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Training in Community 
by Gil Fronsdal 

 

Introduction to Readings for Week 3 
(July 23, 2018) 

 
Reading 
MN 48, 65, 104, 5, 15 and study guides  
optional: MN 69, 142, 3, 103, 40 
 
 
As indicated by being one of the three refuges, sangha has a very important role in 

Buddhism.  The word sangha has two primary meanings in the Middle Length Discourses. 

First, it refers to disciples of the Buddha who have attained one of the four levels of 

awakening, i.e. “the four pairs of persons, the eight types of individuals.”1  This meaning is 

conveyed in the following passage: 

One acquires perfect confidence thus: The Sangha of the Blessed One’s disciples 

is practicing the good way, practicing the straight way, practicing the true way, 

practicing the proper way, that is, the four pairs of persons, the eight types of 

individuals (MN 7.7) 

Second, sangha refers to the community of Buddhist monastics whether or not they have 

attained any level of awakening.  The Buddha uses the term in this way in a passage 

describing a gathering of both realized and unrealized monastics:  

Bhikkhus, this assembly is free from prattle, this assembly is free from chatter. 

It consists purely of heartwood. … Such an assembly as this is rare for the 

world to see - such is this Sangha of bhikkhus, such is this assembly. Such an 

assembly as would be worth journeying many leagues with a travel-bag to see 

- such is this Sangha of bhikkhus, such is this assembly. (MN 118.8) 

For the monastics, living in community provides beneficial circumstances in which to 

undertake training in liberation.  In community one has the opportunity to receive 

instruction, teachings, support, guidance, and, when necessary, admonishment. For 

                                                 
1
 Bhikkhu Bodhi, in his introduction to his translation of the Majjhima Nikāya, explains that these four pairs 

are obtained by dividing those who have attained one of the four stages of awakening into those who have 
entered the way which will eventually lead to realizing the fruit of a stage and those who have already 
realized the fruit (p. 42).  “Entering the way leading to the fruit” is usually understood as having attained 
realization but not yet being transformed by the realization.  
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example, MN 118.2 describes an idyllic, full-moon setting in which new bhikkhus gather 

around elder bhikkhus to receive instruction: “and the new bhikkhus, taught and instructed 

by the elder bhikkhus, had achieved successive stages of high distinction.”   

The primary guide for monastic life is the Vinaya, the code of discipline that monastics 

commit themselves to.  Over his teaching career, the Buddha added new rules and 

guidelines to the Vinaya in response to particular situations.  For example, MN 66.6 

describes how the Buddha first declared that monks could eat in the morning and the 

evening but then later restricted their eating to only in the morning.   

In the Middle Length Discourses the Dhamma and Vinaya are often mentioned together as a 

way to represent the Buddha’s teachings.  A practitioner who has right view listens with 

eager ears when the Buddha proclaims the Dhamma and Vinaya (MN48. 14) and someone 

ordained as a monastic is described as being admitted into the Dhamma and Vinaya (e.g., 

MN 57.14, 73.16).  In other words, it is not just the Buddha’s teachings (the Dhamma) that 

are important, but the teachings and the discipline (the Vinaya) go together to make up the 

path the Buddha proclaimed.   

The Buddha’s attendant, Ānanda, highlighted the significance of the monastic discipline and 

training when he told the other monastics that the Buddha did not appoint a successor 

before his death, but instead the Buddha “prescribed the course of training for bhikkhus 

and he has laid down the Pātimokkha”2 (MN 108.10).  That is, having a leader of the 

community was deemed not necessary because the monastics had clear guidelines for 

behavior.  

The rhythm of monastic life was to live together in community during the three-month 

rains retreat and then to wander apart the rest of the year.  Probably because the Middle 

Length Discourses was originally intended to be a manual for monastics, it is not surprising 

that it contains teachings on living together harmoniously, on dealing with conflict within 

the monastic community and living alone.  When the monastic community is in harmony, 

                                                 
2 Whereas the word “vinaya” is probably a broad term for monastic discipline as well as the name of the 
collection of texts that include the rules, the Pātimokkha is the specific set of rules monastics are required to 
live by and recite every two weeks.   
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the monastics are described as “living in concord, with mutual appreciation, without 

disputing, blending like milk and water, viewing each other with kindly eyes” (MN 31.6).  

However, because the monastic sangha includes people who have not yet attained any level 

of liberation, we can expect some monastics to behave in less than ideal fashion and are in 

need of correction and reprimand.  Plus, not all monastics readily accepted new rules (e.g. 

MN 66.7).  MN 65, assigned for this week’s reading, concerns a monk who ignores a new 

rule restricting the time for eating.   

In contrast, some suttas contain encouragements for monastics to live in solitude; in fact 

the third discourse in the Middle Length Discourses focuses on the theme of training in 

seclusion (pavivitta).  It seems some monastics spent enough time living in the forest that 

they were known as ‘forest-dwellers’ (āraññika).  One sutta discusses how the forest-

dwelling monastics should behave when living in a community of monks who are not 

forest-dwellers (MN 69). 

___ 

A Bhikkhu does not adhere to his own views or hold on to them tenaciously, and he 

relinquishes them easily; this is a quality that makes him easy to admonish. 

(MN 15.5) 

 

These things that I have taught you after directly knowing them – that is, the four 

foundations of mindfulness, the four right kinds of striving, the four bases of spiritual 

power, the five faculties, the five powers, the seven enlightenment factors, the Noble 

Eightfold Path – in these things you should all train in concord, with mutual 

appreciation, without disputing. 

        (MN 103.3) 
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Questions to consider 

 MN 48 emphasizes the importance of community.  What other ways, either 

directly or indirectly, have the importance of community been emphasized in 

our readings so far in this course? 

 MN 48.5-6 emphasizes the importance of harmony among practitioners.  In 

addition, the sutta describes the ideal community as one that has love, 

respect, cohesion, no disputes, concord and unity.  In addition to loving 

kindness, what practices have we studied so far in this course that can 

support creating these ideal relationships? 

 How are personal liberation and healthy communities linked in MN 48? 

 Rather than explaining what is Right View, MN 48 describes the character of 

someone who has Right View.  Having Right View is not just an 

understanding; it is an understanding that is meant to transform the person 

who has it.  Right View is emphasized in MN 48 in the context of promoting 

cordiality.  How might Right View lead a person to have the character 

explained in MN 48.11-12?   


