
A letter to all good people interested in bhikkhuni ordination

Bhante Sujato, 19/10/2009
revised 2/11/2009

There has been some discussion about the plan to hold bhikkhuni ordination in Perth on 22 October, 2009. 
This plan was suggested, to my knowledge, by Ajahn Brahm, and has been discussed and agreed upon by the 
Sanghas of Bodhinyana and Dhammasara, together with the Buddhist Society of WA and the co-operation of 
the several bhikkhunis who are attending. I have the honor of being invited to participate.

I write as a monk who was ordained in the Ajahn Chah tradition and who still feels great gratitude for the 
support and training I received there. I have been consistently disillusioned, however, whenever I have tried 
to express the thought that the benefits I have received should be available to all, regardless of gender. For 
this reason, among others, my monastery (Santi Forest Monastery) is not a branch of Wat Pah Pong and I 
have no formal affiliation. 

Objections have been raised to this on the grounds that there has been no consultation with the wider 
Sangha of Wat Pah Pong (WPP – the head monastery of the Ajahn Chah tradition) and that Ajahn Brahm has 
contradicted his earlier statements saying he would consult with the Sangha before taking any action.  I 
would like to draw attention to some past communications that give some context for what is happening.

Please bear in mind that the following few incidents are chosen only because they are very clear and 
based on irrefutable facts. They are, however, merely indicative of a much wider situation, a blanket denial 
and silencing of bhikkhuni ordination within the WPP tradition.

Sujato>Vajiro 

In Ajahn Vajiro’s capacity as liaison for the Western Abbots Meeting (WAM) 2006. Email, Aug 2, 2005
... I'm a bit disappointed to see not a single nun in the list for the WAM - I assume this is because they 

do not want to come, rather than because they have been excluded. Can we extend a special invitation 
and support for the nuns to reassure them that they will be welcome to participate fully?

Note by Sujato

This  was  in  response  to  an  invitation  to  make  suggestions  for  the  upcoming  WAM.  The  WAM  is  an 
approximately bi-annual meeting of the senior English-speaking monks from Wat Pah Pong branches and 
associated monasterys.  It is not formally constituted and has no decision making capacity. 

My suggestion was not taken up.

Sujato>Vajiro 

Email, Aug 6, 2005
I suggest we agree upon a clear statement of policy in support of women's ordination, both bhikkhuni 

and samaneri, guaranteeing the full participation of nuns at all levels of training, teaching, and 
leadership. This must be followed up with consistent and positive action. If we do not do this, the Sangha 
will remain divided on the key Sangha issue of our time.

Note by Sujato

This suggestion was ignored.  Instead of my suggestion to encourage inclusiveness and positive support, a 
new anonymous suggestion appeared in the next email. This asked, with special reference to bhikkhunis, to 
what extent the views expressed by members of branch monasteries should conform to the WPP position. 
Not merely the acts, but even the ‘views expressed’ by the Sangha are to be controlled. It should be noted 
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that  at  the  time this  was  written (Dec  11 2005)  there  was,  to  my knowledge,  no actual  WPP policy  on 
bhikkhunis.

The  sīladharās (ten  precept  nuns in  Amaravati  & Chithurst)  were  absent from this  WAM. The monks 
discussed the nuns in their absence. I am not aware of any serious attempt to consult with the nuns at any 
point in this process. 

Formal Decision of the Sangha of Wat Pa Pong and Branches 

16-17 June 2007, section 5.4
[Question] There are some associated branch monasteries in Australia that are thinking of giving full 

ordination to upasikas to make them bhikkhunis. 
[Decision] Monks, novices, nuns [chi], anagarikas [pah khao], that is, the monastics of Wat Pa Pong & 

branches both in and out of Thailand follow the rules of the Council of Elders (Mahatherasamakhom), with 
no exceptions. They are forbidden to have the going forth and full ordination for bhikkhunis within the 
Sangha of Wat Pa Pong and branches both in and out of Thailand. 

Note by Sujato

This  question  was  raised  in  regard  to  Santi  FM,  but  neither  myself  nor  Ajahn  Brahm  were  present  or 
consulted.  Nor  was  the  Vinaya  the  guideline,  but  the  legal  structure  of  Thai  Buddhism.  The  most 
fundamental of Vinaya principles is sammukhavinaya: that any decision should be made ‘in the presence’ of 
the concerned parties; and equally in the presence of the Dhamma & Vinaya. Neither of these conditions 
were met. 

This decision has various technical flaws.

1. ‘Monastics’ (nak buat) are defined as bhikkhus, sāmaṇeras, chi (white-robed nuns), and pah khao (white-
robed male postulants). This disagrees with the Thai Sangha Act, as recently updated. Only bhikkhus 
and sāmaṇeras are nak buat. This definition occurs in a statement whose purpose is to demand that 
everyone in WPP follow the Thai Council of Elders in every respect. WPP clearly didn’t know what 
their policies are.

2. The sīladharās are excluded from this list, although they have been a part of WPP for 25 years. There 
is no question of consulting them in this or any other matter. As far as WPP is concerned, they don’t 
exist.

3. WPP monastics are expected to follow all  the rules of the Thai Council of Elders, but there is no 
indication of  what they actually are or  how to find out.  There is  no question of  consulting  the 
Western monks to see whether they agree with this policy. As far as I am aware, most of the Western 
Sangha does not know that this policy exists.

4. There is, in fact, no ruling by the Thai Council of Elders on bhikkhunis, and never has been. This is 
because...

5. The Thai Council of Elders is constituted under the Thai Sangha Act, which as we have seen, defines 
the Sangha as bhikkhus and sāmaṇeras. It has no jurisdiction over bhikkhunis even within Thailand, 
and of course, no jurisdiction at all outside of Thailand.

This decision by WPP is incompetent and not fit to stand. 
I would also point out that the Thai Constitution guarantees both gender equality and the freedom to 

practice one’s religion as one sees fit. I believe the Wat Pah Pong policy contradicts the spirit and perhaps 
also the letter of these laws.

Sujato>Nyanadhammo and Sangha of Wat Pah Nanachat (WPN) 

Letter, June 26 2007

Dear Ajahn Nyana & the Sangha,
I just spoke with Ajahn Brahm about the questions that were apparently raised at the recent Wat Pa 

Pong meetings regarding Santi FM performing bhikkhuni ordinations. Thanks for conveying the 

2



information to Ajahn Brahm. I would also appreciate it if you were to let me know of any similar 
discussions concerning myself or Santi Monastery. It is not very nice to have to hear of such things third 
hand. I am reminded of the good old days, when if a complaint was raised against a monk, no matter how 
serious or trivial, the Buddha would invite the monk to hear the complaint and respond before making a 
decision.

I have always intended to discuss such matters with Ajahn Brahm and other elders as appropriate. 
However, I do not believe that the Sangha in any monastery needs to ask the permission of any other 
monks before performing upasampada or any other sanghakamma. On the contrary, I believe that it is 
our duty as bhikkhus under Vinaya to give the going forth to any sincere applicant, whether male or 
female. This duty is, I believe, implicit in the Vinaya’s presentation of the various sanghakammas: they 
are things one should do, not merely that one can do if one pleases. 

So for me my duty under Vinaya is clear. This is not superseded or overridden by a ruling Sangha body 
whose claim to legitimacy derives from Thai secular laws and thus has no authority outside of Thailand. 
To take these laws as binding outside of Thailand makes no sense in any situation, but becomes deeply 
pernicious when its decisions are manifestly unjust and discriminatory. 

If the decisions of the central Thai Sangha hierarchy are contrary to the ethical principles accepted as 
universally binding in the world, then we all, including the Wat Pa Pong Sangha, have a duty to disobey 
those decisions and to make a stand on principle. The Buddha was bold enough to question the 
conventions of his day when they were similarly unjust, as with his critique of the caste system. 

Ultimately we have to make our own decisions, and I simply cannot force myself into a view that 
forever excludes women from the opportunity to ordain, merely on the basis of their gender. I believe this 
position to be deeply unethical, contrary to the letter and the spirit of the Buddha’s teachings, the cause 
of massive suffering for women, and destructive of any meaningful role for Buddhism in humanity’s 
spiritual future. 

Yes, it is important that we listen to the voices of the Elders within our tradition, consider what they 
have to say and treat it with respect. But it is also important that we listen to the voices of the women 
who suffer due to the social constructions within modern Thai Buddhism. I have heard so many stories of 
women, filled with faith and a genuine yearning to seek purity of mind, who go to Thailand or to Thai 
monasteries to practice, only to have their aspirations crushed and shattered. Their concerns are 
genuine, and point to real problems in the structure of the Sangha today: we cannot ignore them.

Note by Sujato

I received no written response to this long letter, and I do not know if it was passed on to the Sangha as I 
requested.

Sujato>Sucitto, Brahm, Munindo, Amaro, Tiradhammo, Vajiro, Dhammapala, Pasanno, 
Chandapalo 

Email, Sep 12, 2007
… we have just been told by Wat Pa Pong, with as far as I'm aware no Western monastics present (it 

would never occur to me that nuns might have been there!), that we have to all follow all the rulings of 
the Mahatherasamakhom. Is this not an important issue? That body was set up under the Thai Sangha 
Act of 1962, established by the most repressive military regime in modern Thai history, with the express 
intention to undo the democratic procedures found in the previous Sangha Act. The Mahatherasamakhom 
is widely regarded, even within Thailand, as an archaic and ineffective body that has utterly failed to 
cope with the changes to Buddhism within Thailand, still less the rest of the world. We are not told what 
rulings we have to obey, or even given any means of finding out. Why is it, in all my years in the Ajahn 
Chah tradition, I have never heard a single word to debate or question or clarify what exactly our relation 
is to this body? Is every monastic in our branch monasteries aware of their duty to follow all their rulings?

To my mind, our role should be to question and change such things. This is not a matter of breaking off 
with Thailand: for there is a healthy diversity within Thailand itself. As my accompanying essay shows, 
the values I am promoting here are explicitly affirmed in the Thai constitution, and it is the Thai Sangha, 
in my view, that is drifting ever further out of contact with their own people. Certainly this is the view of 
many of the Thai people who I know. If we in the West are too timid to do anything, how can we expect 
the Thais to make progress?

The future of the Sangha is global and trans-sectarian, not nationalistic. I would love to see our Sangha 
develop an effective, inclusive, and pro-active approach to helping shape this future for the greater 
benefit of Buddhism and the Sangha.
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Note by Sujato

The above is an excerpt from a long email and accompanying essay. None of the WPP Ajahns responded. The 
only response I received was from a monk not formally affiliated with WPP, who said that monks like me 
were needed in the Sangha, and that he had several times felt ashamed hearing what monks were saying 
about women.

Wat Pah Pong Sangha decision 

June 16 2009
Point number 9. Regarding the ordination of bhikkhunis in the Theravada tradition overseas.
The decision of the meeting: Does not agree. (mai hen dooay)

Note by Sujato

As with the previous decision of June 2007, there was no attempt to consult with the monks concerned, or, 
need I add, with any nuns. I understand that the Wat Pah Pong meeting was informed that the matter would 
be discussed at the WAM in Dec 2009. Nevertheless, the meeting did in fact make a decision and did not wait 
for consultation. 

This  decision  does  not  merely  refer  to  Wat  Pah  Pong,  but  to  any  Theravada  bhikkhuni  ordinations 
overseas. There is no reason given for this view, nor is it explained why the Wat Pah Pong Sangha felt the 
need to make a policy in relation to the entire Sangha.

This decision does not constitute a ban by Wat Pah Pong on bhikkhuni ordination. It does not state that 
bhikkhuni ordination may not be performed, merely that ‘the meeting’ does not agree with it.

It  is  clear  that  the  sense  of  the  statements  by  Wat  Pah  Pong  are  opposed  to  bhikkhuni  ordination. 
However, given that the decision of June 2007 is incoherent, and that decision of June 2009 decision does not 
actually prohibit bhikkhuni ordination, I believe that at the time of the ordination in Perth there was no 
valid formal Wat Pah Pong prohibition on bhikkhuni ordination.

Sujato>Luang Por Liem 

Letter, May 1 2008
Dear Luang Por Liem,
I am writing to you regarding the little discussion about bhikkhunis we had in February. When we left 

your kuti, the four monks present thought that what you had said was interesting, and we wished to 
share your thoughts with the Sangha. Not wishing to misrepresent you, we immediately made a summary 
of what you had said and typed it up. I made the title ‘A Chat with Luang Po Liem’ to emphasize that it 
was merely a casual discussion. I then gave a copy to the monks at Wat Pa Nanachat, and have since 
shared it with a couple of close friends. 

I need to emphasize that nothing else was done with that document. It has not been printed for the 
public or posted on the internet. 

I received today a fax from Ven. Kevali, which seems to suggest that I have been publishing your 
statements on the internet and saying that you had given permission for bhikkhuni ordination. This is not 
the case. I have never believed that you gave permission for bhikkhuni ordination, and have never said 
this to anyone else.

As we all agree, no-one has authority under Vinaya to permit or deny anything that has been laid 
down by the Buddha. Last year I was invited to sit on a panel advising the Dalai Lama on bhikkhuni 
ordination, and he made exactly the same point: Vinaya does not give any individual the right to make 
such decisions.

Note by Sujato

I have not received any response from L.P. Liem. I sent an email to a few senior monks and nuns informing 
me of this. There was no acknowledgement from the monks as to what had happened. This incident was very 
hurtful to me, and revealing of the imbalanced response to bhikkhuni ordination. The accurate information 
that I had helped convey was dismissed, and turned into an allegation that I had spread falsehood. Despite 
the fact that this had, so it seems, spread quickly among the senior monks, none of them have acknowledged 
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to me that the allegation was based on sheer fantasy.  One respondent said that the matter had been raised in 
the  Council  of  Elders  meeting  and  been  completely  denounced. Until  this  date  I  have  received  no 
confirmation  as  to  what  actually  happened,  and  whether  any  attempt  was  made  to  correct  the 
misinformation that was spread. The only monk who took the time to check the facts was Ajahn Brahm, who 
tried to find out whether my alleged internet posting existed (it didn’t) and then he called me to ask what 
had happened.

Where do we go from here?

The issue of bhikkhunis has been active in global Buddhism since at least the 1970s. It has been raised 
with the Elders of the Wat Pah Pong tradition again and again, in both formal and informal contexts. In the 
four years I have been engaged in this I have yet to receive a single clear, positive statement regarding 
bhikkhuni ordination from a WAM member (apart from Ajahn Brahm). Repeatedly, there is simply no reply, 
or the replies say nothing substantial.

It is also clear that there has been no proper consultation. Even when input was invited – as with the 2006 
WAM – any attempt at expressing positive support for bhikkhunis simply remained off the agenda. But that 
is  the exception.  Typically,  there is  no question of  consulting either the monks interested in bhikkhuni 
ordination, or the nuns.

No-one from the Ajahn Chah tradition has acknowledged the central problem: discrimination against 
women and in particular bhikkhunis within the Theravada tradition, and the harm that this causes to women 
in particular and to Buddhism as a whole. No-one has acknowledged the fact that the Wat Pah Pong Sangha 
has  repeatedly  not  consulted  interested  parties,  has  based  itself  on  errors,  has  shown  no  interest  in 
educating  itself  in  the  issues,  and  has  not  made  any  positive  or  meaningful  contribution  to  the  most 
important Sangha issue of our generation.

Repeatedly, the Ajahns in their responses talk about how this will be harmful for them, for their group, 
for their interests. That is not the issue. No-one is trying to harm anyone. Ordination is a time of joy and 
celebration. Some have said that they will be ‘forced’ to cut off ties with Bodhinyana, that they will ‘have no 
choice’. But this is simply untrue. No-one is forcing anyone to make any response. We are all perfectly free to 
rejoice in bhikkhuni ordination, to express our amazement and wonder that such a marvellous thing is about 
to happen, and to share our abundant blessing with the virtuous, sincere practitioners who are dedicating 
their life to the Dhamma-Vinaya in the way the Buddha wanted. It is our choice. 

When monks speak of the dire consequences, this is not a statement of facts but a threat. The Sangha will 
create harmful outcomes if it chooses. They do not flow automatically from the simple, beautiful fact that 
people have taken ordination who happen to be female. 

In particular, the Western Sangha is not simply following or representing the opinions of the Thai Sangha. 
They are helping to create those opinions and need to be held ethically responsible for this. If the Western 
Sangha had a compassionate, and informed response to the question of bhikkhuni ordination, none of these 
problems would be happening.

Several of the monks appear to be quite upset that they have not been consulted. I would like to invite 
these Venerables to consider how it would be to be a woman. To not be consulted, ever. To be completely 
sidelined  and  excluded  from  meaningful  participation  in  the  Sangha  purely  because  your  reproductive 
organs are a different shape. If it is so painful for you to feel ignored on this one occasion, how must it be to  
be ignored in everything, all the time?

Several Ajahns have said that Ajahn Brahm should have waited to discuss this at the WAM. But the WAM 
is ‘not a decision making body’. Bhikkhunis are one of several items on the agenda of a meeting with many 
people over only three days. It is impossible that the WAM could have a substantive dialogue on bhikkhunis, 
still  less one that resulted in a consensus decision. In light of the consistently negative attitude towards 
bhikkhunis that has been displayed by the Wat Pah Pong Sangha, the most that could be hoped for from the 
WAM would be a clarifying of views as to who supported or opposed bhikkhunis and why. Then the matter 
would be referred to the next meeting in Thailand, and then... Perhaps the more efficient solution would be 
to simply wait for Maitreya Buddha to arise at the turn of the aeon. 
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We have watched the interminable delays in progressing bhikkhuni ordination in the Tibetan tradition, 
even with the support of the Dalai Lama; and we have watched the Anglican communion exhaust decades of 
energy only to end up with more entrenched positions. The worldwide reaction to doing the bhikkhuni 
ordination tells us that it’s action that counts.

I would remind the Sangha that bhikkhuni ordination is a standard, normal  saṅghakamma that was laid 
down by the Lord Buddha in the Vinaya. All  saṅghakammas may be performed in the appropriate way by a 
Sangha within a given sīmā. There is no Vinaya precedent to have to ask for permission from anyone else to 
carry out saṅghakamma. If a bhikkhu or bhikkhuni objects to the way the saṅghakamma is performed, they do 
not have to participate. 

For myself, I look forward to the shiny day under our bright Australian sun when our very own home-
grown bhikkhunis will arise. Ajahn Vayama and the nuns’ community of Dhammasara are monastics of the 
highest order, one of the most inspiring spiritual communities anywhere in the world. They have a unity and 
a strength that shows in their quiet determination. The Australian Sangha has been blissfully free of the 
tensions and gender politics that mar the Sangha elsewhere. We plan to keep it that way. The upsurge of 
interest, with some opposition and overwhelming support, shows one thing with dazzling clarity: the power 
of the bhikkhuni Sangha, and its urgent relevance to the future of Buddhism.

Yours in faith

Bhante Sujato
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