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1. Introduction

Mahāyāna Buddhism was born and developed under the strong influence of Iranian

religion in the time of Parthian rule in the area controlled by Parthia, Bactria and kingdoms

of the Sakas. In chapter 2 important historical facts concerning about deities shown in the

table 1 and 2 below are listed up with supplementary notes. In chapter 3 considerations are

given to Mithra, Ahura Mazda and Sraoša. In chapter 4 the chronological order of

incorporation of Iranian Gods into Buddhist pantheon is summarized.

Table 1 Syncretism of Mithra

Syncretism Area Ethnic Group Date of Syncretism

Zeus-Mithra Bactria Greeks 180 BC-10 AD

Mihir-Surya Northwest India Sakas

(Indo-Scythians),

Maga-Brahmin

1st BC

Table 2 Correspondence between Buddhas and Iranian Gods

Buddhism Iranian Religions Date of Incorporation into
Buddhism*

Metteya/Maitreya/Mitra Earthly Mithra Early Buddhism

Miroku Earthly Mithra, saosyant 2nd BC to 2nd AD

Buddha-Mazda Ahura Mazda 1st BC

Amitābha Celestial Mithra 1st to 2nd AD

Amitāyus Zurwan 1st to 2nd AD

Mahāvairocana Celestial Mithra Until 7th AD
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Kwan-yin Sraoša 1st to 2nd AD

Mahāsthāmaprāpta Rašnu 1st to 2nd AD

* Primarily based on the research of Dr. Hajime Nakamura.

2. Historical Facts

2. 1 Bactria
Mithra worship flourished in Indo-Greek kingdom Bactria (180 BC-10 AD). One of its

evidence is a huge golden image of Zeus-Mithra in a Hellenistic city Ai-Khanum of Bactria.

Bactria was a kingdom which flourished in the area now part of Afghanistan, Uzbekistan

and Tajikistan.

2. 2 Sakas (Indo-Scythians)
There was a kingdom of the Sakas, which flourished in the area now part of Pakistan and

Afghanistan. This kingdom was founded by Scythians immigrated from Central Asia and

Caucasus. According to Bavišya Purana 133, their religion was Simorghian Mithraism. It is

written in it that Maga-brahmin of this Scythians claimed that they were descendents of Sun

God Mihir (=Mithra), and they worshipped Him (Mithra). It is also written that they resided

in the temples of Surya in the northwest part of India (1st BC).

Note

Images of Surya in the Surya temples wear Central Asian style clothes and boots.

2. 3 Buddhism
Under the influence of Mithra worship of Bactria, Sakas and Parthia, Maitreya cult and

Pure Land sect (Amitābha Sect) was born in the peripheral area of Parthia (2nd BC-2nd AD).

Under the strong influence of Manichaeism, Esoteric Buddhism (Mahāvairocana Sect) was

born in Sassanid time in the same peripheral area.

Note 1

The state religion of Parthia was Mithraism. Mithra was the supreme Lord God of Parthia.

After the foundation of Sassanid dynasty, Parthia survived in the northwest part of India

as Indo-Parthian kingdom.

Note2

Mithra has two aspects .One is celestial, the other is earthly. Sun God Mithra is His celestial

aspect, Maitreya is His earthly aspect (double). In the Mahāyāna scripture Greater

Sukhāvatīvyūha (Jp:. Daimuryōju-kyō), Amitābha gave a teaching to

Maitreya . This is a reflection of two aspects of Mithra. In this case, Amitābha is

celectial Mithra, Maitreya is earthly Mithra.

According to Persian tradition, the Sun in the Sun sphere is the throne of Mithra.

According to Mahāyāna tradition (Bamiyan), those who will become World Teacher

reincarnate on the Earth as a son of Mithra, after finishing their training in the Sun sphere.

According to Manichaean doctrine, Maitreya the Christ is a spirit of Sun God Mithra.
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Cosmology, meditation technique and image of Amitābha and Maitreya are essentially the

same one (KōzaburōMatsumoto. Considerations on Miroku’s Pure Land and Amitābha’s

Pure Land; )

In the trilogy of Pure Land sect, the latest scripture is Lesser Sukhāvatīvyūha . In

this scripture Amitābha, Kwan-yin, Mahāsthāmaprāpta formed triple-buddhas. According

to Manichaeism, Amitābha is Mithra, Kwan-yin is Sraoša and Mahāsthāmaprāpta is Rašnu.

In Iranian tradition Mithra, Sraoša and Rašnu consist to be the triple judges.

2. 4 Buddha-Mazda and the Sassanid Empire
The cave temple of the 1st century found in Kara-Tepa (Syr Darya Province of

Uzbekistan) is an archaeological attestation of Iranian religion and Buddhism in Bactria.

Many Zoroastrian elements are incorporated into its statues and wall paintings. There is

a depiction of a syncretic divinity “Buddha-Mazda” with a fire halo, who has both features

of Ahura Mazda and Buddha. The temple lay-out is typical of Iranian temples, where

processions of priests performed the main Iranian ritual of walking around the sanctuary.

(Berzin. Historical Sketch of Buddhism and Islam in Afghanistan and Buddhists)

Note 1

In the Sassanid time (during the 2nd half of the 3rd century), a Zurwanite Zoroastrian

high priest Kirder persecuted Buddhism (Buddha-Mazda worship) in Afghanistan

(Bactria) and ordered to destroy their monasteries. Buddhism quickly recovered after his

death, but Buddha-Mazda worship never revived. (Berzin. Historical Sketch of Buddhism

and Islam in Afghanistan and Buddhists)

Note 2

In Bactria (3rd to 7th AD), the state religion of the Sassanid dynasty, i. e. the

Zurwanite Zoroastrianism was less powerful than Simorghian religion (including

Mithraism) and Manichaeism who were tolerant to the syncretism. (Berzin. The

Historical Interaction between the Buddhist and Islamic Cultures before the Mongol

Empire)

2. 5 Bamiyan
There are two huge images of Buddhas (East-Buddha and West-Buddha )

in the Bamiyan Buddhist site. These images were made during 4 to 5th centry AD.

East-Buddha is Shyakamuni (prince Gautama), and West-Buddha is Maitreya. Betweenthe

two lays an image of dying Shyakamuni. There is a mural painting of Sun God Mithra above

the head of East Buddha. These images and their alignment mean that both Shakyamuni and

Maitreya are avatars of Mithra, and after the death of Shakyamuni, Maitreya succeeded the

role of World Teacher. (Maeda. Golden city Bamiyan reconstructed in Hi-vision video)

2. 6 Parthia
According to Dīnkard vol. 4 (9th AD), Parthian king Volgash (Vologases I, c. 51-78 AD)

ordered to collect and collate the scattered sacred Avesta scriptures. But this restored Avesta

has not survived. Several versions of Avesta known today are all derived from the Sassanian

Avesta compiled in 3rd-4th AD by the high priest Tansar under the command of Ardashir I

(226-241 AD). It is difficult to know the followings:
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(1) Whether Mihr Yašt today is the same as the Parthian version or not.

(2) Whether Parthian used Mihr Yašt or not.

If Parthians used Mihr Yašt, and its contents are the same as those of today known, only then

the following consideration has a meaning:

Combining the following points in Mihr Yašt with Armenian type Iranian religion, it is

highly probable that in Parthia the heavenly lordship was succeeded from Ahura Mazda

to Mithra peacefully, and Mazdaism (Zoroastrianism) was transformed into Mithraism.

Ahura Mazda said that Mithra is his son, and he is as worthy as him. (Mihr Yašt 1.1)

Ahura Mazda gave the lordship (jurisdiction) over the creatures on the Earth to

Mithra. (Mihr Yašt 23.92, 26.103)

Ahura Mazda worshipped Mithra. (Mihr Yašt 33.140, 31.123)

Ahura Mazda ordered Zoroaster and all the other magi to worship Mithra as he

(Ahura Mazda) do. (Mihr Yašt 30.119, 31.124, 33.137, 33.140)

Mithra demonstrated He is the giver of kingship to a man who deserves to be a king

by his word and deed. (Mihr Yašt 27.108-111)

Mithra is worshipped as “Ahura Mithra”. (Mihr Yašt 28.113, 35.145)

Mithra is praised as Saošant (Mihr Yašt 31.124)

2. 7 Iranian Tradition
For Mazdayasnians (Zoroastrians), Ahura Mazda is the Creator of all. For them “being the

Creator of all” is a mandatory function to be Lord God. But for Simorghians, it seems to be

not a mandatory function to be Lord God, but a job for the lesser gods. For the Simorghians,

the mandatory function to be Lord God seems to be “being the king”. According to

Zoroastrian myth, after Ahura Mazda’s creation, Mithra came into the cosmos as the king

and sat on his throne (=the Sun) in order to rule the cosmos. It is likely that Parthians and

Scythians (both are Simorghians and closely connected), thinking along this line, interpret

Mihr Yašt as I pointed out in 2. 6, and convinced that Mithra is superior to Ahura Mazda.

3. Considerations

3. 1 Mithra
In the area where Iranian tribes and other ethnic groups such as Greeks, Indics, Uighurs

and Chinese live together, Mithra was worshipped as supreme Lord God. This Mithra made

syncretism with Greek Zeus and Indic Surya. In Mahāyāna Buddhism, celestial Mithra was

incorporated into its pantheon as Amitābha (Meaning “he who possesses infinite light” in

Skt.). His (Mithra’s) aspects were adopted into its pantheon as Amitābha, earthly Mithra as

Maitreya. Iranians tolerated these syncretism and adoption.

The same phenomenon occurred in the area to the Iran. Mithra made syncretism with

Apollo, Helios, Horus, Shamash, and absorbing them all, He finally became Deus Sol

Invictus Mithras.

One reason of this phenomenon is that Mithra is the God of contract between Iranians and










