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(M¥$t—) Fundamentals of supporting

and maintaining the Sangha

By Ven Kai Ren
Forward

The Three Refuges (or Triple Gem, Three Jewels) —
Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are the most important
values in Buddhism. Should there be not the Three
Refuges, the Buddha’s true teaching would not remain
existed today. Accordingly, a Buddhist would not be
considered a genuine Buddhist if one does not

understand the meaning of the Three Refuges.

Buddha is the physical reflection/expression of
Dharma; Dharma refers to the universal principle of life
and the universe; and Sangha is the community of
practitioners who follow the footpath of the Buddha.
Sangha, the main subject of this essay, includes noble
monks and ordinary monks- all those who have shaved

their heads bald, abandoned the mundane life and taken
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refuge in the Three Refuges. The Sangha bear holy
responsibility for spreading Dharma and maintaining
Buddha’s true teaching, and lay Buddhists’ support is the
crucial foundation for the mission. Therefore, lay
disciples must learn how to properly support Sangha
members, especially the ordinary monks/nuns, so that
the Sangha may  effectively keep the true teachings

alive in the world.

The essay discusses 10 principles for maintenance
of the Sangha and the proper interaction in the
perspective of laypeople: 1. Observe merits, not
shortcomings; 2. Make four kinds of offerings; 3.
Refrain from meaningless speech; 4. Keep appropriate
distance; 5. Provide righteous suggestions; 6. Observe
ethics of Buddhism; 7. Seek the Dharma; 8. Rely on the
teachings and not on the person; 9. Continue the
Buddha’s teaching; 10. Practice diligently to attain

enlightenment.
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1. Observe Merits, Not Shortcomings

In Buddhism practice, going around with Buddhist
teachers is highly emphasized. The Buddha once taught
us that going close to virtuous teachers is considered
accomplished, meaning that spiritual guides play an
indispensable role in the path of practice. Although lay
disciples can be as good Buddhist teachers as ordained
monks, monastics that have dedicated themselves to the
Three Refuges normally assume a leadership role in
Buddhism. The responsibility and pressure that come
from the leadership, along with one’s own Dharma
practice and commitments, are probably heavier than any
one ordinary person can take. In other words, living a
monastic life is considered immense merit yet requires

tremendous determination.

Having this in mind, how do laypeople act properly

when approaching ordained monastics? By tradition, the
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principle is “observe merits not shortcomings”. In reality,
however, unless we blindly believe or worship, it is not
difficult to discover shortcomings of monastics.
Nevertheless, | am of the view that in order to maintain a
good reputation of the Sangha, laypeople should not
broadcast the shortcomings of Sangha members unless
there is a fundamental infringement. In the case that
some Sangha members break fundamental precepts, in
order to guard the virtuousness of the Sangha community,
laypeople may inform the public to be alert so that the
wrongdoer will not go scot-free. However, a healthy
Sangha community will take measures to discipline the
offender, and laypeople should not question closely and

intervene in the Sangha affairs.

“Observe merits not shortcomings” does not imply
to ignore the deterioration of the Sangha; on the contrary,
it means to help the wrongdoers restore the virtuousness.

This requires kindness towards Sangha members who
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have done wrong. Furthermore, building an effective
means of communication with the Sangha is essential so
that laypeople will not unknowingly make the mistake of

slandering the Sangha.

2. Make four kinds of offerings

During the Buddha’s time, Sangha members
received only 4 types of dana (offering): clothes, food,
bedding, and medicine. They must not receive dana to
satisfy desires or for a living; one meaning of ‘Bikkhu’ is
‘beggar’, so they should not waste time in making a

living. Their primary mission is to practice the Dharma.

If laypeople wish to make offerings, it is good to
inquire Sangha members’ needs so that the donation can
be made appropriately. But this does not mean to ask
Sangha members for a wish list, as that would be against
the spirit of precepts. Speaking of precepts, different

Buddhism sects have different views and actions on
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“money”. Theravada keeps the original precepts from
Buddha’s time until today, so Theravada Sangha do not
touch money; on the contrary, Mahayana Sangha do take
and use money. However, we shall not draw a rash
conclusion that Mahayana Buddhism are against the
basic spirit of the Buddha, because each tradition is

evolved from different conditions.

With a view to supporting the Sangha to attain
liberation, necessities in the path of cultivation,
including the basic needs and expenses for spreading the

teachings, should take the priority over any other matter.

The offerings to Sangha members are becoming
more diversified in these years. In order to propagate the
Dharma and benefit the general public, some of the
Sangha build schools, publish magazines and use
computers. Since they involve various fields of activities,
they may require money as well as various supports to

undertake these activities. Therefore, apart from the 4
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types of dana mentioned above, laypeople should also

provide appropriate offerings in accordance to the needs.

However, | do not mean that Sangha members can
act according to their whims and fancies. Laypeople
must not blindly satisfy the requirements of Sangha
members, as that will create many problems. For
example, the unlimited dana may give rise to
unnecessary attachment so that Sangha members may
not be able to practice the Dharma peacefully.
Additionally, money is wasted if the purpose of
propagating the Dharma is lost. Unwise provisions will
disturb the Sangha’s virtuousness and will not bring

about any merits of offering.

3. Refrain from meaningless speech

Be mindful when converse with Sangha members,
as gossips or empty talks are inappropriate. Some

laypeople long for listeners for their family, marriage or
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friendship problems and thus turn to reliable Sangha
members. But the tale-telling may take up too much
time from Sangha members’ regular practice and work.
Should there be urgent situation, Sangha members would
do everything to help others; however, their primary
duty is not a listener for lay Buddhists. In the perspective
of supporting and maintaining the Sangha, having
meaningless speech with Sangha members is very

unwise and injudicious.

It is rather difficult for present Sangha members to
keep away from empty talks. Buddha taught us that,
apart from the practice of $éamatha-vipasyana (cessation
and contemplation), all talks such as food, politics,
making a living, gaining a reputation, divination and
astronomy, and arts, are meaningless speech. Being
ordained, Sangha members must refrain from all worldly
subjects (unless Bodhisattva’s vow to assist all sentient

beings is regarded).
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Accordingly, besides futile conversations, laypeople
shall not invite Sangha members for leisure activities,
such as picnics, planting, movie watching, and
sightseeing tours. Once a habit is developed, it becomes
a hindrance of indulgence on the path of cultivation.
Although the Sangha must keep self-awareness and
self-control, laypeople shall not create external
temptations. On the contrary, laypeople shall provide

righteous conditions to support the Sangha’s practice.

4. Keep Appropriate Distance

The purpose of living a monastic life is to eliminate
five sensual desires and five hindrances, to practice and
realize ultimate virtuousness, and to attain liberation.
Keeping an appropriate distance with opposite sex is
especially important for Sangha members. The Buddha
set many precepts to prevent conditions that might lead

to misconducts, because most of the misconducts can be
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attributed to unawareness of an appropriate distance.

For a practitioner who has not extinguished desires,
it is understandable that sensual desires may arise any
time. However, if one overlooks the desire and fails to
correct it, accumulated desire may become afflictions.
Laypeople must be alert to the potential problem and
spontaneously keep a proper distance from Sangha

members.

In addition, laypeople shall be aware of conditions
and actions that may bring scorn and contempt. A
layperson should not come alone to look for a Sangha
member of the opposite sex. The place for meeting must
be an open space; if it is indoors, the door should be kept
open. When ferrying a Sangha member of the opposite
sex, a third person must be present. Lastly, having
telephone conversation is convenient, but if such
conversation takes place too frequently, one should be

alert. Taken together, laypeople must refrain from
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actions that may cause defamation of Sangha members.

5. Provide Righteous Suggestions

Laypeople may raise righteous suggestions to
support Sangha members’ practice and to encourage
Dharma teaching. For example, for those who are skilled
at speeches, laypeople may suggest them to give more
Dharma talks, including casual and ordinary preaching
or systematic Dharma course. This will cultivate lay
Buddhists’ quality, and the Dharma teacher will benefit
from teaching and learning at the same time. Besides
talks, laypeople may suggest Sangha members to lead
group practices such as chanting, meditation, retreats,
and observation of eight precepts. All these activities
will naturally strengthen the faith, enhance the awareness,
and deepen the understanding of Dharma for both lay

and Sangha members.

When Sangha members participate in activities like
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Dharma assemblies (Buddhist service), releasing living
creatures, voluntary medical consultation and outdoor
visits, organizers may invite Sangha members to give
short Dharma explanations to the public. Such talks
according with conditions will remind the participants of
the true meaning of the activities and, at the same time,
allow the Sangha members to recall their role in

spreading Buddha’s teaching.

Preaching alone in borderlands where Dharma is
unknown is very admirable, but if self-control is weak,
one’s mind could change -easily by unfavorable
circumstances. If a Sangha member leaves the
community and stays alone in a distant place to spread
the teaching, laypeople shall appreciate the monastic’s
efforts and provide supports in every respect.
Furthermore, at appropriate time, laypeople may
encourage the Sangha member to visit other places for

advanced studies, or go back to previous monastery to
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pay respect to teachers and to connect with monastic

brothers/sisters.

If a Sangha member stays in an association
organized by laypeople, the laity must be aware that a
monk/nun can never ask for money because of the
precepts. The association shall provide some dana
monthly, so that the Sangha member has some cash for
books, transportation, etc. If the monk/nun wishes to go
for advanced studies, the laity may as well provide

sufficient support.

Generally speaking, Sangha members are open to
any well-intentioned and constructive suggestions, and
skilled communication is always the key and will be very
much appreciated. Laypeople must not be aggressive nor
forget the distinction between lay and ordained

members.
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6. Observe the Ethics of Buddhism

The moral principles are vital in maintaining the
integrity and harmony of Buddhist community. The
value of observing ethics of Buddhism includes: 1. The
Sangha represents virtuousness in laypeople’ minds; 2.
Lay Buddhists can trust and follow the Sangha’s
teachings; 3. Upon seeing a Sangha member, lay
Buddhists recall the virtuous Sangha community at
Buddha’s time, and naturally praise and respect the
Sangha; 4. Lay Buddhists believe that a monk/nun
represent the Sangha, so showing respect and making
offering to monks/nuns are equivalent to revering the

Three Refuges.

On the other hand, we should bear in mind that the
only reason for Sangha members and laypeople to come
together is the Dharma. Without such consensus, the
gathering is meaningless but increasing worldly

afflictions. Even worse, the respect to Sangha members
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may become merely a formality, and lay Buddhist may
no longer have faith and take refuge in the Three

Refuges.

Nowadays, some lay Buddhists are not committed
because they do not have a good understanding on the
moral principles of Buddhism and have various
misconceptions about the Sangha. For example, some
elder laypeople think that young Sangha members are
too young to be their teachers. Or, the monk/nun used to
be my friend before renouncement, now he/she just
shaved the head bald, does that immediately make
him/her my teacher? Or, as the wise saying goes:
“money makes the mare to go”, so these monks can only
survive with my charity. Or, we are intellectuals, and we
only wish to learn from monks that possess diploma
from Buddhist Institution. Or, paying respect and
making offering to Sangha members is to show that we

are educated, not because of the virtue of the Sangha.
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Taken together, except for few occasions that the Sangha
members have little self-respect, these misconceptions
reveal that some laypeople regard the Sangha as ordinary

Buddhists and do not realize the ethics of Buddhism.

Observing moral principles of Buddhism is also
fundamental to maintenance of the Sangha. Sangha
members who observe the full 227 precepts may
unintentionally break some very minor precepts anytime.
To prevent this from happening, on one hand, Sangha
members must exercise extreme cautions on his/her
behavior; on the other hand, laypeople shall not provide
unfavorable conditions to spoil the virtuousness of the
Sangha. Although we may not understand the content of
full precepts, by seeing that Sangha members are
refrained from many conducts, one would believe that
there are substantial distinctions between the ordained
and lay Buddhists. Otherwise, why should the Sangha

receive reverence and offerings?
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7. Seek the Dharma

Laypeople who have rare opportunities in seeing
Sangha members and long for going around with the
Sangha shall always ask questions about Dharma
whenever there is Sangha members visiting. When a
Sangha member comes to a new place, he/she would be
very delighted if one grasps the opportunity to approach
him/her for Dharma. This means that people in this place
are longing for Dharma, and that spreading the teachings
here is significant. Otherwise, if people only converse
about meaningless subjects, the Sangha member would

be very disappointed.

The motivations and actions of laypeople for
learning Buddhism are extremely diversified. Some
only practice Buddhism in “office hour” -when they are
in temple or Buddhist association. Some attach

themselves to a particular Sangha member for the whole
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day. Some prejudice particular Sangha members and
ignore them. Some involuntarily keep company with
Sangha members for their living. Some act on their
sentiment or peer pressure. Some wish to widen their
horizons, some wish to approach the famed Master, and
some just like to question and challenge the Master. It

IS too numerous to mention individually.

Laypeople must appreciate and take every
opportunity to seek Dharma from the Sangha. Besides
Dharma explanations, one may invite Sangha members
to lead group practice or retreats to deepen the practice
with one method. Many laypeople are considered
part-time Buddhists, and if one does not study diligently,
one will surround oneself with worldly afflictions.
Therefore, although laypeople often devote much time in
Buddhist activities and charity works, one should always
observe one’s primary motivation and be attentive to

one’s own practice.
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8. Rely on the teachings, not on the person

When Buddha taught about approaching the learned
ones, the first of four factors for holy stream-attainment,
he also taught four types of bases on which one can rely.
What is the significance behind it? It shows profound
wisdom of the Buddha. Being far from the Buddha’s
time, we all learn from the learned ones. Without the
guidance from teachers, we are very unlikely to attain
any level of accomplishment based on our inherent
wisdom or independent study. Therefore, frequently
approaching good teachers is essential for a beginner to

map the program of practice.

However, for practitioners that have not attained the
stream of holiness, there must be shortcomings and
afflictions exposed to student followers. How shall a
student respond and cope with the condition? Buddha

foresaw the issue, so he subsequently taught us that the
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main purpose of approaching good Buddhist teachers is
nothing but seeking the Dharma. A teacher is only
responsible for teaching the method, and students must
make every effort to practice and to realize the truth.
Therefore, do not get disturbed by the teacher’s habitual
afflictions nor attach yourself to a great teacher. Please
remember that the purpose of approaching the learned
ones is nothing but learning to eliminate our own

afflictions.

The principle “relying on the teaching, not on the
person” is essential, and ignorance of this principle has
led to numerous issues in Buddhist society. Some feel
uneasy for not coming to the temple and seeing Sangha
members everyday, which leads to a broken family in the
end. Some devote themselves to the temple, leaving their
spouse unattended, abandoning ordinary life, yet are
reluctant to renounce the household life. This causes

undesirable family problems of laypeople and, even
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worse, hurts the reputation of Buddhism and the Sangha.
Therefore, laypeople must observe the principle and be
aware that inappropriate support and interaction with
Sangha members will lead to regrettable effects to

oneself, to the Sangha, and to Buddhism.

9. Continue the Buddha’s teaching

Supporting and maintaining the Sangha requires
good knowledge in Buddhism and correct understanding
in dos and don’ts of ordained practitioners. Otherwise,
the hopes and the future of dedicated practitioners can be

ruined by wrong actions of laypeople.

Supporting the Sangha is of great significance in
facilitating the monastic affairs and, at the same time,
safeguarding the Three Refuges. Buddha told the
disciples before his Nirbana that genuine Dharma will
remain as long as Buddhists put the Dharma into practice.

Likewise, Buddha’s ultimate goal of establishing the
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Sangha is to sustain the Dharma. Therefore, as lay
Buddhists, how can we hesitate to fully support a

monk/nun, member of the Sangha?

In the perspective of sustaining Buddha’s teaching,
lay Buddhists have equal responsibility with the Sangha;
however, the roles are distinct. Since the Sangha have no
livelihoods and dedicate their life to the practice of
morality, meditation, and wisdom, their necessities in
daily life are in need of laypeople’s time, energy, and

financial supports.

The Buddha’s Dharma lives in the Sangha, and the
Sangha is obliged to practice and to spread the teaching.
Supporting the Sangha is seemingly to help others;
however, if Sangha members are able to focus on
practice and Dharma studies, the Dharma will be
propagated extensively and laypeople will have more
opportunities to learn the Dharma. Therefore, as a matter

of fact, supporting the Sangha is to support one’s own
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practice and to make Buddha’s teaching sustained.

10. Practice diligently to attain enlightenment

Enlightenment is full realization of the Dharma, the
truth about our body, mind, and the universe. Buddha
once said, if you wholeheartedly practice the Dharma in
early morning, you would realize by midday that the
Dharma is truth. This means that realizing the Dharma
requires nothing but awareness and awakening of oneself

at any time anywhere.

The Buddha welcomed all those who approached
him for the Dharma, and equally offered the teaching to
renounced and lay disciples. As recorded in the Sutra,
the appearance of Buddha is to free the sentient beings
from sufferings, showing that the compassion of Buddha

is so profound and comprehensive.

Nevertheless, even the Buddha cannot possibly

deliver each one of the innumerable sentient beings to
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enlightenment. In order to retain the teaching for future
beings, the Buddha conveyed the Dharma to disciples,
who would spread the Dharma from generation to
generation until all conditions for Buddhism are extinct.
In addition, Shakyamuni Buddha found that several
preceding Buddhas did not introduce precepts nor spread
the teaching extensively, so the teachings disappeared
when they and their disciples went into Nirbana.
Combining all these factors, the Buddha established the
Sangha of harmony and virtuousness on the basis of six
principles, and the Sangha bear the holy responsibility of

maintaining Dharma in the world.

As for laypeople, lay disciples are not considered
accomplished by just providing time, effort, and
financial support to the Sangha. In addition to supporting
the Sangha, most importantly, laypeople should also
practice the Dharma diligently, as the saying goes,

“learning and practicing Dharma is the most superior
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offering to the Three Refuges”. Every disciple of the
Buddha, no matter renounced or lay, is obliged to
maintain the Buddha’s teaching. As the Sangha devote
themselves to Buddhism and bear more responsibility,
laypeople shall spontaneously help to facilitate the
spreading of Buddhism and boundless merits to all

sentient beings.

Conclusion

The subject “supporting and maintaining the
Sangha” involves very extensively, and this essay only
discusses the topic in the perspective of laypeople. The
same issue from the view of the Sangha community will

hopefully be discussed in the future.

The support and maintenance of the Sangha carry a
great significance. There is a simile in the Sutra: Buddha
is a master of medicine, Dharma is the panacea, and

Sangha is the caregiver/attendant. Sangha are indeed
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caregivers for the sentient beings; when people suffer
from aging, illness, death, etc., the Sangha would render
their compassionate hands and comfort them. This is the
mission of the Sangha.

Having understood their mission, lay students have
every reason to fully assist, support, and guard the
Sangha so that they can practice and propagate Buddha’s
teaching in accordance with the Dharma until the last

minute of their current life.
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