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LANKAN BUDDHIST TRADITION 
Vishanka Gunawardana1 

 
Abstract 

Many religious rituals are performed in the form of material offerings and the 
“Bodhipūjā” is one such most popular rituals among Sri Lankan Buddhists. The 
term Bodhipūjā can be defined as an offering to the Bodhi tree. The Bodhi trees 
are worshipped by Buddhists to obtain their blessings believing that such acts 
are productive of supernatural powers. Bodhipūjā ritual is performed as 
individual worship or group worship. The main purpose of this study is to engage 
in a psychological analysis of Bodhipūjā ritual to find its contribution to the 
mental wellbeing of humans who perform it. As the available literary sources 
attest, a deep study on the effects of Bodhipūjā ritual on mental wellbeing has not 
been done even though there are few studies that have superficially examined its 
anthropological and psychoanalytic aspects. Therefore, this study intends to find 
out the extent to which Buddhist devotees performing Bodhipūjā ritual benefit 
from it focusing attention on four main aspects:  

1. mental health and wellbeing,  
2. developing mindfulness,  
3. achieving a kind of group therapy through group worship, and  
4. the worshipper’s strong belief in consequent recovery.  

The qualitative method is used along with the participant observation and the 
semi-structured interview method for primary data collection. Twenty 
respondents were interviewed without interrupting their engagement in the 
activity. Secondary data of the study were collected by referring to primary and 
secondary library sources. According to the analysis, modern Western 
Psychological concepts also can be seen to be applicable to an understanding of 
Buddhist Bodhipūjā ritual. Hence, it is important to identify traditional 
knowledge, values and essence of the primitive rituals and religious practices 
keeping in mind western concepts. Even though these belong to the directly 
invisible sphere, people use them unconsciously for their salvation from 
hazards.  
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Introduction  

Religious beliefs have brought ritual practices to civilizations. As people believe, 
the rituals play a vital role in human life: 

“Rituals motivate and move us. Through ritual we build families and community, 
we make transitions and mark important events in our lives, we express 
ourselves in joy and sorrow, and perhaps, most importantly, we create and 
sustain identity”.1 

Among many other rituals, religious rituals are most common and popular 
among the different societies of the world. As George and Park (2013) state; 
“Rituals are an important aspect of religion because they allow believers to 
express and reaffirm their belief systems.” Bodhipūjā is one of the most popular 
rituals among Sri Lankan Buddhists. The term Bodhipūjā can be defined as the 
veneration for the Bodhi tree. Among the sacred objects that every Sri Lankan 
temple possesses, the Bodhi tree is one of the prominent of all. Buddhist people 
place Buddha statues and offerings near the Bodhi trees located even on the side 
of roads or in the middle of road junctions. This is a quite common practice 
among Sri Lankan Buddhists which can be observed in the rural and urban areas 
alike. When passing these trees on the way, Buddhist people pay homage by 
slightly rising up from the seats of vehicles and/or bowing while putting their 
hands together. Apart from that, the Bodhipūjā ritual includes more formalities 
such as bathing the Bodhi tree with scented water, offering flowers, herbal 
drinks, milk rice, betel leaves and coins, hanging flags on the tree, lighting oil 
lamps and chanting stanzas.  

The meaning of the Pali term Bodhi is understanding or enlightenment. This 
refers to the clear and correct awareness of everything in the world. The Buddha 
is worshipped by people in the following terms: 

“May my adoration be to the Buddhas (of the past), to their 
Enlightenment (the Four Paths and the Four Fruits). May my 
adoration be to those supremely secured from bondage (the 
Buddhas) and to their Deliverance.”2 

Bodhi is conceived as a tree that helped the Buddha to attain enlightenment and 
to obtain the position of Buddhahood.3 After his enlightenment, the Bodhi tree 
thereafter became a sacred object of the Buddhists and a symbol of wisdom and 
enlightenment. Paying homage to Bodhi tree is now a deep-rooted practice in 
Buddhist societies as a popular ritual.  As a result, some Bodhi trees4 are well 
known among Sri Lankan Buddhists as famous places of pilgrimage or they 
specially seek relief from them when they are facing problems.   

According to the literary sources, the first Bodhipūjā event was held in the 
Buddha’s period in India. It is recorded that, immediately after the 
enlightenment, the Buddha remained for a week under the Bodhi tree enjoying 
the bliss of meditation and the following week in unblinking contemplation of 
the Bodhi tree as an expression of his gratitude. Quoting Ven. Kaduvalle 

https://encyclopediaofbuddhism.org/wiki/Enlightenment_in_Buddhism
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Dhirananda’s newspaper article5, Richard Gombrich and Gananath Obeysekere 
state;  

“It should be remembered that the Buddha was the first ever to 
hold the Bodhipūjā… during the second week after 
Enlightenment… as a mark of gratitude to the tree that helped him 
in his quest. It was unique because it was a week-long visual 
concentration on an inanimate object.”6 

According to the Buddhist literary sources, Venerable Ānanda and the Baron 
Anāthapiṇḍika had planted a Bodhi tree in the Jetavana temple. This tree was 
thereafter called Ananda Bodhi. The Buddha had approved this because people 
would be able to worship the Bodhi tree during his absence in the temple. 
Henceforth, the Buddha has permitted three types of objects which people can 
worship after his passing away. They are;  

1. the remains of Gautama Buddha's body/relics (sārīrika cetiya) 
2. the things used by the Buddha (pāribhogika cetiya)  
3. the monuments and images placed for referring to the Buddha 

(uddesika cetiya)7 

Bodhi tree belongs to the pāribhogika cetiya category and it is the most common 
and widespread object of all.  Evidently, worshipping Bodhi tree is a practice 
among Buddhist people since the time of the Buddha.  

The Sri Lankan history of Bodhipūjā dates back to king Devanampiyatissa’s era 
(250-210 BC). According to the Mahāvaṃsa, the great chronicle in which Sri 
Lankan history has been recorded, the Indian king Asoka had offered the first 
Bodhi tree to king Devanampiyatissa as part of his Buddhist missionary 
programme.8 According to scholars, there are many reasons behind Bodhipūjā 
ritual among Sri Lankan Buddhists. Amarasekara (2004) states that, Buddhists 
have a tendency to believe Bodhipūjā to be a method to prevent various diseases 
and misfortunes as well as to gain strength for facing challenges and difficulties.9 
Here, the performance of Bodhipūjā as a ritual by Sri Lankan Buddhists is 
explained as an act reflecting their intention to overcome the hazards of their 
lives through the mysterious power associated with the act. One of the Dhamma 
experts in the field, Ven. Rerukane Chandawimala holds a similar opinion that, 
people have a close connection with the Bodhi tree, simply because they believe 
that it can bring them prosperity, wellbeing and long life.10 The same idea is 
contained in stanzas chanted (both in Sinhala and Pali) at the Bodhipūjā.  

"The Bodhi tree that helped the Buddha of the three worlds to attain 
omniscience; the tree that protected the Bodhisattva from the 
enemies known as the moral defilements (kilesa) . . . this Bodhi tree, 
descended from the glorious Great Bodhi of India, which protected 
the Buddha; may it banish all our sufferings and sorrows, the ill 
effects of planets, the evil eye and evil mouth, illnesses and the 
machinations of enemies; and may it fulfill our wishes and give us 
boundless wealth.”11 
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When considering the above opinions, the main intention of performing the 
Bodhipūjā is to wish for well-being (hitāya) and protection from external 
hazards. The Bodhi tree, thus appears as a sacred object that possesses 
supernatural powers and blessings to the devotees. At the superficial level, this 
ritual seems to be performed expecting the release from personal and domestic 
problems, but there are significant philosophical and psychological factors that 
can be observed in the hidden layers of the ritual.  

In fact, there are different views and approaches to study rituals as a whole and 
Buddhist rituals in Sri Lanka. Some scholars study rituals in a sociological, 
anthropological and psychoanalytic perspective. Y. D. Jayathilaka examines the 
rites and rituals among Sri Lankan Buddhists which they perform during their 
illnesses, calamities and deaths in her article, “An Anthropological Study on the 
Rituals Pertaining to Life Crisis Events among Sri Lankan Buddhists”. It is evident 
that Sri Lankan Buddhists gain relief and comfort from rituals such as sacrifices 
(Bali-pūjā), Invocation of gods (Deva-kannalau), Vows (Bāra-hāra), Rites of 
exorcism (thovil), Paritta chanting etc., due to their strong belief that they 
involve supernatural powers, the intervention of gods, and miracles. Recognition 
of the power of Paritta chanting, reciting benedictory verses and Bodhipūjā lie at 
the basic level of their beliefs.  

By using 45 veterans as the sample, T. Wickrama and P. De Zoysa have examined 
how depressive symptoms can be reduced by engaging in Buddhist religious 
activities, the cultural activity of horoscope reading, with the support of family 
and friends.  Bodhipūjā ritual has been given specific attention in the study as a 
“religious activity often conducted for the emotional and devotional needs of an 
individual in association with a stressful event.” It has given them physical and 
emotional healing. Hence, the touch of psychological effect can be found in this 
study, but it has not gone into a deep study confined to Bodhipūjā since their 
objectives had been otherwise.  

As the available literary sources attested, a deep study on the psychological 
impact of Bodhipūjā ritual has not been done even though there are few studies 
which have superficially examined its psychological, anthropological and psycho 
analytic aspects. Therefore, this study intends to examine psychological factors 
affecting devotees of Bodhipūjā under four main aspects, i.e.  

1. mental health and well-being,  
2. developing mindfulness,  
3. achieving a kind of group therapy through group worship and  
4. the worshipper’s strong belief in consequent recovery. Western 

psychological therapies and theories are applicable to the Sri Lankan 
rituals as invisible factors and performing these rituals bring results 
unconsciously to the devotees.  

Methodology  

The participant observation and the semi-structured interview method were 
used as the tools of primary data collection. The sample was chosen randomly. 
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Accordingly, 20 respondents were interviewed without interrupting their 
engagement in the activity. This sample consists of Buddhists monks, men and 
women belonging to different age categories, i.e. 50-60, 40-50, 30-40 and 20-30. 
Questions related to four main topics of the study were asked at the interviews 
and interview time was limited due to the barrier that the respondents were not 
in a position to express their thoughts freely. The study was conducted at 
Getambe Temple and Temple of the Tooth in Kandy. A popular Bodhi tree is 
located in each of these places known popularly as Getambe Bodhi and Wel-
bodhi respectively. Secondary data of the study were collected by referring to 
primary and secondary library sources. 

Results  

The tables 01 and 02 summarize the details of the 20 respondents in the two 
locations, i.e  Getambe (Getambe Bodhi) and Temple of the Tooth (Wel-bodhi) 
of the study.  

 

Table 1: Details of Respondents in Getambe (Getambe-bodhi) 

 

Table 2: Details of Respondents in Temple of the Tooth (Wel-bodhi) 

Category  Age Range Gender Total Respondents 

Male Female 

Buddhist Monk 50 and 
above  

01  01 

 

 

 

Devotees  

50 and 
above  

01 02 03 

40 – 50 01 02 03 

30 - 40 01 01 02 

20 – 30 -  01 01 

Total  10 

Category  Age Range Gender Total Respondents 

Male Female 

Buddhist Monk 30 - 40 01  01 

 

 

 

Devotees  

50 and 
above  

01 02 03 

40 – 50 01 02 03 

30 - 40 - 02 02 

20 – 30 -  01 01 
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Data in the Table 01 and 02 indicate the gender and age formation of the 
respondents under study. The majority who perform Bodhipūjā ritual are 
females above 40 years of age. Generally, there is less tendency to perform 
Bodhipūjā ritual by young people. 

 

Table 3: Reasons of the respondents to participate in the Bodhipūjā ritual 

(*Two monks were not included in this table as they are the ones who conduct 
Bodhi Pūjā.)  

Table 03 reveals that the majority of the respondents engage in Bodhipūjā due to 
misfortunes and to wishing a speedy recovery for diseases. For these purposes, 
the devotees follow a chain of Pūjā for 7 days or 14 days or 21 days continuously. 
Some of the Bodhipūjā of this category are motivated by the guidance of 
astrologers. 03 out of 18 respondents performed the Bodhipūjā to wish the well-
being of their Children/Parents/Family Members. Young people have a tendency 
to engage in the ritual to gain economic prosperity and to be successful in exams 
and job interviews.  

Discussion  

Mental Health and Wellbeing 

The study results clearly show that the Bodhipūjā ritual is directly connected 
with devotees’ mental and health and wellbeing. According to the respondents, 
astrologers lead people to engage in Bodhi Pūjā. As stated in the Buddhist 
teachings, the reason behind some suffering is bad kamma. As they believe, 
conducting Bodhipūjā help them to eliminate bad kamma through collecting 
good merits with the blessing of Bodhi tree. According to the responses given by 
the two Buddhist monks among participants of the study, each and every activity 
of the Bodhipūjā ritual has a meaning to make devotees aware of the reality of 
life. One of the main doctrines of Buddhist philosophy is the impermanence of 

Total  10 

Reasons  No. of 
Respondents 

Misfortunes  

(as guided by the Astrologists)  

05 

Diseases 

 

07 

Well-being of Children/Parents/Family Members 03 

Economic Prosperity  01 

Exams and Jobs  02 

Total  18* 



Sri Lanka International Journal of Buddhist Studies (SIJBS)  
Volume VII- Issue I (2021) ISSN 2773-6814 

 

30 
 

the materialistic world. Therefore some religious activities of Buddhism are 
purposefully designed to remind this basic principle. As R. Gombrich and G. 
Obeyesekere also have mentioned in their study; 

“Any offering of flowers before a Buddha image is normally 
accompanied by a Pali language stanza that naturally almost 
everyone knows by heart. It means: I make offering to the Buddha 
with this flower, and by this merit may there be release. Just as 
this flower fades, so my body goes towards destruction”.12 

Similarly, offerings are made at the Bodhipūjā and thus it reminds the 
impermanence of life. People who are suffering from different problems 
eventually are confronted with emotional issues and the above type of wishes in 
Bodhipūjā help them to seek release from those issues. The understanding of the 
reality of life can lead to mental wellbeing.  

As per the responses of all participants in the study, they suffer due to various 
types of diseases and domestic problems such as family issues, drug addiction, 
economic crises, unemployment, day to day life challenges, and lack of 
confidence and mental strength. These factors cause negative mental impacts 
like depression, anxiety, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and stress. 
Bodhipūjā ritual helps the devotees to overcome the tension caused by these 
issues. It happens through looking at life from a new perspective. Silva (2013) 
has stated the impact of Bodhipūjā ritual to protect the mental health of a person 
in the following terms: 

“Local Sri Lankan beliefs, Knowledge, and practices were used in 
protecting mental health through rituals and performances, such 
as Paritta, meditation, Bodhi Pūjā, vows, spirits, exorcism, tovil, 
charms and amulets, adi veil and hetme ritual.”13(8) 

As participant responses regarding their feeling towards the results of Bodhipūjā 
ritual, it is clear that there is a considerable change at the end of Bodhi Pūjā. 
Although they had a sorrowful and complex mind at the beginning, they have felt 
a positive feeling at the end. It clearly shows that the Bodhipūjā is effective in 
healing devotees’ sorrowful and tense minds. Factors such as a simple lifestyle 
devoid of a materialistic worldview even for a few moments may have resulted 
in the mental well-being of the devotees. A general situation is that the new 
liberal economic system led people to live within a competitive and materialistic 
lifestyle. Therefore people suffer due to dissatisfaction and anomy. Kasser states 
“People with strong materialistic values appear to have goal orientation that may 
lead to poorer wellbeing”.14  

According to the participative observation, the process of this ritual was 
observed. Devotees should prepare in a very simple and less materialistic 
manner to participate in Bodhipūjā. The process requires simplicity from both 
physical and spiritual aspects. The whole period of Bodhipūjā helped the 
devotees to get a break from their general lifestyle and implement a behavioral 
modification. It eventually led them to understand the importance of simplicity 
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instead of stressful materialistic life. This process can be recognized as Cognitive 
Behavior Therapy (CBT). Bodhipūjā also, has been effective in changing devotees’ 
behavior by changing the thinking patterns. Some scholars have shown that the 
similarities between Buddhist practices and CBT. Quoting Fernando, 2004, 
Wickrama and De Zoysa state that “Some Buddhist practices are similar to 
western Psychotherapeutic methods, such as the cognitive behavioral methods 
that have been shown to be effective in reducing the Psychological ramifications 
of trauma”.15  

Hence, as evident in the analysis of the study, the Bodhipūjā ritual has a strong 
mental health and wellbeing background which is very similar to CBT in Western 
Psychology.  

Mindfulness 

One of the very popular and effective Psychotherapies today is Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy. According to many Psychologists, mindfulness leads 
people to overcome day to day issues as well as cure mental diseases. The 
American Psychological Association defines mindfulness as “A moment to 
moment awareness of one’s experience without judgment”.16 Many studies have 
shown that Buddhist mindfulness teaching has influenced western 
Psychotherapies. Wickrama and De Zoysa (2011) have stated it as follows: 

“Moreover the Buddhist practice of mindfulness meditation has 
had an influence on the third wave of CBT with the advent of 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy17, Dialectical Behavioral 
Therapy18 and Mindfulness Based Therapy19 which draws heavily 
from the Buddhist practice of mindfulness meditation. In these 
therapies, the use of this type of meditation has as its ultimate aim 
the alleviation of Psychological wellbeing”20 21 

In Western Psychology, mindfulness based therapies help people to overcome 
day to day issues and challenges while Buddhist mindfulness helps people to 
obtain great enlightenment by deep understanding of it. The study results show 
that devotees can develop their concentration ability by performing Bodhipūjā 
and relevant activities. The majority of participants revealed that, at the initial 
stage of performing Bodhi Pūjā, their mentality was complicated and less 
concentrated. As a result of performing Bodhipūjā for few days, they could 
overcome their mental instability to a certain degree. The calm and quiet 
environment of the shrine was helpful for the devotees to enhance their 
mindfulness. Many factors regarding mindfulness based on Bodhipūjā are 
revealed by the participative observation. The devotees’ very first task is to clean 
the ritual area and necessary Pūjā equipment. Buddhists believe that the 
devotees must be careful not to harm the roots of the Bodhi tree when they clean 
the ground. That is the first task for the devotees to enhance their concentration. 
The devotees are advised to engage in the ritual focusing attention on the 
moment and their objective or wish. One of the main activities is the 
circumambulation of the Bodhi tree with a water pot. Admittedly, this activity 



Sri Lanka International Journal of Buddhist Studies (SIJBS)  
Volume VII- Issue I (2021) ISSN 2773-6814 

 

32 
 

leads the devotees to enhance their concentration. Every offering is offered with 
full concentration and devotion. There is a symbolic meaning for each offering 
that devotees must focus on as follows; 

“Like these flowers may my mind be pure; 

May these flowers make me aware of the body (as impermanent); 

May these flowers become an offering for the Sage, 

And like these flowers may my mind bloom to nirvana.”22 

Meditation is also a part of the Bodhipūjā ritual, mainly the loving-kindness 
meditation (Mettā-bhāvanā) is used when performing the ritual. The primary 
aim of this is to cultivate benevolence as well as gaining mindfulness and 
developing concentration. The entire Bodhipūjā process is a mindfulness 
practice.  

Group Therapy and Group Worship 

Group therapy is a form of therapeutic method which is a collective effort to 
overcome negative mental impacts and diseases. This is very popular among 
Western mental health professionals. American Psychological Association 
defines it as “Depending on the nature of your problem group therapy can be an 
ideal choice for addressing your concerns and making positive changes in your 
life. It can involve one or more Psychologists who lead a group of roughly five to 
15 participants.”23 

Similar features of western group therapy can be identified in the Buddhist 
Bodhipūjā ritual. Buddhist monks among the participants stated that there are 
two types of Bodhipūjā. Devotees can conduct Bodhipūjā independently and they 
also can participate as a group for Bodhipūjā which is conducted by a Buddhist 
monk. The process of group worship includes collaborative activities such as 
cleaning the shrine place, and sharing offering items. According to the 
respondents, they had felt more security when performing as a group. Although 
devotees have different objectives, they chant stanzas together. Kariyawasam 
(1995) has stated the collaborative process of group worship in his publication 
as follows;  

“Collective worship of the Buddha is generally performed in a 
public place of worship so that anyone who wishes may 
participate: in a temple before the shrine room, at a pagoda 
(chetiya), a Bodhi tree, or any other such place. The devotees 
stand in a row in front of the place of worship and pass the items 
of offering from hand to hand towards the shrine room, pagoda, 
or the Bodhi tree (…) All the participants in a common act of 
merit.”24 

Another significant factor is that, in some instances, during the period (7 days, 
14 days, and 21 days) the same group of people regularly meet to perform 
Bodhipūjā. As a result of that, two types of advantages can be seen, i.e. they can 
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share the sufferings with each other to relieve the pain and secondly they 
sometimes obtain some opinions and solutions for their problems. For example, 
one of the respondents of the study got to know how to send her drug-addicted 
son to a rehabilitation center from another participant of the Bodhipūjā. This 
shows some characteristics of psycho-education25 of western psychotherapy.   

According to the responses of the Buddhist monks among participants, the role 
of a Buddhist monk is very important in a Bodhipūjā because he has a vital role 
similar to a therapist in western psychotherapy. He always wishes for the well-
being of devotees and leads them to focus on their objectives.  The devotees can 
meet the Buddhist monk and discuss their issues with him. This relationship has 
been effective in overcoming many waxing issues of the devotees.  

Strong Belief and Recovery  

All the participants revealed that they have a strong belief that from the Bodhi 
tree they can obtain a great blessing to overcome their obstacles and get 
themselves spiritually purified. Some of them stated that, when there are 
difficulties in life, it is good to engage in religious activities even though there are 
no particular solutions. Bodhipūjā ritual and related activities lead them to 
release tension and obtain salvation.  

Observation proved that there is a strong belief in the supernatural power of the 
Bodhi tree in the Sri Lankan Buddhist community. Some participants revealed 
that some Buddhists have used the quotes based on the blessings of the Bodhi 
trees to appear in passenger transportation services as well as in private 
vehicles. According to some participants, keeping a leaf of the sacred Bodhi trees 
brings them luck, safety and blessings. Hence, it is evident that people have faith 
in the power and the blessing of Bodhi tree.  

Some Buddhist stories reveal the psychological background behind recovering 
devotees after Bodhipūjā. For example, the story of Therī Selā. She has expected 
a miracle from the Bodhi tree in previous birth and thus she encountered a 
miracle one day. Then she held a Bodhipūjā out of the strong faith aroused by the 
miracle. Eventually, due to its merits she attained nibbāna. Commenting on the 
story, Ven. Rerukane Chandawaimala thero states that a tree has no ability to 
make miracles or feel the expectations of a woman. That may have happened due 
to the phantasm which has arisen from her great faith. But that great faith and 
offerings eventually lead her to attain nibbāna.26 

Based on the above story, strong belief and faith lead the devotees to find 
salvation from within themselves. As discussed in connection with mental health 
and well-being, devotees unconsciously make a behavioural modification. They 
use the Bodhi tree as an object to reflect their modifications. Therefore, the 
recovery and solution are affected by their own beliefs and faith.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Bodhipūjā ritual may be said to have a strong psychological 
background as indicated in the results of the study. Devotees gain psychological 
advantages such as emotional development, healing, options for issues, 
overcoming negative impacts, gaining confidence and strength, social support 
and spiritual development by being in group therapy situation, practicing 
mindfulness, behavioural modification and strong belief. According to the 
analysis, even Western Psychological concepts that are put to practical use today 
can be seen in the Buddhist Bodhipūjā ritual. Hence, it is important to identify 
traditional knowledge, values and essence of the primitive rituals and religious 
practices besides western concepts. Even though these are invisible 
psychological concepts, people use them unconsciously for their salvation from 
hazards.  
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