 
Attwood (2002) has specified other exceptions whereby the inception or the 
completion of the path occurred without the direct intervention of the Buddha. 
One rather glaring exception concerns Ānanda, the Buddha’s assistant and 
cousin who gained insight under the tutelage of Punna Mantāniputta (SN III 
105) and attained arahantship only after the Buddha’s parinibbāna (Vin II 
284ff).12  
      Harrison (1987) makes the point that ‘one should be wary here of the 
dangers of any argument from silence, since the Nikayas are, after all, primarily 
dedicated to the glorification of the Buddha and the perpetuation of his 
teachings’ (262). In other words, the suttas may concentrate on incidences which 
promote the status of the Buddha and exclude those which do not. So there is 
a more fundamental issue here, as to the extent to which the Pāli Canon is an 
accurate and complete record of the Buddha’s teachings  (Attwood, 2002, 2). 
Cousins (1987, 123) makes the point that if one is going to take the accounts of 
the nikāyas literally, why not then treat similarly stories of individuals attaining 
arahantship in ancient Ceylon, or present day stories from Thailand and 
Burma. Such stories challenge of course Masefield’s notion that the aryasaṅgha 
died out soon after the Buddha. Also, in the Nikāyas one finds factors for stream 
entry and goal attainment, unrelated to oral initiation or teaching by the 
Buddha. At SN V 347, four factors for stream entry are listed: association with 
superior persons, hearing the true Dhamma, careful attention, and practice in 
accordance with the Dhamma. The same four factors also lead to the fruits of 
once returning, of non-returning, and even arahantship (SN V 411).13 
      Once the first conclusion above is undermined, so too are the others – with 
the exception of conclusion 3. on the rapidity of goal attainment after entry to 
the noble path. On this issue, while some of the stories stretch credibility, I think 
we must accept that for many (but not all) hearing the Dhamma from the lips 

 
12 See also: https://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/hecker/wheel273.html  
13 I have Attwood’s article (2002, 5) to thank for identifying these references. 
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of the Buddha was very strong medicine indeed! For those receptive to his 
message, his words had powerful transformative effects. Masefield discusses 
whether this was by ‘contacting the Dharma as an inner, transcendental entity 
manifesting itself, through the medium of Buddha, as sound’ (45).14 Such a 
means of transmission is compatible with Sangharakshita’s view of the 
acquisition of ariyan right view being ‘direct and immediate, and more of the 
nature of a spiritual experience than an intellectual understanding’ (1990b, 22). 
An alternative explanation is that it was the result of teaching at an intellectual 
level, but enhanced by the Buddha’s charisma and skill as a teacher and his 
ability to tailor his teaching to the listener.  
      In the Triratna Community and Order, the dominant model of the spiritual 
life is the ‘developmental model’ involving a ‘path of regular steps’ (Subhuti, 
2004; Sangharakshita, 1990a, 37–65). The essence of this model is ‘the idea 
that one must exert will in order to move oneself up the ladder of spiritual 
evolution, that the spiritual life must be led by the individual systematically and 
with discipline’ (Subhuti, 2004). Nevertheless, two other models, or ‘myths’ as 
Subhuti terms them,  are discussed  and practised in this Buddhist movement – 
‘self-surrender’ and ‘self-discovery’. The former of these has some parallels to 
the ‘revelation by grace’ described by Masefield in the sense of surrendering 
oneself to a transformative force experienced as outside oneself: ‘From the 
viewpoint of the myth of self-surrender, the spiritual life consists in giving 
yourself up to a larger consciousness, which is conceived – at least to begin with 
– as lying beyond you’ (Subhuti, 2004). In some Buddhist traditions the 
surrender may be to an actual living person – a human guru – whom they 
regard as the Buddha.  
      Sangharakshita, the movement’s founder, fostered this myth by 
encouraging Order members to take up meditations that involve the 
visualisation of a Buddha or Bodhisattva, and also considered surrender of this 
kind could be to a supra-personal force or principle such as the Bodhicitta. He 
has described his experiences of such a force when rallying thousands of ex-
Untouchable converts to Buddhism in 1956, in Nagpur after Ambedkar’s death 
(Subhuti, 2012, 2), and also vis-à-vis his accomplishments with the 
FWBO/Triratna: 

I have been amazed at what has been accomplished. At the same time, I 
have felt, or rather seen very clearly, that it has not been accomplished 
just by me. It was as though a supra-personal energy or force was working 

 
14 In relation to this, Masefield (52) discusses whether the phrase parato ghoso ‘may have 
orginally meant “the sound from the Beyond” in the sense of the sound of the 
supermundane Dhamma’ 
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through me, an energy or force for which, in a way, I was not responsible. 
(Subhuti, 2012, 9) 

Such a flow of selfless impulses has been viewed as fuelled by ‘Dharma-niyāma’ 
processes (Subhuti, 2012; Sangharakshita, 1991, 69). 

Masefield says little about the mundane path beyond it being a path of merit 
that leads to continued rebirth within saṃsāra. He maintains that the mundane 
right view of the puthujjana, ‘however much it might be developed, could lead 
only to an even firmer conviction that the cultic acts of charity to almsworthy 
arahants would bear their expected fruit of a happy rebirth in a devaloka’ (43). 
For the Dhamma to be universally available and the attainment of stream entry 
and arahantship to be a living reality, transition must be possible between the 
mundane and supramundane paths.  Unlike Masefield, Nyāṇatiloka, and 
Sangharakshita envisage mundane right view developing with practice into the 
supramundane right view of the ariyan. The Dhamma would then continue to 
be, for all who encounter it, a means to end suffering.   

In concluding that people could only enter and achieve the goals of the 
supramundane path through oral initiation and teaching by the Buddha, 
Masefield strikes at the heart of the idea of a path as such to be pursued towards 
Enlightenment. The mundane path only leads to a better rebirth through the 
accumulation of merit. Entry to the aryan path and becoming an aryasāvaka 
depended on the grace of the Buddha. Masefield goes, however, beyond the 
evidence and overstates his case. Most of his other conclusions are then 
undermined also. It is evident, however, that oral transmission of the Dhamma 
by the Buddha was a remarkable means to stream entry, once returning, non-
returning and arahantship. In emphasising the transformative power of hearing 
the Dhamma, especially from the lips of the Buddha, the book acts as a 
counterbalance to the rationalist view of the Pāli Buddhism tradition - which 
was prevalent at the time of the book’s publication and remains popular today.  

The book would certainly not be suitable as an introduction to Buddhism, 
but might prove to be a stimulating, thought-provoking read to those with at 
least some general knowledge of Buddhism. It offers much to rejoice in, not 
least Masefield’s impressive scholarship and knowledge of the Pāli texts. It 
portrays the world of the historical Buddha and his early followers - one in 
which the Buddha’s oral teaching possessed an extraordinary ability to bring 
many to the fruits of the noble ones.  
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