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The Monastic Sangha As the Torchbearer of

the Buddha's Teaching
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First I should say, not as an excuse but by way of explanation, that I learned
that I was to be a presenter only two days ago. I was a bit disoriented when
I learned this, for I hadn’t prepared anything to speak about in advance.
At first, I decided to make it easy for myself and give a presentation based
on a paper that I already had on hand. But one statement that Venerable
Heng Liang made yesterday, at the end of her talk, kept on ringing through
my mind. It was the statement: “If a monastic Sangha doesn’t become well
established in America, I don’t see much hope for the Dharma here.” Today
I woke up long before dawn and those words immediately popped into my
mind. I felt that I had somehow to address this topic in my talk. Suddenly
ideas started to come together in my mind, at that very early hour. I sat
down and started jotting down notes, and before long the draft of a paper
was taking shape. Due to this morning’s activities, I could type out my notes
only after lunch, and I just managed to print out a version to refer to during
my talk ten minutes ago. The ideas aren’t well organized, but I will present
them anyway. Please don’t mind if they are a bit out of sequence.

Yesterday, too, someone said that if you tell lay people that the Sangha
is superior, they feel upset and look down upon the Sangha, but if you go
out of your way to make them feel on a level of equality with the Sangha
(in regard to the Dharma), they don’t see any special reason to revere the
Sangha, and then, once again, the monastic Sangha forfeits its special role
as the “torchbearer” of the Buddha’s teaching.

So how do we break out of this impasse and move in a direction
whereby the Sangha assumes its special role as the “torchbearer” of the
Buddha’s message, yet does so in a way that doesn’t alienate lay people,
but on the contrary can win their trust, confidence, and devotion? Here
in the United States, and maybe more broadly in the West, we have a
rather unusual situation, matched perhaps only by Japan, where the

most prominent teaching roles in several Buddhist traditions have been
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taken over by the laity, and not seldom this has been done with the bless-
ings of members of the monastic Sangha. Sometimes, in fact, lay teachers
train and even certify monastic Sangha members as teachers. It seems to
me that the training in the Sangha should prepare monks and nuns to serve
as Dharma teachers, for they have dedicated their lives to this purpose; yet
in today’s world, we also have to prepare earnest lay people to understand,
practice, and teach the Dharma, which implies a respect for their potentials
as practitioners and teachers. Yet this should be done within a system that
recognizes the monastic Sangha as the custodian of the Dharma as well as
the field of merit for the lay community.

Now, in a traditional Buddhist country like Sti Lanka, it isn’t unusual for
lay people to become Dharma teachers. They give discourses, they conduct
classes, they give meditation instructions, and sometimes conduct medita-
tion courses and retreats; but when they do so, they’re almost always nested
within a system that gives priority to the monastic order. Usually they will
have studied and trained under monastic teachers, and they’ll continue to
pay homage to the monastic Sangha as such, not merely to individual mo-
nastic teachers. If any lay teacher turns against the monastic Sangha, those
lay devotees who have faith in the Sangha will steer clear of them. Such
teachers — and there are a sprinkling of them nowadays in Sri Lanka — are
usually recognizable by the idiosyncratic character of their teaching.

In traditional pre-modern Buddhism, the roles for laity and monastics
are clearly defined, and there is also a clearly defined version of the Dharma
for each. This structure, though, can be rigid and limiting. The laity see
their primary task to be that of acquiring merit, which will ensure them a
favorable rebirth in their next existence and provide supporting conditions
for the attainment of the ultimate Buddhist goal, nibbAna. The practice
for the laypeople that goes along with this task is primarily giving (dAna),
which usually means giving food to monks, observing precepts, undertaking
devotional practices, and practicing short periods of meditation, usually on
special observance days. The meditation practiced is primarily recollection
of the Buddha, recollection of the Sangha, and loving-kindness meditation.
Asian lay Buddhists who have been subject to modern influences emanat-
ing from the West have developed a new understanding of their roles, and
so, while they continue to support the monastic order and look up to the
monks as the custodians of the Dharma, they are also intent on learning
the Dharma in depth and on practicing intensive insight meditation.

The roles of monastic persons in theory are intensive study of the
Dharma and meditation, as well as performing services for the laity. What
happens in practice, however, in most temples in Asian Theravada countries,
is that the role of performing services for the laity gains the upper hand;
it has even become the major function of temple monks. Even intensive,
in-depth study of the Dharma has faded out, and the practice of medita-
tion has almost vanished, so that it is reduced to just five or ten minutes of

quiet sitting in the daily devotional service. Forest monks often place more
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emphasis on meditation in the hope of reaching true attainment.

For all its shortcomings, in traditional Asian Buddhism, these
activities take place against a long-standing background that includes
trust and confidence in the Three Jewels as objects of devotion
and a world view that is determined largely by the teachings of the
suttas and the commentaries. It is built upon solid trust in the law
of karma and rebirth and upon an aspiration for nibbaana as a state
of world-transcending realization.

Modern Westerners, in contrast, come to the Dharma from an
entirely different stance of consciousness. They generally have a
much higher level of education than traditional village Buddhists.
Many Westerners will have read widely in psychology and in fields
that might be grouped under the heading of “spirituality” and
“higher consciousness.” They also approach the Dharma with
different problems in mind and they therefore naturally seek dif-
ferent solutions.

When Westerners come to Buddhism, they bring to their en-
counter with the Dharma an acute sense of what I shall call “ex
istential suffering.”” By this expression, I’'m not referring to clinical
depression, or a disposition to morbid states of mind, or any type
of psychopathology. What I mean is a gnawing sense of lack, a
feeling of incompleteness or inadequacy, that can’t be filled by any
of the ordinary sources of enjoyment. This sense of existential
suffering can coexist with a personality that is, by all other criteria,
quite sound and healthy. Sometimes existential suffering takes the
form of a feeling of loneliness that can’t be eliminated by any
number of social contacts or human relationships; sometimes it’s
a feeling that “my life is empty, devoid of meaning and purpose”;
or sometimes it’s just a conviction that there has to be more to life
than acquiring rewards and trophies in the great American success
story. For those who come from a deeply religious background and
have lost their faith, it can manifest as a feeling of infinite absence,
the absence of God that has to be filled with something else to
give an ultimate meaning to life, an objective source of meaning or
purpose without which life seems pointless and absurd.

This sense of existential suffering, or “fundamental lack,” is the
primary motive that drives most Westerners to seek the Dharma.
People troubled by existential suffering come to the Dharma in
search of what I would call “radical therapy.” Since they genet-
ally aren’t psychopathological, they aren’t using the Dharma as a
psychotherapy. Though some have criticized them for doing so, in
my observation this isn’t the case. But they are approaching it as
what we might call an “existential therapy.”” They are trying to fill
a hole at the bottom of their existence. They are seeking above all
a practice that they can integrate into their daily lives in order to

32"_IJ]I T |‘|

SHEiRE

—OONFE+ZH



~  BopHi FIELD

Y (946 B 0 T S — FE A EE
PIFELAE P S By~ e oA g poh
Eal mw@mﬁqﬂ[ A ot - 0 2l

S Hr el 1= 5 =B p# HFH‘}:
i$ﬁﬁﬁﬂvﬂﬁﬂﬁﬁhéﬁﬂ%w
= ] qfﬁu/‘ﬁ —fl | ﬁ%ﬁj%p}

@?oﬁﬁﬂW¢iw*w‘*@w\%
T "f’]ﬂﬂ?:di > ;‘EIT TE'C‘/[—‘T\‘III,ﬁ fr[ﬁﬂjqﬁ
i;k [&gﬁdj FOmA SR [P R
3;& PR py = g* p~ lﬂﬁﬁﬁi' )
AR BRI BT A j’ﬁf_ Jﬁ
WW%%J°
I TR IR
%\[ﬁﬁlﬁlﬁ"llﬁ'{’ﬁﬁﬂﬁ a1 &Fgl 2 30% Eijf ) %ﬁ
%%ﬁﬁmﬁvﬂﬁﬁwﬁﬁ?mgﬂﬁ
—sr?F'I pJHl HeEaE 2 3 FJFPUIF*
}%’?ﬂﬁwﬂﬁ“¢ﬂ7W%w
FRERUR RIS I o IRy fE v
ﬁlﬂj D EEFE AR o T e 0 T
R, “W?f‘ﬂ“}: S I = i b
ﬁ’i@ﬁﬂﬁﬂﬁwﬁﬁﬁ@’%ﬂﬁ
FE s F I i e I 12 5 ——i
féklﬁﬁi*tﬁ‘??ﬁlﬁi N pUREE -
AP HRL ﬂlﬁ*“ﬂﬁ [T E | PO R AR
f JJF\“ T W‘F‘lﬁﬁﬁapljﬁ”ﬁj‘ﬁ:%
PIPIEERRE TR < g A=) TR 2 45 P
ﬂww@rPW'wﬁﬂﬁuk@wr
ﬁ§ﬁ5$$ﬁﬁpj [BEES 5 25 P
gy B 2t o RV E#@*F‘rlﬂ%’%uﬂ[ pl
E@ljf S E[?\]ﬁﬁfjrﬁg]}zai@ o Uit
?U?SW?%?EIEyHU%%Eﬁﬁl’ o R R
TR AR - At 150 g
PO T S R T
ELE fol PO R AR A il

0 58

il

- - - - E ]

transform the felt quality of their lives. They aren’t seeking explanations;
they aren’t seeking a new religion; and generally, they aren’t seeking a
new system of beliefs.

They come to the Dharma secking a radical therapy, a method that
will provide them with concrete, tangible, and immediate changes in
the way they experience their worlds. And most Buddhist teachers — or
rather, let me say, most Dharma teachers — are presenting the Dharma
as exactly that. They are presenting the Dharma as a practice, a way, a
path, that will help ameliorate this disturbing sense of existential suf-
fering. They are presenting it as a radical, pragmatic, existential therapy
that does not require any beliefs, that does not ask for any more faith
than a readiness to apply the method and see what kind of results one
can get from it. What is being given is something that is ably captured
by the title of an extremely popular book on Buddhism, a title and a
book that encapsulate very well the nature of this lay Dharma practice.
The title of the book is Buddhism Without Beliefs.

Why did this sense of existential suffering start to set in so dramati-
cally in the United States and Western Europe right at the time that
they reached the height of their technological and industrial power?
Why did it set in among the well-educated, atffluent middle and upper
middle classes? To raise and address these questions is not irrelevant
to our concerns, because to do so will help us to understand the trans-
formation that Buddhism has been undergoing in its passage from
Asia to the West. In my view, this sense of existential suffering set in
just at that time, and just here, because the technological revolution
that we underwent during that period was bought at a price — a steep
price that we are still being forced to pay. The price is the alienation
of human beings from themselves, from nature, and from each other.
It is generally the well educated and affluent who feel the pain of this
alienation most acutely, and thus the sense of anomie hits them hardest.
This alienation leads to an overwhelming sense of purposelessness that
pervades all aspects of our life. It infects our human relations, which
become mechanical and competitive. It infects our relations with na-
ture, as we turn natural wonders into national parks and dream worlds
into Disney-wortlds. It invades our relations with ourselves, haunting
us in our most private moments of solitude. Even religion becomes
a matter of Tel-evangelical campaigns aimed at boosting membership
figures or lobbying around issues that are considered important by the
so-called Religious Right.

$>To be continued
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