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Remarks on Monastic Ordination
and the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua’s

Sangha Legacy

First I would like to add my sincere and
enthusiastic congratulations to our 12 new
monks and 16 new nuns. We all rejoice in
their full ordination as the culmination of their
many years of training, followed by 108 days
of ordination activities, and culminating in
their taking their final monastic vows and the
Bodhisattva Precepts. Through all their hard
work, they have established firm foundations for
their everyday practice on the Path; they have established wholesome and pure habits,
and they have become deeply instilled with the intention to become fully enlightened

for the sake of all sentient beings. Today fear has truly been struck in the heart of Mara.
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Most of my remaining remarks today will be primarily directed to
our honored guests, especially the friends and relatives of the new Sangha
members, some of whom may not know a lot about the meaning of the
ordination rituals and what it means to be a Buddhist monastic. So all of

you who already know about it, I just ask you to be patient.

Sangha and the Monastic Precepts

Traditionally, the Sangha is considered the third of the Buddhist
Three Jewels—Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha—which are the foundation
of Buddhism. Sangha refers to the community of fully ordained monks
(bhikshus) and nuns (bhikshunis) who devote their lives to the Buddhist
Path. In both Northern or Mahayana Buddhism and Southern or
Theravada Buddhism, the moral regulations governing the life of the
Sangha community are practically identical. They insure a lifestyle
that is pure, celibate, and free from worldly desires. In both Northern
and Southern Buddhism, the great teachers and enlightened masters
have come almost exclusively from the Sangha. There have been a few
enlightened Buddhist laymen and laywomen in the past, but every single
one of them has wholeheartedly supported the Sangha as the foundation
of the larger Buddhist community.

Buddhist monks and nuns lead their lives based on guidelines for
conduct that go back to the time of the historical Buddha. Those guidelines
are codified in vows, which include the five moral precepts, the ten novice
precepts, the 250 bhikshu precepts, and the 348 bhikshuni precepts, and
also the 10 major and 48 minor bodhisattva precepts. The bhikshu and
bhikshuni precepts could be said to be a purer elaboration of the five
precepts, which in this context are respect for life and refraining from
the killing of sentient beings, not taking of what is not given, celibacy,
refraining from deceitful or harmful speech, and not taking intoxicants.
The bhikshu and bhikshuni precepts also include guidelines concerning
right speech, right action, right livelihood, food, clothing, lodging, and
standards for maintaining a harmonious monastic community.

Vows to follow moral precepts are positive helpful aids rather than
negative restrictions. They protect us. All the monastic regulations are
guides for pure conduct: mental, verbal, and physical. When they are
followed, the karma that one creates is wholesome and skillful, and bad
karma is avoided. The moral precepts and other behavioral guidelines
could also be likened to a description of the natural and unforced actions
of an enlightened person. We could say that if you can act like you are
enlightened in all your physical, verbal and mental activities, you are very

close to becoming enlightened.

Sangha and Laity

Although the Buddha established both monastic and lay communities,
there are not two Buddhisms, one for monastics and one for the laity. The

obstacles to awakening are the same for both. The methods for overcoming
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those obstacles work in the same way for both. Clearly, most monastics
have made a larger commitment to overcoming desire and the other root
cravings than have most of the laity. Clearly monastics are practicing on
the Path full time, whereas most lay Buddhists are part-timers.

What are the right relations between monastics and laity? Laymen

should

respect, support, and protect

and lay women

the Sangha. Lay people should
have the Sangha-selecting eye
to help them to draw near to
outstanding monastics as their
teachers and role models. Lay
people should also be careful
not to tempt monastics into
practices that are not in accord
with the Dharma, and the
laity should also be careful
not to commit karmic offenses
by criticizing the behavior of
monastics. The laity should
be aware that the standards of
pure practice that characterize

the Sangha at the City of Ten
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Thousand Buddhas and in the

Dharma Realm Buddhist Association are rare in the world, and that they
have the potential to turn this Dharma-ending age back into the age of
right Dharma.

The first obligation of a monastic is pure and vigorous practice
for the sake of ending the suffering of all sentient beings. The second
obligation is to strengthen the harmony of the monastic community
and not cause dissention and mistrust. The third obligation is to bestow
the gift of Dharma, whether spoken Dharma or unspoken Dharma.
Unspoken Dharma includes being a role model in one’s practice and
influencing others through one’s correct demeanor, focused mind, and
inner Dharma joy, which is sublime and not dependent on externals.
Unspoken Dharma also includes the invisible practices that influence
sentient beings on a mind to mind basis, including the transference
of merit. Spoken Dharma includes explaining the Sutras and giving
Dharma talks. But we should also not forget that it is the obligation and
responsibility of the laity to request Dharma, for it is from the requesting
of Dharma that the Dharma is spoken. When requested, it is then the
responsibility of the Sangha to teach Dharma that is both correct and
timely and in accord with individual situations (duiji).

Thus the Sangha and the laity are interdependent. Because the
Sangha is a field of merit, laypeople donate the monastic requisites:
food, clothing, medicine, and so forth. In return, monastics donate the

Dharma: they explain it, they model it, and they invisibly emanate it.
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Establishing a Buddhist Sangha
in the West

The first five American monastic disciples of the Venerable Master traveled
to Taiwan in 1969 to become fully ordained. Because of the increasing
numbers of people who wished to leave the home-life to cultivate, and become
monks and nuns under the Master’s guidance, in 1972 the Master decided to
hold at Gold Mountain Monastery the first formal, full ordination ceremonies
for Buddhist monks and nuns to be held in the West. He was very critical
of the drive-through, fast food approach to ordination that existed is some
places in Asia, and so he was careful to observe the traditional, full ordination
training period. Subsequent ordinations have been held at the Sagely City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas, starting in 1976 and culminating with this current
one. Hundreds of people from countries all over the world have been ordained
by the Venerable Master, his senior monastic disciples, and invited senior
Dharma masters of great virtue.

Among the monastic reforms that the Venerable Master instituted were
the following: he reestablished the wearing of the precept sash (kashaya) as a
sign of a monastic; he emphasized that the Buddha instructed that monks and
nuns not eat after noon and encouraged his Sangha to follow the Buddha’s
practice, which he himself followed, of eating only one meal a day at noon. He
also encouraged them to follow his example in the ascetic practice of not lying
down at night, which was also recommended by the Buddha. The Venerable
Master advocated most monastics living together in large public monasteries
where their daily conduct would be open for all to see, and he cautioned that
life in small private temples was rife with temptations that could be hard to
overcome. He also praised those who took vows not to handle money. And in
the early days he would not allow his monastic disciples to have personal bank
accounts or credit cards.

One of the Master’s more remarkable endeavors in the area of monastic
reform was his attempt to heal the two thousand year old rift between
Mahayana and Theravada monastic communities. He encouraged cordial
relations between the Sanghas, invited distinguished Theravada monks to
preside with him in monastic ordination ceremonies, and initiated talks aimed

at resolving areas of difference.

Personal Reflections

In the brief time I have left, I would share you some of my remembrances
of the time that the Venerable Master’s American Sangha was first formed.

The United States was not a Buddhist country when I was growing up, and
at that time, it was pretty much devoid of any Buddhism or Buddhist practice.
My entry into the Buddhist world was characterized by experiences that made
radical tears in the fabric of what I thought I knew and understood. These
tears led to wondrous new understandings and opportunities for practice. The

initial ones came from my early experiences of meditating with the Venerable
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Master in 1966, from the experience of that early community of Dharma
friends who meditated and practiced together and with the Venerable Master
in the early Chan and other sessions, and from the fundamentally life-changing
experience of the Shurangama Sutra summer session of 1968.

It is difficult for me to express my personal reaction to watching the first
American going forth from the home life late in the summer of 1968. I saw a
young guy, who had previously seemed to me to be relatively lazy and living
a somewhat dissolute life, being purified and forged in the heat of intense
practice to the point where his sense of identity was fundamentally altered,
allowing him to enter a radically different and hitherto unknown life as
a Buddhist novice. When I saw him making that commitment, which was
understood to be for his entire lifetime, I felt a deep shifting of the ground
under me. Since I was not an Asian and I was not Catholic, that lifestyle choice
was totally alien to my experience, and I was in awe of the guts that it must
have taken to make that commitment. It made the Buddhist path real for me
in a way that it had not been before. It meant that any of us could join with
the Venerable Master in a new, more complete way on this new-to-us Buddhist
journey to self-awakening. It also meant entering into a life that was unknown
to almost everyone in the West.

When the first five Americans went to Taiwan to get ordained in the winter
of 1969, I had a sense of the incredible import of that event, that it was more
than just establishing a branch of the Chinese Buddhist Sangha here in the
West. Those who went to Taiwan wrote letters back which were read to the
assembly, and then, when they returned, they reported on their experiences.
What I focused on then in what I heard was the tension between two concepts
of Sangha: one being the new, pure, Right Dharma Age Sangha that the
Venerable Master was trying to establish in the West; and the other, an aged
Dharma-Ending Age Sangha, which still possessed a vital core, but was deeply
covered over with superstitions, expedient practices, and excuses for laxness of
practice and for retreat from the letter of the monastic precepts. We all felt a
stake in what these newly minted American monks and nuns were trying to
do, and we rooted for them to succeed, for where they could go, there would
be the promise that the rest of us would be capable of following, either in this
life, or the next, or whenever.

However much my vision then of what was going on was accurate and how
much it lacked nuance, due to my own ignorance and lack of perspective, I
cannot say. I do hope that my reporting to you about what I saw and felt at
the beginnings of the DRBA Sangha in the West will help you to understand
a little more about the origins of the wondrous and vibrant Sangha that we
are blessed with here today. Therefore, on this momentous occasion, we lay
people should all draw near to the DRBA Sangha with the deepest respect; and
cherish, support, and protect them; and always express our appreciation for
their continuing the traditions of right monastic practice of Dharma as taught

by our Venerable Master. @
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