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(Discourse, Lafayette, California, 3/l3/84)

I have been talking about the problems that meditators meet during their meditation. I think I have had enough of them. Today I will change the subject.

As you are interested in vipassanA meditation and are actually practicing it, you will be meeting Buddhist monks in the future. Many of you have been with me for a long time, so you know something about Buddhist monks. But I would like to tell you about the relationship between monks and laity in Buddhist countries, and how they stand together in mutual support.

Nowadays there are two divisions of Buddhism. One branch is TheravAda Buddhism and the other is called MahAyAna Buddhism. The division into TheravAda and MahAyAna, which comprises the various other sects of Buddhism, took place about a hundred years after the death of the Buddha. Before that time there was no division in the SaGgha. So it was a unified body when, not long after the Buddha's death, his discourses were recited and confirmed as the original teachings.

Today both TheravAda and MahAyAna Buddhists believe in these teachings of the Buddha as they appear in the TheravAda PALi Canon, the earliest recorded texts. In the TheravAda tradition no changes were made, no new teachings were added. To elucidate difficult points in the texts, commentaries and subcommentaries later were written.

However, in MahAyAna Buddhism there appeared what might be called extensions. New doctrines were added, and extraneous material not part of the Buddha's original teachings. The MahAyAna Buddhists also adopted the Sanskrit language as their vehicle of religious communication.

Originally the monastic rules were the same for all monks. But with sectarian divisions and the expansion of Buddhism to different places, different regions and different countries, these rules, too, came to be different. Today the rules of Buddhist monks in Japan, for example, are very unlike those of TheravAda monks.

From north India, TheravAda Buddhism moved in a southerly direction, spreading to south India, SrI Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos. It is now found in those six countries, as well as in Nepal, Vietnam, and the west.

TheravAda means "teaching of the Elders" or "opinion of the Elders." Sometime in the past, the MahAyAna Buddhists began calling TheravAdins by a different name, a derogatory name that has stuck and still continues in the present. That name is HInayAna, and many people are familiar with it.

Everybody should avoid using this term HInayAna. Although it is translated into English as "lesser vehicle," in both Sanskrit and PALi the word hIna means inferior, base and, sometimes, even filthy or degenerate. The proper term is TheravAda. We are TheravAda Buddhists, and that is what we call ourselves.
In TheravAda Buddhism we honor three jewels or gems-the Buddha, the Dhamma and the SaGgha. The Buddha is the person who discovered and taught what we now call Buddhism. When we recite "Buddham n saraNam n gacchAmi" (We go to the Buddha for refuge) we express confidence in the perfection of the Buddha, and surrender ourselves to the path he has given us.

The Dhamma comprises his teachings and also the spiritual attainments leading to enlightenment: the four stages of path consciousness, the four kinds of fruition consciousness and NibbAna. When we say "Dhammam saraNam gacchAmi" (We go to the Dhamma for refuge) we mean these spiritual attainments as well as the teachings of the Buddha.

The SaNgha means the community of monks. During the time of the Buddha it was a twofold community: the order of monks, bhikkhus, and the order of nuns, bhikkhunIs. There was also a fourfold assembly, the cattAro parisA, which in addition to monks and nuns, also included laymen and laywomen who had attained at least the first stage of enlightenment. Because of the lay presence, this assemblage cannot be called a community of the Buddhist SaNgha, a monastic body restricted to ordained persons.

About a thousand years after the Buddha's death, the order of nuns died out. So nowadays only monks remain in TheravAda Buddhism. They are of two kinds. When we recite "SaNgham saraNam gacchAmi"(We go to the SaNgha for refuge) we are referring to the community of monks who have attained at least the first of the four stages of sainthood, the 'noble' monks. But when, for instance, we say that a monastery is donated to the SaNgha, the word includes all the monks, non-noble as well as noble.

The SaNgha came into being two months after the Buddha's Enlightenment. Immediately after achieving Buddhahood he spent about eight weeks in the vicinity of the banyan tree that had sheltered him during his final efforts and triumph. Because it was the tree under which he attained Enlightenment, it is known and revered as the Bodhi Tree, the word bodhi meaning attainment or wisdom.

The Buddha then went to Varanasi and delivered his first sermon to five former disciples. On the fifth day after listening to it, having received further instruction and a second discourse, they all attained the last stage of enlightenment and became Arahants. They were then ordained by the Buddha and became the first members of the SaNgha. From that time onward, the order of monks steadily grew.

At first there was no need for monastic rules. The general advice of the Buddha was enough for the earliest monks. But as their numbers increased and included people from all levels of society, there were lapses in conduct which required attention and guidance. So the Buddha had to lay down rule after rule as these occasions arose. Eventually there were altogether 227 basic rules for monks, 331 basic rules for nuns, and many more minor rules.

TheravAda monks live by these rules and precepts laid down by the Buddha, and every monk is required to follow them. They are taught to give up their lives rather than break them. As there are rules governing the monks' conduct with the laity, it is good if lay people know about some of them.

Out of the 227 rules there are four that are the most important and must never be broken. If a monk breaks any one of them he is automatically defeated and no longer a monk. Although he might claim to be a monk and might live with monks, he is not a real monk at all. He can become a novice, a sAmaNera, or he can become a layman, but he can never be a monk after breaking one of these four rules. And he can only break one. He cannot break two, three or four of them. Once one rule is broken, he is done, finished as a monk.

The first of these four rules is complete abstention from sex. The second is abstention from stealing—taking things by theft, taking things not given by the owner. Theft includes many ways of taking things unjustly. If a monk steals so much as a quarter he is defeated. He has committed a grave offense and is no longer a monk.

The third rule is abstention from killing human beings. This is the gravest offense a monk can commit. The rule does not include all beings. If a monk kills another kind of being he commits a minor offense, one that is not so grave. The fourth rule is abstention from false claims about non-existent spiritual attainments. A monk must not lie or boast about his spiritual attainments if he has none. If he makes such claims he is automatically defeated. These four rules are the most important. As long as a monk wants to be a monk, he must not break any one of them.

There are other major and minor rules. Some of them are: not to touch women with thoughts of lust, not to talk obscenely to women, not to act as a gobetween, not to sleep in a house where there is a woman and the same or common access, and not to cause schism in the SaNgha. A monk is not allowed to touch money. However, there are ways of getting around this rules—someone else can take care of the money for him. There are many other rules that govern his behavior.

With regard to food, monks are not allowed to pick it up by themselves. It must be offered to them and placed in their hands. It can be given only in the morning. In the afternoon they cannot accept any food, even if it is offered. A monk is not allowed to cook. He can heat food that is already cooked, but he himself cannot do the cooking. For these reasons, lay people are needed to cook and offer food to the monks.

There can be minor variations in how to offer food. In Myanmar there are three ways to give things to a monk. You can offer directly into his hands, or put the item on a tray and offer him the tray. Or, if you can approach him at a distance of about two feet, you can toss something to him and he can catch it. Otherwise he cannot touch food.

A monk must not ask for anything from a person who is not his relative or who has not invited him to ask. If I want something, I can tell my brother that I want some food or I want some robes. But I cannot ask his wife, my sister-in-law, because the relative must be a blood relative. Similarly, I can ask my sister to give me something, but I cannot ask her husband. But if a non-relative says to a monk "Sir, please let me know if you want something. I will offer that to you," then the monk is free to ask that person for something.

Because monks have to live by so many rules, they are quite different from lay people. With their shaved heads and strange clothes, their appearance is different. Their behavior is different. Their studies are different. Even their language, which is influenced by the PALi language, is a little different from that of lay people, and sometimes is not readily understood. We can talk among ourselves about certain topics, and a lay person may not understand what we are talking about. So there are differences.

TheravAda monks are supported by lay people. They do not work for wages, salary or pay. They are not allowed to do that. The only thing they can do for their living is to go out for alms in the morning. That is their work.

Every morning in Buddhist countries monks can be seen carrying their bowls and going from house to house to collect food. We call it 'noble begging' because, although it is a kind of begging, monks do not beg. They do not ask the lay people to offer them food. It is silent begging-they say nothing. They just stand in front of the houses.

When a monk stands in front of a house, the people inside know that he needs some food. They may ignore him, but most often they go out and offer him some food, which they put into his bowl. Because hundreds of monks come to their homes, people cannot afford to offer much to any one monk just—a spoonful of rice and a little curry or other dish. So a monk must go from one house to another to collect his food. When he thinks he has enough for the day he goes back to the monastery. That is his only meal.

The remainder of the day is spent in study, teaching, preaching and meditation. Since monks do not have to work for a living, much more time is available for study and practice of the Buddha's teachings. Every monk is required to study the Buddhist scriptures, know the disciplinary rules, understand Abhidhamma, and read and write, or at least read, the PALi language, the language of the scriptures. As monks we prefer to read the scriptures in the original PALi than in our native languages.

In the days of the early kings of Myanmar there were no schools as in modern times. The monasteries were the schools for children. Every child went to a monastery and learned reading, writing and arithmetic. In those early days even kings and ministers were former students of the monasteries. So the laity developed great respect for monks.

In southern Buddhist countries there is a monastery in every village. A village may have only fifty or a hundred people, but they have their own monastery and a monk residing there. People are so ready to support monks that sometimes even in a small village there may be more than one monastery.

Monks in TheravAda countries today are still objects of respect or of veneration. People are always ready to step forward and pay respects to them. If a monk is standing in a train or bus, the person nearest him will get up and offer his seat-not out of mere politeness, but because he cannot bear to see a monk suffer while he himself is sitting.

Lay people have to work for themselves, their families and their children. They have very little time to study or even practice meditation. So they are thankful to the SaNgha for keeping alive the teachings of the Buddha and freely sharing their knowledge. That is why they are always ready and willing to help monks, to do chores for them, feed them, support them, donate to them, and provide anything they need.

These services are given with great devotion. Whenever people have the chance to donate something to monks, they are very happy. They consider supporting them as an honor and as a means of acquiring merit. They are also grateful to monks for making themselves available to give spiritual guidance whenever needed, for instructing them in the teachings of the Buddha and in meditation, and for providing them with the inspiration to aspire to a higher kind of life.

In Buddhist countries the relationship between monks and laity is one of mutual support. Monks help lay people by giving them the chance to gain merit, and by performing religious services, teaching, preaching, and sometimes educating their children. On their part, lay people respect the monks and see to it that they have enough to eat, enough to wear, and a place to live. So monks don't have to worry about their food, clothes or dwelling places. If you are a monk in a country like Thailand, Myanmar or SrI Lanka, you don't have to worry about anything at all.

In so many ways the SaNgha and laity in Buddhist countries are supportive of one another. One cannot stand without the other. Lay people provide the SaNgha with the means of livelihood and sustenance. The SaNgha provides for the spiritual needs of the lay people. Thus interdependent, they are grateful to each other, and the relationship is one of mutual kindness and respect.

The SaNgha plays its most important role in keeping the original teachings of the Buddha alive, and handing them down intact from generation to generation. The responsibility for safeguarding them has fallen solely on the monks of the TheravAda SaNgha, the only guardians of the teachings in their earliest and unchanged form. They have carried out this responsibility for centuries, and continue to do so. That is why we have the original teachings of the Buddha to this day.

Through the dedication and work of the SaNgha, may the Buddha's words continue to spread light in this imperfect world!
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