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Temptations from the Secular World:
Why Did Sung Monks Commit Secular Crimes?

Nap-yin Lau
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

This essay explores why Sung monks committed secular crimes from the perspective
of the development of Buddhism in the Sung. It points out that (1) the deteriorating
government control of the ordainment produced numerous under-qualified monks; (2) the
decline of the monastic training (including teachers, teaching materials, and educational
environments) failed to improve the moral qualities of monks; (3) the market and profit
orientations of big monasteries exposed monks to the secular temptation of fame and
wealth; (4) the unstable financial situation of medium and small monasteries forced the
monks to accede to the superstitious demands of the population, which in turn made them
susceptible to claims of conducting illegal witchcraft; (5) some sacrificial rituals and
shamanistic practices of the Tantric School bordered on criminal acts; (6) the belief of the
Ch’an School which held that enlightenment could be achieved by living a worldly life gave
leeway to having sex, eating meat, and drinking wine; (7) the relaxation and contradictions
of the Buddhist rules created structural loopholes that enabled criminal monks to escape due
punishment; (8) some basic Buddhist principles (e.g. on sex, wine, causation and
transmigration) were acculturated by Sung scholar-officials. Monks getting drunk, though
punishable by relegation to lay status, were made legendary in literati paintings and
writings. Criminal monks might be exonerated in hell, the interpretations of which were now
controlled by scholar-officials with their secular values. Monks who accepted these values
saw nothing wrong with indulging in wine, meat, and even sex with scholar-officials. These
“cultured monks” were merely “scholar-official cultured monks” or even “bureaucratic

cultured monks.”

Keywords: Sung, monks, crimes, Buddhism
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