That the monastic Sangha is the physical expression of the Lord Buddha’s Middle Way is easily demonstrated when one investigate the Suttas what the Lord Buddha meant by the ‘Middle Way’. In the Aranavibhanga Sutta (M139), the Lord Buddha clearly explained that the Middle Way is a celibate way, “Beyond the pursuit of the pleasures of the five senses”. Monasticism is the physical expression of celibacy. Every Buddhist should know that sensuality is the first of the three cravings (Kama-tanha) mentioned in the Second Noble Truth as the direct cause of Dukkha. Also, that such sensuality is the first of the attachments. So those who are earnest about abandoning such craving and uprooting such attachment would naturally gravitate to the monastic Sangha. Thus, the monks include all those who are serious enough about Enlightenment to do some serious letting go of their cravings and attachments.

That the authority on Buddhism lies with the monastic Sangha is demonstrated when one considers that only someone who is practising the Dhamma, and uprooting sensuality has the authority to teach others to do the same. A sexually active lay Buddhist who enjoys good food and entertainment while amassing worldly possessions and who teaches others to let go of attachments is called a hypocrite; one who doesn’t practise what they preach to others. They have no authority. It is true that some monks also qualify as hypocrites here, but they are more easily shown up for what they are than the lay teacher with far fewer rules. In short, a monastic is more reliable.

That the monastic Sangha is the flag of Buddhism refers to the appearance and lifestyle of the Buddhist monk. The simple brown robe and shaven head are symbols of renunciation and a rejection of fashion. They are a flag to the people that the way to happiness is not through amassing wealth and showing it off to others. The lifestyle of morality and restraint seen in the behaviour of a good monk are a signpost to others that freedom lies within precepts, not beyond them. And the quietness and happiness of a trained monastic indicates the goal of the Noble Eightfold Path which is the end of suffering. Good monks stand out as no lay person could, inspiring even non Buddhists as worthy sons of the Buddha. Like a patriot feels inspired and uplifted when they see the flag of their country, so a true Buddhist feels the same emotions on seeing the flag of the Sangha in a diligent monk.

So this is the meaning of the word ‘Sangha’, both in the context of the Tipitaka and in the context of modern times. May the monks who are its members please live up to all these meanings.

