Shoyo Sensei’s Dharma Message:
Examination of Misunderstandings of Buddhism - 3

“What does the term Sangha mean in the original sense?”  “It means an enlightened group of people without the distinction of the lay or the monastic.”

Question (1):

What kind of people are they who are “at an early stage of enlightenment (sotapanna)”?

Answer (1):

There are eight stages in enlightenment, and “sotapanna” is one of them.  Enlightened people are grouped into four gradual stages.  Each stage of enlightenment is further divided into two stages of people, i.e., one who has perfected the state and the other who has entered the path and is in the process of perfection of the state, thus making up the total of eight noble stages of enlightenment. 

Question (2):

We have been taught that if a person wants to be enlightened, he or she should renounce the household and become a monastic person. But, are you saying otherwise?

Answer (2):

Yes. Becoming a monastic or renouncing hair, is not an end in itself. The purpose of becoming the Buddha’s follower, whether as monastic or lay, is to bring a complete end to suffering (dukkha). The monastic life makes the path and attainment of the goal easier. But, as Edmond Perry and Shanta Ratnayaka say, “monasticism does not constitute the religious objective.” They further state:  

Becoming a monk [or a nun] improves one’s opportunity for advancing in knowledge and practice of the dhamma only if the individual perceives it so.  Others may prefer the householder’s responsibilities over the Vinaya regimen not because they lack the fortitude to adhere to the exacting Vinaya demands, but because with religious sincerity they perceive the householder’s life as holding for them the best opportunity to advance in knowledge and practice of the dhamma . . . The path leading to that sangha of blessed persons is a path of mental purification which may be pursued as successfully through family life responsibilities as through monastic regimen . . . Monasticism counts for nothing; householding counts for nothing. Purifying the mind counts for everything.

Their remarks seem to precisely represent a pivotal aspect of Jodo Shinshu. On the path to enlightenment, it is ultimately the development of wholesome behavior (sila) and mind (concentration, samadhi, and wisdom, paññå) that counts, not the difference of lifestyle.
It is important to remember that the monastic as well as lay people could attain those stages of enlightenment, thus constituted the Sangha. That is why Sangha is called one of the Three Treasures or the Triple Gems. 

Question (3):

But, wasn’t the first enlightened person after the Buddha was Kondañña, a monk? 

Answer (3):

Yes, not only Kondañña, but his four other colleagues who also reached the final stage of enlightenment were all monastic people.  But, all five of these enlightened people happened to be monastic. These five people also happened to be a Bhikkhu-Sangha, in the sense of a monastic community.. 

The Pali Buddhist texts make a clear distinction between Sangha (or Savaka-Sangha) and Bhikkhu-Sangha;  the latter category neither signifies enlightenment nor includes the laity. In the Early Buddhist texts, specific terms such as “Upasaka-Sangha” (Enlightened Community of Male Lay Followers) and “Upasika-Sangha” (Enlightened Community of Female Lay Followers) for an institutional community of lay followers are absent. In this regard, if Sangha only meant Bhikkhu-Sangha, then enlightened lay followers would be virtually excluded from the category of the early Buddhist community in spite of their existence.

Question (4):

Then, what does Bhikkhu-Sangha (or Bhikkhuni-Sangha) mean?

Answer (4):

It simply means community of fully ordained people. In many texts, we see the term “Bhikkhu Sangha” referring to a large number of monks.  In this regard, the term “Sangha” is used in two ways: “Savaka-Sangha” in the sense of the enlightened people and “Bhikkhu-Sangha” in the sense of a large number of monks. But, whenever the term “Sangha” appears in the sutras specifically intended to signify “noble people” (Savaka-Sangha), the texts definitively specifies it as such. The reader does not have to ponder in deciding its meaning.   

On the other hand, the Vinaya Pitaka (A collection of daily rules and conduct for ordained persons) uses the term “sangha” solely and always in the sense of the monastic community. 

Question (5):

Are you saying that “Sangha” means differently in the Sutra and the Vinaya?

Answer (5):

Yes, the Vinaya’s usage and the Sutta’s usage of the term “Sangha” are not identical.  The Vinaya’s sangha is the religious institution of monks or nuns, which consists of a majority of unenlightened bhikkhus and bhikkhunis and a few enlightened ones. There is no place in the Vinaya Pitaka where the term Sangha is used to include lay people. 

Conclusion:

As we have established above, it is incorrect to identify Sangha solely with the organization of Buddhist monks or nuns.
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