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Sangha at the Crossroads

=y 117 CHINESE TRANSLATION BY QINGNAN WANG, PH.D.
MR ;Rﬁ s PRIV ELFSS1E There can be little doubt that in Sti Lanka today Buddhism finds itself at

crossroads, its future increasingly in question. The challenge it faces is not
one of numbers and power, but of relevance. Not that the Dhamma itself,
the Buddha’s teaching, has lost its relevance; for neither the shifting drama of
history nor the undulating waves of culture can muffle the timeless message
embedded in the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path.

The problem lies not with the teaching itself, but with those respon-
sible for bringing the teaching to life. What is lacking above all is a
combination of skills that can be summed up in three simple words:
comprehension, commitment, and translation.

Comprehension: a clear understanding of how the teaching applies
to the hard realities of human life today, to a society and world in which
the old certainties of the past are being scattered like leaves before a
storm. Commitment: the willingness to apply the teachings in the way
they were intended, even when this means defying the encrustations of
established tradition.

Translation: not stereotyped “sermons,” not sweet consolation,
not religious lullabies, but solid, sober explanations of how the time-
less principles of the Dhamma can resolve the distinctive problems and
quandaries of our age.

As we stand at this crossroads looking towards the future, three choices
offer themselves to us. One is simply to resign ourselves to the decay of
the Sasana [the teaching of the Buddhal, accepting it as a backward swing
of the pendulum of history—sad but inevitable. A second is to wring our
hands and complain, shifting the responsibility to others—the govern-
ment, the monks, or the minorities. A third is to ask ourselves what we
can do to stem the rising tide. If we adopt the third route we might begin
by noting that the Sasana does not exist in an ideal realm of its own, but
only as embodied in the millions of people who call themselves Buddhists
and look for refuge in the Triple Gem.

This statement might sound obvious, even trite. However, if we
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retiect for a few moments we will see that, though obvious, it has
enormous implications, for it means that we ourselves are ultimately
responsible for the prosperity and decline of the Sasana: our own views,
attitudes, and conduct decide whether the Sasana is to thrive or wither.
To recognize this is to see that the welfare of the Sasana ultimately rests
on our own shoulders, not on some state ministry or ecclesiastical council.
Just as the health of the body depends on the vitality of its cells, so the
strength of the Sasana ultimately devolves on ourselves, the cells in the
living organism of Buddhism.

In this article I want to focus on one particular constituency of
Buddhists in present day Sti Lanka, the Bhikkhu Sangha, the order of
Monks. I intend to examine, though briefly, the problems it faces and
its prospects for the future. This task is especially critical because of the
central role the Sangha plays in guiding the destiny of the Sasana, and
it is clear that if the Sangha does not learn to deal with the momentous
forces in inundating present-day society, the future will see it increasingly
relegated to the sidelines.

Buddhist tradition meticulously defines the mutual duties of Sangha
and laity and these roles form the warp and woof of the Sasana. The
monks are to uphold the teaching by study, practice, preaching, and
moral example; the lay people, to support the monks by offering them the
four requisites of robes, food, lodging, and medicines. This intimate re-
lationship between the two communities has provided a stable basis for
the persistence of the Sasana through the centuries.

Despite the fluctuations of Buddhist history in Sri Lanka, which at
times had sunk so low that even a proper Sangha could not be found,
whenever Buddhism thrived the relationship between the monastic order
and the laity has been its lifeblood. This relationship of mutual assistance,
however, found its supporting matrix in a stable agrarian society with
clearly defined social roles and a lifestyle governed by common religious

and ethical norms.

S E ISR HF' R 2 That is precisely what has altered so radically today.

[Fj EEJ@ P A i[l - ST A global culture, driven by exponential technological innovation and a |
Ify ?I > BRI RLA TP % ?] ° E UPE= TP relentless free-market economy, has made its presence feltin every corner
BN ’5 (R %@L‘T\&V BEN of thisland, challenging every obstacle to its dominance. In consequence,

= :":fq“ B o 1= [fl'ig] ’ ,rff[ *ﬁ 8 @?Uﬁ}ﬁﬂﬁ the enrir_f_: social order has b_fie_ﬁhaken by upheavals that reach from the
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< villages and temples.

This modernistic onslaught does not limit itself to mere external
triumphs but reaches through to the most private places in our lives:
our values, wotldviews, and even our sense of personal identity.

The result, for the ordinary Buddhist, has been a profound
disorientation, a feeling of being stranded in a strange landscape where
the old familiar reference points no longer hold. Looking back, we see a
past of comfortable certainties that we can never recapture; looking ahead,
a future that looks increasingly unpredictable. But amidst the confusion
of the present, the Dhamma still appears as a stable reference point that
can provide clear answers to our pressing questions and relief from
existential stress.

This brings us right to the crux of our problem: the problem of rel-
evance, of conveying the timeless message of the teaching in a language
that can address the difficult, unique, complex problems we face navigat-
ing our way through the post-modern world.

The most critical challenge facing the Sasana today is that of surviving
in this “new wortld order,” and not merely of surviving institutionally,
in name and form, but of contributing to the recovery of universal hu-
man values, of helping countless men and women find a way beyond the
intellectual and moral abyss.

It is precisely here that the role of the Sangha becomes so vitally im-
portant, for it is the monks and, I dare say, the nuns as well who should
be capable of offering a convincing refuge to “a world gone mad”—a
vision of basic sanity, selfless goodness, and serenity amidst the storms
of greed, conflict, and violence. Yet it is just on this point that we face a
gaping chasm: namely, that the Sangha today seems hardly equipped to
respond to such a challenge.

What is needed most urgently, in my view, is not a reinforcement of
Buddhist religious identity or a governmental policy that gives “pride of
place to Buddhism.” Nor will the construction of more Buddha images
and the daily broadcasting of pirith chanting over the loudspeakers give
the Sasana the infusion of fresh blood it so badly needs.

What is required are monks and nuns of intelligence, insight, and
sensitivity who can demonstrate, by their lives and characters, the spiritu-
ally ennobling and elevating power of the Dhamma.

To produce monastics of such calibre is not easy, yet such a
task cannot be left to chance. It will require, above all, deep-rooted
changes in the entire system of monastic recruitment and education,
and thus will call for serious thought and careful planning on the part
of the Sangha elders. The task is not one to be taken at all lightly; for
one can say, in all truth, that nothing less is at stake than the future of

Buddhism in this country. $07To be continued
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