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One of the distinctions that I learned about when I first
became a Buddhist was that some people distinguished
between political monks and true cultivators.

I romantically thought that true cultivators were
monks who lived apart from society, up in the mountains
and meditated in caves. But I was quickly disabused of
this distinction, because it was neither very helpful nor
completely correct. If we want to roughly describe a
political monk, with all of the negative connotations
associated with the term, and the qualities of true
cultivators, it makes sense to look at their motivation
rather than their location. The term “political monks”
refers to those who cultivate and engage in politics for the
sake of their own political goals, goals which have nothing
to do with the Dharma.

Whereas, true cultivators, regardless of whether they
are involved with politics or politicians, or whomever,
are people who do everything a hundred percent for
the sake of the Dharma and for ending the suffering of
sentient beings. That can sometimes be very difficult, very
dangerous, and even cost people their lives.

Even during the time of the Buddha, the Buddha
himself sometimes had to deal with very unsavory
characters in order to protect the Buddhist community,
not only the monastic community, but also the fourfold
assembly. I would also like to call to your attention to
King Ajatasattu, who appears many times in the Buddhist

sutras. He was certainly not a good person. He killed his
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father and imprisoned his mother in order to gain political
power.

Also in the teachings of the Buddha, in the Pali Canon,
in the long discourses of the Buddha—in a discourse
called the Lions Roar on the Turning of the Wheel — we
find a universal ruler, a wheel turning monarch, whom is
about to retire and gives advice on ruling to his son who
is will be his successor.

The ruler in this text says: “What is the duty of an
Aryan wheel turning monarch? It is this, my son, you
need to depend upon honor, revere, cherish, and venerate
the Dharma. Take the Dharma as your badge and banner,
and acknowledge the Dharma as your master. You should
establish, guard, ward, and protect for your own household,
troops, and nobles according to the Dharma, and preserve
vassals, including Brahmins and householders, town and
country folk, ascetics and Brahmins, and for beasts and
birds. Let no crime prevail in your kingdom, and to those
who are in need, give them property.”

The king is saying that in order to keep harmony
in his kingdom, it’s not only necessary to have spiritual
equality, but also a certain amount of material equality.
From an agricultural context, what he says is that if
societal problems start getting out of hand, one should
try leveling the playing field by having some kind of land
reform. This is not a topic that we usually expect to read
about in Buddhist texts.

The king continued, “From time to time if ascetics
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and Brahmins who have announced a life of ascetic
renunciation, who are devoted to forbearance and
gentleness, and who tame themselves, striving to end
craving, come to consult you on what is wholesome and
unwholesome, what is blameworthy or blameless, what is
to be followed and what is not to be, and what actions will
harm or benefit the welfare of the kingdom; you should
listen. That, my son, is the duty of an Aryan wheel turning
monarch.”

What then happens when the monarch does not
follow these instructions? The text seems to imply that this
is the beginning of a downward cycle, a cycle that begins
with the inequality of wealth and leads to widespread
robbery, etc. This cycles leads to more and more societal
deteriorization. When it hits bottom, then people will
realize that it’s necessary to live with good character and
righteousness, only then do things start improving as the
cycle reverses itself.

The text continues explaining that the downward
spiral is the result of improper rule.

It says, “Thus from not giving property to the needy,
poverty became rife from the growth of poverty. The
taking of what was not given increases from the increase of
theft, and the use of weapons increases from the increased
use of weapons. The taking of life increases and from the
increase in the taking of life, and people’s lifespans also
decrease.”

Thus from the time of the Buddha, this discourse
provides us with a description of what is going on around
the globe right now. Some of you may be thinking, “This
may be true, but why are you talking to us about this?
None of us are rulers. None of us have high government
positions. So what does this have to do with us?”

The reason why I wanted to talk with you about
this topic, is because Buddhism in the world today is in
a position for which there is no equivalent in the whole

history of Buddhism up to today.

s To be continued
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