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We Walk the Path
Together

[he intended awakening
solitary pursuit, says Larry Yang, SO \
Western practitioners resist spiritual community?
He invites us to explore the value of sangha
and our cultural biases around it.

t to Thatland and was

frer abourt fifteen years of dharma practice, 1 wen

uned as a Theravada monk. [ will carey the expenence with me for

I"!:_' rost of my h!

It was during thar time that 1 first encountered the deep and direct experi-

ence of community and relanonship along a collective spiritual path. Entening

monastic life, | entered into a community very different from any

been in, with different norms and expectarions and in a foreign culture with

which 1 had enly minimal experience. It was intimidating, to sav the least.

What was surprising for me was that 1 actually did belong to the commu-
nity, whether or not [ felt that as an internal experience. The s nple fact of my

presence within the community meant that | belonged. The acceprance of my

presence didn’t depend on my background, erigins, upbringing, or status: my
heartfelr intention to practice toward happiness and freedom was a suthcient

credennal for acceprance

[here was something special abour the basic sense of belon

with bemg, ord:

ned in the monastic spiritual community. My usual experience,
in order to feel thar | belong somewhere, has been 1o need to be a certain way,

think 1n alignment or agree with a certain group’s viewpoints, look or dress to
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Many of our Western dharma communities, largely focused on
European American values, have yet to examine how the
dharma has been changed in its transmission from interdependent

cultures to independent cultures,

a certain convention, or act approprately for group
norms that often are not explicitly articulated.
Failing to accomplish these things has wsually rein-
forced the narrative that [am unworthy.

This is not to say that iving an ordamed life was
casy. I remember gerting dressed i monastic robes
as one of the most ditfheult ininal challenges thar |
encountered in my ordination. On other monastics,
the robes seemed 1o drape in a natural visual flow,
cascading elegantly from shoulder to heel. On me,
it was as if [ had wedged my body inte some kind
of complicated architecrural construcnon made out
of fabric. 1 was both unsuccessful, at least at first,
in managing to arrange all the tolds as they should
be and compulsive in my attemplts to get it correct.
Naot having a steam iron, every night [ would paper
clip the folds of my robes together so they would
stay in place when [ put them on in the morning;
it sometimes took me an hour 1o dress in the carly
hours belore sunrise. In one of my overly vigor
ous atrempts 1o keep the robes properly aligned, 1
tied my waistband so tightly that the friction of the
hound cloth gave me a serious blister on my back.

During, those first weeks after my ordination,
ather monks—whether or not 1 had met them,
whether or not they were senior to me, and whether
or not they were my teachers—would walk up to
me without so much as a greenng and simply adjust
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my robes. 1 didn’t feel any particular sense of judg-
ment from them; many times, they didn’t even make
any comment. Rather than feehng judged about
having done something poorly, 1 felr like the other
monastics were lending me their support so 1 could
look like an expenienced monastic and be the hest
monastic | could be. It felt like an atfectionare ges-
ture, like your mom stopping vou as a kid before
vou dashed out the door to straighten vour hair or
adjust your collar. It felt intimare. We were sup-
porting cach other—communicating that we could
mutually depend on one another. By the end of my
time in Thailand. | felt it one of the highest comph
ments when a That lay pracotioner in a community
ceremony commented o my teacher that | “wore
my robes well.”

That sense of community grew deeper and more
expansive for me in the relationship between the
moenastic community and the lay pracritioner com-
munity in the village. As with many rehigious orders,
monastics in Southeast Asia provide lay communi-
ties wich spiritual guidance, teachings, and role
models; in return, the layv communitics completely
support the monastic communities i material wavs,
The Buddha structured the sangha in such a way
that monastic and lay Buddhist communities func-
tion interdependently. As he says in a Pali sceiprure
called Iivuttaka, “Houscholders and the homeless
|monastics] in mutual dependence both reach the
true dhamma,”

Every morning after the predawn chantng, we
would engage in the pracuce of alms rounds, collect-
ing the food we would cat for that day. The monas-
rics walk with their eves looking down 1o the ground
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straight ahead of them and their alms bowl in their
hands, They never directly ask anyone for food; ask-
g for tood i1s actually an infraction of one of the
hundreds of guidelines that Theravada monastics are
required to follow in order 1o be defined as a monk
or a nun. Instead, through che incredible and uncon
ditional generosity of the people in the COMMmMuUNICY,
toad is placed in the bowl. Many nmes ar the village
temple, when the sky was just beginning to turn a
rosy pink as dawn lifted the cover of night, 1 would
slip off my sandals, as is the custom, 1o feel the dust,
the grit, the roughness of the unpaved ground and
street paths—to feel the foundation of the ancient
carth while engaging in this ancient practice and
mterchange. The walk for alms and food for the day
is done without shoes. When people give fond, they
also take off their shoes, even if they are in the mid-
dle of the street. There is a sense of deep connection,
free from hicrarchy—just people in different roles
touching the ground directly and togecher. The first
time I stepped into the coolness of the morning air
i my bare feet wich my alms bowl, I felt incredibly
vulnerable. 1 tound myself wondering, “Will 1 do it
correctly? Will I be able to live up to the tradition
well enough?”

As we walked, people came our of their homes
already prepared to offer food. Generally, it was the
older women of the houschold who had gotren up
in the early morning hours to cook the elaborare
meals that were delicately tied into plastic bags to
be carcfully placed into monastic bowls.

We would hear the word simaors, an equivalent
of “Please, may 1 offer this food to you?” The vil-
lagers would raise the food offering ro their fore-
heads as a sign of respectful giving and gently place
it in the alms bowl, starting with the senior monas-
tic first when there was more than one. The lay
villagers knelt as they made the offering, their faces
showing a warmih that matched the emerging glow
of the rising sun. All of this was done in silence, as
if this ancient act was unfolding on its own. Then.
the monastics would chant four verses thar bless
the tood and those who have offered it. Afrer a
pause, without another word, we would move on.

Sometimes not even a minute would pass hefore we
heard another voice speak, = Nisrors, ™

The villagers would sometimes make an addi-
tional gesture of pouring water into 2 bowl as the
monastics performed their chane, The gesture signi-
fied that whatever “merit™—goodness and value—
that came Irom thar act of kindness and LONCTOSITY
is shared with all living beings as casily as water
flows. In this way, the benefits of our spiritual prac
tice are not only for the giver but for all heings,
unconditionally,

We enacred this ritual every morning, and each
time it touched a deep place in my heart. [ returned
to the temple with pounds and pounds of food,
always more than the actual alms bowl could hold:
['had to carry extra bags with me to accommuodate
the donations. Monastics are obligated to accepr all
the gifts because another equally important aspect
of this rival is providing the community with the
opportunity to be generous, The practice of alms
round and almsgiving offers pracritioners an invira-
tion to appreciate their faith and spirituality,

THE WORD “COMMUNITY™ is derived from the
Latin terms cuorr, meaning “together™ or “among
cach othes,™ and mnis, which indicares giving or
a gift or exchange. Integrated into one word, conr
mtensity represents a form of exchanging or giving
among and between cach other, This resonates

with the notion of sangha. Giving to cach other-
whether in the form of support in getting onc's
robes right or in the form of offering fod—is a vis-
ible and visceral way of bringing community off che
page as a concept and into real life,

We are all inrerconnected and interrelared just v
the fact that we are alive togecher in this world, We
are relating not only to cach other bur also 1o life
itselt and to the earth, The reachings on canse and
effect, sometimes called interdependent co arsing or
dependent origination, speak to this innate aspect of
how things are intertwined with each other, both on
the scale of our everyday human life and also in the
arand expansivencss ol the universe.
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The Buddha did not just pay lip service to the collective aspect of our

spiritual journey. He was inviting us to explore, as deeply as meditation
itself, what it means to awaken together in community.

This is explained in the Sanvictta Nikaya as

follows:

Whiewr threre 15 s, that is.
Witly the arising of this, that arises. When this
is not, neither s that,

Writlr the cessaston of this, that ceases.

The fundamental part of this teaching can feel so
true or obvious that it can seem mundane or feel
irrelevant or ummportant. Yet in its succineiness,

it invites us to explore how deeply interwoven and
interdependent our lives are. Reverend D Martin
Luther King Jr.. in his 1964 address to the Method-
1st Student Leadership Conlerence, also caprured

the spirit of this ancient knowledge:

In a real sense, all life 1s mrerrelated. All men are
caught in an mescapable network of murvality, oed
in a single garment of desony, Whatever affects one
directly, affects all indirectly. [ can never be whart |
ought 1o be until you are whar you ought to be, and
you can never be what you vught to be until Tam
what [ ought to be. This is the interrelated structure

of reabiry

It 1s chis interrelated structure ol our reality thar

we are invited to live each and every day when we
enter the different groups in our lives, The differ
ent and varnied commumities within which we walk
are defined and described by culture—the dynamac,
ever-changing way in which a group of people hves
toecther, including their conscious and unconscious
behaviors, amtudes, norms, values, mstitutions,
and symbols, Culture is communicared verbally and

nonverbally, transmitted from generanion to genera

tion, and constantly creaved. collected, and tr
formed in the process, [t necessarily influences our
spiritual practice, hoth explicitly and subsly. Our
norms, beliets, and values imfluence our mythole
aies, rituals, and imagery. How we worship and
have faich, in turn, 1s one o the common threads

from which our culture 1s woven.
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The organizations and instirwnons that comprise
our dharma communities are themselves cultural
expressions, However, there 18 a common view
that when aur spiritual pracrice grows sufficiently
deep, our awareness and spiritual development will
transcend the influence of culture. | have seen this
wdea expressed speetheally in regard o pracrce of
the Buddha’s teachings and even in che context of
secular mindfulness and meditation pracrice, Some
may disagree, but [ believe that if dharma pracrice is
meant to be comprehensive—leaving nothing in hife
outside of its scope—rthen culoure 1s not to be tran
swended or lefr behind, Cultural influence 1s there
from the moment we are horn until we pass away,
from the time when we learn to when we teach oth
ers. in all the mundane and sublime elements of our
lives: 1t s something to be mtegrated imto the very
fabric of vur spiritual pracrice, including the diverse
tacets of our hehavior and denninies.

The way in which the teachings of the Buddha

.

et the West 15 no differ-

and Buddhism have con
ent: our experience of dharma is influenced by both
our own culture and the culrures from which we
have received 1t Western cultural norms and incli-
nations have already influenced our collective expe-
rience of the teachings. Even though those of usin

Insight Mediranion aircles acknowledge that sangha

is a practice of being in community, we tend not o
place as much emphasis on this aspect as do pracn-
tioners trom traditionally Buddhist councries. The
dominant culoure in the United States can be quite
focused on the indwvidual; our culture values icons
of rugged individualism, the socio-literary narratve
of raising onesclf by onc’s own bootstraps, and the
psvchological 1deal of healthy mndividuation in the
process of human behavioral development. Such
sentiments do not leave much room for cultivating a

larger experience of community,

» continued on page 83




