Shoyo Sensei’s Dharma Message:
Examination of Misunderstandings of Buddhism - 4

“How do you think the term “Sangha” began to be misunderstood?”

“It is I think due to the later development of a hierarchical distinction 

among the monastics.”

Question (1):

Today, the term “Sangha” is not used in the sense that you explained. If the Early Buddhist texts used the term “Sangha” in such a clear distinction, why did a shift of definition occur? 

Answer (1):

The Early Buddhist texts’ usage of the term “Sangha,” whether as “Savaka-Sangha” or as “Bhikkhu-Sangha,” is clear and precise, and one of the texts even records an instance of  confusion about these two usages of the term “Savaka” by someone who did not adequately understand the distinctive Buddhist connotation. (In the Majjhima Nikaya, the former Jain disciple Upali, after becoming the Buddha’s devotee, tells the Buddha that he takes refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma and the “Bhikkhu-Sangha.” In this case, it should correctly be “Savaka-Sangha.”)

Question (2):

Do you think a conflation of Sangha in the sense of “enlightened group of people of both the lay and monastic” and Sangha in the sense of “monastic community” affected the following movement of Buddhism?

Answer (2):

Since a mixing of the two usages of the term already existed at the time of the writing of the Pali texts among those who did not understand the two distinctive Buddhist notions of Sangha, it is presumable that as time went on, these shifts in the meaning of the term became more firmly entrenched, also, by the historical context that followed. Hajime Nakamura says that in the third century B.C.E. at the time of Emperor Asoka, the term “Sangha” became a proper noun that specifically designated the Buddhist monastic orders only.  

Kyogo Sasaki conjectures that the institutional monastic community of Bhikkhu-Sangha and Bhikkhuni-Sangha gradually began to stress a hierarchical superiority over the lay followers. Sasaki also assumes that in this historical process, Buddhism took two different directions: on the one hand, the institutional monastic community formulated the Sangha for the later Splinter Buddhist Schools. On the other, those who emphasized lay followers formulated the Mahayana bodhisattva movement. However, as Sasaki himself admits, this idea requires further examination and research.

Conclusion:

The shift in meaning of the term “Sangha” has become so widespread that the distinctively Buddhist definition of Sangha has received little attention in Buddhist scholarship even today. Akira Hirakawa, for example, consistently says that “although some believe that the ‘Sangha’ includes the lay followers, there is no such usage of the term in Early Buddhism. Sangha is a Buddhist monastic community.”  He also states that “there is no case, in the Early Buddhist texts and Vinaya Pitaka, that includes the lay people in Sangha.” But, it is clearly a misunderstanding. 

Today, the notion of Savaka-Sangha has virtually escaped from common understanding. A widespread misconception is that Bhikkhu-Sangha is identical to Savaka-Sangha, while they are in fact two different communities. It is important to note that according to the texts, it is Savaka-Sangha that a follower takes refuge in as one of the Triple Gems, not just the Bhikkhu-Sangha.
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