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The distinction between the homeless and the householder is one of the principal ways the monk is differentiated from the lay person in Buddhist scriptures; the condition of homelessness is given a place of high spiritual accord in Buddha's time and the societal value which accorded the condition of homelessness an exalted social status was an important part of the matrix of social values from which Buddhism arose. Yet in western societies the homeless are disparaged: The gap in societal values is intriguing. This paper will examine the position of the homeless in American history, with special emphasis on New York, and compare that position to state of homelessness as described in the Buddhist scripures. The author lived in New York City in a condition of homelessness and also worked as a social worker with the homeless community there, and will add his personal observations about the spiritual aspects of homelessness in contemporary society.
