
 

Why Buddhist monks collect alms and visit
households even in times of social distancing
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Monks often travel through the same neighborhoods, forming a religious
community. Credit: Thomas Borchert, CC BY

Monks socially distancing as they go about their daily alms rounds while
dressed in face masks as well as robes have become a common sight
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during the coronavirus pandemic in Thailand. Pictures in Thai media
show the efforts monks and their lay supporters are making in
maintaining social distance, as they carry on with the practice
nonetheless.

I lived in Bangkok for the first six months of 2014 conducting research
on the response of Thai Buddhist monks to political issues. I saw that
even on days when political protests would close major intersections,
making notoriously bad traffic even worse, monks would rise before
dawn and silently walk barefoot around the city to collect alms. The
donations from lay Buddhists provide the primary source of daily food
for the thousands of monks who live in Bangkok.

While political upheaval did not disrupt or change this practice in a
meaningful way, COVID-19 has affected these interactions, limiting and
putting constraints on them.

Daily rounds of monks

This daily alms round is a central practice for Theravada Buddhist
monks and novices in much of Southeast Asia.

It comes from the disciplinary rules for monks that instruct monks not to
engage in agricultural labor, keep only a few possessions and eat only
what is offered in their bowls each morning on the alms rounds.

There are exceptions to this, such as monks who are too old or ill to go
on daily rounds. Yet a significant portion of Thailand's almost 300,000
monks receive their food from their morning rounds.

Following the emergence of the coronavirus in Thailand, in mid-March
2020, senior abbots in Bangkok released guidance that temples be closed
and that festivals as well as rituals be postponed.
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However, monks were allowed to leave the temple to go on alms rounds.

Belief behind the practice

There are many reasons why this practice was allowed despite the risks
brought about through close contact between the monk and his lay
donor.

In religious terms, monks provide laypeople with an opportunity to make
merit. Buddhist teachings generally highlight that an individual's social
situation is the result of karma, the effect of actions performed earlier in
this life or in a previous incarnation.

Many Thai Buddhists believe that making merit—good karma—through
giving can help mitigate the effects of wicked acts. These are acts
motivated by greed, hatred or delusion. Giving food to monks is not the
only way that Thais make merit, but it is a common one, tied to daily life
throughout the country.

Merit making can also have political consequences. In 2007 monks in
Myanmar took part in protests against the government that started with
complaints against a spike in oil prices but quickly took on more overtly
political overtones. This "Saffron Revolution," so-called because of the
role played by the saffron-colored robes of the monks, was triggered
when monks on their morning alms rounds turned over their bowls.

This act, while not common, has a long history in Theravada Buddhism.
The early 20th-century supreme patriarch of Thailand, Prince
Wachirayan, wrote that this was a way that Theravada monks can rebuke
laypeople for improper actions that threaten either the teachings of the
Buddha or the monastic community. In effect, it meant that the military
rulers and their families could not make merit.
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Economically, the daily alms round is important, providing an important
regular source of food for many monks in Thailand.

In normal conditions, temple economies in Thailand are based on annual
festivals as well as individual donations tied to family events.
Approximately 10% of monks receive financial support from the
government, but this mainly pays utility bills.

Individual monks also often receive money for conducting funerals, as
well as other rites, such as blessing new homes or businesses, but these
have been curtailed by social distancing rules in the pandemic. As a
result of the restrictions, food shortages have emerged for monks,
particularly in rural areas of Thailand, and other parts of Southeast Asia.

Concerns that monks will not receive enough support during the
pandemic caused the government to float a plan to provide relief for
monks, but these plans have yet to result in actual support. In other
words, Thai monks still depend on morning alms rounds.

The ritual

This goes beyond the economic, however. Monks do not solicit food on
their alms rounds, but people come up to them freely. While temples do
not have formal congregations, monks often have disciples who are
regular patrons.

The ritual of giving food each morning is highly formal, with neither
monk nor layperson making eye contact with each other. The monk
blesses the food, and the giver receives nothing save a karmic benefit.

However, in practice, it can be more than this. While there is no formal
assignment of alms routes, monks will often travel through
neighborhoods in a regular pattern. Monks get to know the people who
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regularly provide them with food, and they make it possible for elderly
or sick disciples to make merit by going to their homes and waiting for
the disciple to step out.

As Charles Carstens, a scholar of Buddhism in Myanmar, has shown, 
religious community is formed in the midst of this highly formalized
donation.

The coronavirus has brought significant challenges to people all over the
world, religious communities included. In the last several months, Jews
celebrated Passover Seders and Christians celebrated Easter virtually;
Muslims were forced to break their Ramadan fasts at home, rather than
in festive gatherings with friends and relatives. Pilgrimages and festivals
around the world have been reduced in scale or canceled altogether.

Some of these changes are easier than others to incorporate. But in
Thailand, the morning alms round is such an integral part of the daily
fabric of life, religiously and economically, that it cannot be simply
postponed.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Why Buddhist monks collect alms and visit households even in times of social
distancing (2020, July 14) retrieved 19 April 2024 from 
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-07-buddhist-monks-alms-households-social.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13537903.2020.1695805?journalCode=cjcr20
https://studyofreligion.fas.harvard.edu/people/carstens-charles
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13537903.2020.1695799
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/style/self-care/seder-easter-zoom-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/08/style/self-care/seder-easter-zoom-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/12/dining/ramadan-quarantine-coronavirus.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/saudi-arabia-announces-drastic-curbs-to-numbers-for-annual-hajj-pilgrimage-to-mecca/2020/06/23/2cd505be-b525-11ea-9a1d-d3db1cbe07ce_story.html
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/why-buddhist-monks-collect-alms-and-visit-households-even-in-times-of-social-distancing-128452
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-07-buddhist-monks-alms-households-social.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

