Report on First Visit to

Wat Lao Saoputh Buddhist Temple

1. Wat Lao Saoputh Buddhist Temple ona Monda morning was quiet, at least from the
outsde Andtheopen yard with afew rows of trees surrounding thetemple gaveit a
secludal feel, even thoughthetemple is situated on a main street in South Sacramento.
A lay personwho arrived before me was carrying bags of foodsingde, and a monkin
yellow robe iswalking leisurely in front of theentrance. Invited in by themonk, | found
myself facing avery largehdl, with many big statues of the Buddhaand pogures of
scriptures and decorating flowers at thefar end, and alarge open space in front of it,
which | thoughtmug bewhere lay people sit to hear theteachingsand learn meditation.
While waiting for Veneable Joy, whois probably the mog fluent English speaking monk
in thetemple, | heard loudchatting (in Laotian) and laughing, and cooking utendls
clankingin thekitchen. Having been to afew Theravada meditation centers (in
Malaysa), where everyonespeaks quietly since the monksand others mightbe
meditating, | foundtherelaxed, casud feel to thiswhole place a new and surprising

experience.

Venerable Joy came out, walking fast and smiling very radiantly, wearing ared
fleece vest undenesath his yellow robe (another casud deail!). Showing meto aseat on
thefloor rug and seating himself onthe highe ground, probably where heusudly sitsto
teach the Dharmato the community, he began to welcome my questionsand answvered

them zealously. To my surprise, themonksand nunshere (nine monksand two nung



don®meditate as rigoroudy and meditation retreats aren®a commonthing. With just a
few of hou's of meditation aday, they®e more involved with community activities, with
teaching and learning instead. Andthen jug after Veneable Joy explained to me the
goodmerits of the Buddhgt teachingsand meditation, thebdl rang. [t@time for the
monksto have their meal.
In thedinning roam, thetwo nunsand two lay personslaid down lots of foodson
theroundtable for the monks bowed to them, and then nunssat down at a small
tray of foodsontheground Themonksbegan to say thanksand blessingsto the
donoss of thefoods after which individud bowis of warm rice were presented to
monks | was suggested to do the offering myself, by carrying thebowls of rice to
thetable, where Venerable Joy had me putthem down on a piece of ngokin he
hdd out, and then I bowed with my handspressed togeher in frontof my chest.
Conveasationscontinued as the monksstarted dining, and themonkstalked very
casudly, which was totally different fromwhat | had observed in Therevada

templesin Malaysia.

2. Thepresence of thenunsin thetemple and thar contributionin preparing foodsfor
the monksindicates tha women are accepted and welcomed in the order while still
playing therole of the dono/offerers/servers, and still holding an inferior postionto the
monks Andtheritud foodofferingsseemed to bemogly the same as they have been for
thousndsof years, in tha thegivers of thefoodsreceive merits, and in tha themonks
accept all thefoodsthey are given withoutdiscriminaing, and withouttouding the

handsof thegivers.



In theandent texts, when adevoted woman persistently asked the Buddha
throughAnandag to accept her into the monastic order, and Anandahas asked Him the
third time, Orhe Buddhareplied: &Y es, Ananda awoman who is earnest and zealousand
who dwells in secluson can redlize any of these four fruits of the monastic life. @{EOB

pg 55: 2.1.4 The Acceptance of Woman into the Order)

However, there are alot more rules that apply to female ordained persons GEA
nun,even onewho has been ordaned for ahunded years, mug respectfully salute a
monk, even onewho has been ordained but aday.OE and ONunsshould notreceive food,
beds seats, or lodging ahead of monk) (EOB pg55 & 56) Whether the Buddhahimself
set all theserules or were it later monestery leaders who set them, these rules are till

followed these days, asin Wat Lao Saoputh Buddhst Temple.

Andtheoffering of foodsto spiritud ones has always been agreat deed of merit,
as what Sujata did to the Buddha(unknowngly), aroundthetime of his enlightenment.
QUncovering thedish of milk-rice, she offered it to the Blessed Onewith her own
hand€€0O (EOB pg49:2.1.2 TheLaywoman Sujata) And so later on, Qvhen the Master
was assigning statuses to thelaywomen, he established her as the foremos laywoman

amongthose taking refugeO



3. Contrasts:
Thecasud convasationsgoing on at the dining table, between the monks and
between the monksand lay persons contrasted significantly with thestrict rules |
perceived in reading Nagasenabhiksu Sutra, where monkswere restricted from
spesking amply to thedonass. Thisdetail is highlighted in the passage: QVhen it
was Nagasena@ turn to go to get foodfrom this layman, Kavigupt told him to fill
his mouth with water and keep it there for the duration of his quest for ams at the

layman® house.O(EOB pg 71: 2.4.1)

Also contrasting is how themonksare served at the temple ingead of going for
ams (i.e. no hadship in looking for foodand acquiring nutiitiong. Andfrom talkingto
thelay lady, | learned that they dothis everyday for the monks and tha after the monks
finish their meals, thelay people (and the nung would clean up and eat after them. It
seems the monks are well provided for Bwhich is nothing bad, except that accordingto
theandent standadsit may seem like indulgence, and thusa hindrance to ther spiritud
pah. (Butl guessit wouldn®make sense if these monkswere to impose hardship on
themselvesin finding food since foodin Americais not scare compared to Indiain

andent time, and since thelay people are al too willing to providefor them).






