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Academic Category

An Analysis on the Definitions and Responsibilities of
Teacher in Theravada Buddhism for a Consensus in a
Globalised World

Mediyawe Piyarathana

Research Objective

The objective of this research paper is to observe the definitions and responsibilities about
teacher presented in Theravada Buddhism as it can be very fruitful to investigate them for the
implementation of the globalised world when the opportunities of Buddhism are explored with
openness.

Introduction

There are many explanations about the definitions and responsibilities of teacher in
Theravada Buddhism. Many terms have been used to define teacher. The role of teacher has been
explained in many discourses. Many categories of teachers are presented in Buddhism. The study
and analysis about the definitions on teacher and responsibilities in Theravada Buddhism has been
a significant area in finding out the challenges and opportunities in a globalised world.

Research Methodology
To find the definitions and responsibilities of a teacher presented in 7Theravada Buddhism,
Buddhist canonical texts were mainly used in this research to do the literary survey.

Research Problem
Are there any definitions and responsibilities about teacher in Theravada Buddhism that
can be implemented in a globalised world?

Discussion and Analysis

There are many specific terms that were used to present Buddha as a great teacher in
the dialogues of early Buddhism. One of those terms is ‘sattha’(teacher). The word ‘sattha’ is a
technical term to introduce teacher. The word ‘sattha’ is a technical term to introduce teacher. The
Buddha is introduced as a teacher in a significant sense than the religious teachers at the Buddha’s
time (D.ii.p.93). He is introduced so because of his vast or great knowledge (anomanaman
sattharan). And also, he has been introduced as a teacher who ends the fear of those who come
to him for his refuge “sabb&san saranan yanti - so no sattha anuttaro” (SN.p.27). The Buddha
became a respectful person for many since the day he possessed wisdom and ended his suspicion
“sabbesan saranan yanti, so no sattha anuttaro” (SN.p.31). The Buddha was honoured by many
since he gained insight and uprooting doubt “puccama sattaran anoma pannan - ditthe va dhamme
yo vicikicchana cetta” (SN.p.60). Many Brahmins who were considered great intellectuals paid
their full respect to the Buddha. They did so by appreciating his exemplary, correct and good
behaviour “pundarikan yatha vaggu toyena upalippati” (SN.p.101). According to Sabhiya, a
famous Brahmin, Buddha was appreciated as the greatest teacher who gave up all the desires
“sangatigo sabbadukkhappahino” (SN.p.45). He saw Buddha as a white lotus flower which is
not corrupted even from water. ‘sattha’ means sometimes a term or an adjective used specially to
introduce Buddha. This term perhaps used for another famous teacher very rarely. Whatsoever, to
distinguish Buddha from others, the term ‘sattha’ has been emphasised.
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There are five groups of persons who were known as teachers are found in early Buddhist texts
or canon.

1. Teacher with bad conduct “aparisuddha silo”
Teacher with good conduct “parisuddha silo”

2. Teacher with bad living condition “aparisuddha jivo”
Teacher with good living condition “parisuddha jivo”

3. Teacher with bad advice “aparisuddha dhammad@sana”
Teacher with good advice “parisuddha dhammad@sana”

4. Teacher with bad analysis “aparisuddha veyyakarano”
Teacher with good analysis “parisuddha veyyakarano”

5. Teacher with bad philosophy “apirsuddha nana dassano”
Teacher with good philosophy “parisuddha fiana dassano”

(A.iii.p.124-125).

The Buddha by his exemplary behaviour and advice has preached that the above
mentioned persons with bad behaviour are not suitable to consider as teachers because they don’t
have Cognition and Recollection which are with a true teacher. According to Buddha, a good
teacher is with good conduct, good living condition, living with good advice, with good analysis,
and a person with a good philosophy spiritually (A.iii.p.126). Itis an obvious fact that the teacher
has also been defined with immeasurable Cognition, Recollection and Conception. Cognition
possessed with person is a very clear thing and it is not possible to hide it in a deceitful way.
This Cognition feature reveals another complete description about teachers at that time. Due
to this Cognition feature, specially, there had been a considerable subject analysis change with
the teachers at that time. It was not possible for them to explain about the feelings of senses and
nature of feelings. So, some group of teachers could give a complete knowledge of feeling on
senses and the nature of feelings with regard to body. This last group of teachers were considered
real teachers by the Buddha.

The understanding capacity of teacher is on his vast creative ability. Creative thinking
ability makes him famous as a teacher. The Buddha becomes the greatest with this astonishing
power when compared with the teachers at his time. The path to the deliverance not known to
anybody in the world was found by the Buddha “asanjatassa maggassa sanjaneta”. He preached
it first to the others “ankkhatassa maggassa ankhata”. The Buddha knew that way “maggannu-
maggavidu” S.i,p.191). He was clever from the way “magga kovido” (S.iii.p.66). This has been
given in canon in another way. For a man walking in the jungle meets a city. He informed his
finding to the king. The king renovates that city. In the same manner, the Buddha also found a path
that the previous Buddha s followed and he said about his findings to many people (S.ii.p.104).
According to Buddhism, the teacher should be a creative thinker and explorer of unknown
knowledge “magga jino ca — magga desako” (SN.p.17).

One of the other famous terms used to introduce Buddha as a teacher is “akkhataro”
“lecturer, narrator, describer” (SN.p.29). According to etymology, the meaning of “akkhataro” is
the person with the ability of explaining even with the most difficult thing (Williams.1959.p.2).
According to Dhammapada commentary, the term ‘akkhataro’is used to introduce ‘communication
ability’ “vasena ye patipanna” (Dhp.A.p.673). This idea has been given vividly in Hemavata
Sutta (SN.p.29). So, Buddha is spring of vast learned or erudite “sabba dhammana paragu”
(SN.p.29). And also, he is praised as great person who is without fear and anger “verabbhayatita”.
There are places where the terms ‘sattha’ and ‘akkhataro’ has been used in the same place to



respect each other. ‘akkataro’ is an honorary term used to denote a person who has the ability
to analyse something. Friends, our religious teacher describes the craving and the way to end
desire. “Chanda ragakkhayi kho no avuso satthati”(S.iii.p.7). Friends, further our religious
teacher explains the craving and ending the desire about body “rupa ragakkhaya kho avuso
satthati” suffering or pain, “vedana” feeling or sensations “sanna”, collective actions “sankhara”,
knowledge “vinnana” (S.iii.p.7). It can be seen that Buddha’s wonderful way of teaching has been
described as ‘satthasasana’ (Itivuttaka.p.28). At the same time, those who follow the Buddha’s

dispensation or advice “anusasana” are known ‘satthusasanakarino’ (Itivuttaka.p.29).

In early Buddhist canon, teacher is a great person who tames persons who are necessary to
be tamed “purisa dhamma saratht” (D.ii.p.93). The term “purisa dhamma saratht” ‘clever leader’
is a good term used to denote an incomparable teacher with Cognition and vast knowledge. Cunda
Sutta clearly states that there are many terms used to denote Buddha as a great teacher (A.iii.p.355).
The Buddha, introduced in those special features as a great teacher, appreciates the silence “muni”,
a great intelligent person “pahuta pafiio”, understood everything “Buddha”, the Chief of Dhamma
“Dhammasami”, was without craving “vita tanha” the greatest of men “dipaduttama” and also he
was a brave trainer to discipline those who need to be disciplined (SN.p.16). The meaning of
“purisadhamma sarath1” (great teacher) is given in Pali Commentary. Though it is short, it can be
seen as a clear argument in this regard. Ke&si, a trainer of horse, once came to inquire the Buddha
about his knowledge. At the beginning of his conversation, Kes1 was willing to know from the
Buddha how to tame the untrained horses. KesT said to the Buddha all his conventional methods
of taming horses, some horses from soft words and some from rough words. He said that the
horses that cannot be tamed in the above procedure are killed. KesT explaining the facts further
said that he kills the untameable horses in order to protect his reputation as a horse trainer. As a
response to Kest’s words, the Buddha preached that he also follows the same method in taming
those who should be tamed. But, the way Keést did for untameable horse is not followed by the
Buddha in taming people. The Buddha preached that He imposed Brahmadandan (not speaking
or advising) to the untameable persons (A.ii.p.112).

There are three other terms that have been used to denote Buddha as a teacher in the
Pali canon. They are Guru, ‘acariya’ and ‘upajjhaya’. Here, the considerable factor is that these
haven’t been used as the terms mentioned before. If it is stated in brief, it is very clear that the last
two terms ‘acariya’ and ‘upajjhaya’ have been used to denote any teacher in the Pali canon. At the
time of the Buddha and later, this concept that took a special place at the educating institutions has
to be examined in great detail.

The term Guru is not found in Pali canon like other two terms. The academic meaning
of Guru is, the opposite of Luhu (light) and the opposite of it Bara, Gambhira (deep). This
term is used for measuring some material or to appreciate something (M.iii.p.20). According to
Buddhist teaching, those who are with the capabilities of “Vijja” cognition, “Carana” knowledge
and activities “kosalla” “manocalaka” were considered as Guru. As presented in Kalama Sutta
(A.1.p.189), when something is decided or accepted or followed, among the factors that should
follow, Guru (teacher) is accepted. The Buddha advised Kalama at the Kesaputta village not to
accept something only because of a teacher said it or that has come from generation to generation
“ma samano no garuti” (A.i.p.189). This can be considered as one direct occasion or usage of
Guru by the Buddha.

Old Buddhist texts indicate that the term ‘Guru’ is certainly an important term that should
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use to denote Buddha. In the discourse, Kin Kusala Sutta (SN.p.56), the term Guru has been
used in two occasions. It says there that it is necessary for a student to meet the teacher on all
the possible occasions for the development of own virtue “kalafifiacassa garunam dassanaya”
(SN.p.56). It has been emphasised there that keeping a close relationship is very helpful for good
and permanent development of virtues “kalena gacce garunarh sakasam” (SN.p.56). It is clear
that for the explanation of some difficult and complex words, it is possible to use the term ‘Garu,’
flexible term. The person living with great behaviour “brahmacari” and with special objectives is
suitable to introduce as teacher “garuttaniyo” (A.ii.p.21-23). In the same way, the term ‘Sattha’
and ‘Garu’ are used to respect towards teacher. Specially, the term ‘Garu’ is used with the meaning
‘honour or respect’ (A.ii.p.331). So, it is very clear from these two terms that the term ‘Garu’ is
used to introduce teacher as well as the respect towards teacher.

It is really a difficult matter to judge the importance of teacher. The influence of a teacher
for Cognition and the development of knowledge are very great. According to the old texts of
canon, keeping a close relationship with an exemplary teacher, helps highly for the improvement
of spiritual and virtuous development of a person. Spiritual power of the student with a close
relationship always with a teacher becomes the main symbol of his personality and it is the peace
“anusuiyako”. In this manner, the student who developed his personality well will respect elders
“vaddhapacayino” (Dhp.v.109). He will be punctual “kalannu”. By presenting the way that he
should behave in front of his teacher, he won’t laugh on unsuitable occasions “hasa”. He won’t
speak barren or arid words “jappa”. He won’t worry on grief “parideva”. He will be free from
bad or corrupted mental and physical behaviour “padosan”. He will give up all the bad mental
conditions like cunningness “mayakatarn”, deceitfulness “kuhakam”, greediness “giddham”,
arrogance ‘“kasacam” and high craving “muccarm” (SN.p.57). He will become a person with
good speech, thought and action due to the close or friendly association with his teacher. He will
start spreading his whole personality, calmness, happiness and contemplation or tranquillity of
mind (SN.p.57). It will become a reality of achieving personal objectives and spiritual blessing
(SN.p.57).

A good teacher is considered as a person who established his own good behavioural
pattern ‘thero’. A teacher like that is firm or fixed of his emotions. He does not embarrass the
things that are reasoning for lust “rajjaniye na rajjati”. He will not arise anger on the things that
make him angry “dussaniye na dussati”. He will not be ignorant of those that crate ignorance
“mohaniye na muyhati”. He will not enrage or provoke in provoking things “madaniye na
majjati” (A.iii.p.110-111). Teacher, who is known with the Garu concept, was praised for having
the control or firmness of emotion and behaviour patterns (Mookerji.1976.p.237). The firmness of
character and discipline is thought to be a beauty of a good teacher. According to Buddhist view,
the firmness of the teacher’s character is not only with ageing. Though one is over hundred years
of age and speaks false and unsuitable or unnecessary things, he was introduced as a fool by the
Buddha. On the other hand, though one is young and with discipline in every behaviour pattern,
he was praised by the Buddha as a great person in discipline (A.iii.p.22).

The term ‘Garu’ has been used at the earliest time to introduce only the Buddha (A.i.p.188).
However, by the passage of time, it has become a technical and a common term to denote any
teacher. The term ‘Garu’ later comes into the usage as ‘Guru’. According to linguistic, the term
‘Guru’ 1s used to introduce teacher. However, the term ‘Guru’ has been used more than ‘Garu’ in
the earliest time to intend teacher (A.iii.p.22). The aged and the matured head with grey hair is
not enough to make a person a good teacher. In this manner, the usage of ‘Garu’, which creates a



conceptual framework, emphasises greatly of high quality of behaviour pattern.

Radh Kumudu Mookerji in the book, ‘Ancient Indian Education’ (Mookerji.1976.p237),
indicates that the term ‘Guru’ has been used in ancient Indian books. However, more than talking
of the origin of these terms and the usages, it is clear that these two terms have been used in Pali
text to introduce teacher.

‘acarya’ (atcar+a = acarya or teacher) and ‘upajjhaya’ (upa+a+i) (the teacher who is
considered a high position even to give spiritual discipline) are the terms that were used in early
Buddhist education to explain the meaning of teacher. According to early Buddhist canon, the
term ‘acarya’ seems to be older than the teacher who gives a virtuous training to student. The
term ‘upajjhaya’, equal as the Brahman in Brahmanic doctrine and Vedic texts, can be considered
as the teacher who provides student with doctrine, spiritual counselling for learning discipline
“pubbacariyati vuccare” (V.i.p.132). In Brahmanic education, the term ‘acariya’ holds a high
place than ‘upajjhaya’.

It can be seen that the term ‘acariya’ has been used in Buddhist Pali cannon to bring out
two wide meanings. In worldly sense, the Buddha presents parents as the first teachers to children
(A.i.p.132). The term ‘pubbacariya’ is used as a similar word to denote parents (A.i.p.132). How
much is the importance of parents as the first teachers can be seen from giving the similar place as
Brahma who is supposed to be the Creator of world “brahmati mata pitaro” (A.ii.p.132). Parents
help children greatly as the first teacher. They introduce them to society by nourishing them and
teaching good conduct (A.i.p.132).

In Brahmanic doctrine, the term ‘acariya’ has been used to introduce the person with a high
education. Brahmanic acariya or teacher, accepted according to Brahmanic texts, is an expert who
learnt various things about Vedas. He is an expert in the subjects like dictionary or encyclopaedia
“nighandu”, Vedic magic “abhicara” phonology and etymology “sakkararapabhedan” and history
“itihasa”. Apart from them, verse “Padako”, grammar “veyyakarana”, philosophy “lokayata” and
the knowledge of Features of a Great Person “mahapurisa lakkhanesu” were considered to be an
expert (D.i.p.87-110).

It is possible to prove or certify with the evidences found in Buddhist texts that Brahmin
teachers were servants who got wages. But, they received presents and offerings from the kings
and the general public and became economically sound and it is a fact that cannot be disproven.
Sometimes, it can be seen that they received offerings for the role played by them as spiritual
leaders. The old Brahmin, Mahasala, who got suitable advices to his personal questions from the
Buddha, did great offerings to the Buddha. It is said that Mahasala Brahmin offered two cloths as
Teacher Offering “acariya danam” (S.i.p.381). By the passage of time, the Buddha’s exemplary
behaviour as a teacher became a spiritual guide to the general public. In this process, many
disciples showed a tendency in gaining the responsibility of advising to their behalf. Venerable
Ananda Thera was one such monk who possessed the mastery of this education field.

The layman “gahapati” who tried greatly in spiritual development, once met Venerable
Ananda. Venerable Ananda advised him the way of attaining complete deliverance “nibbhana”
through mental discipline. Delighted with this, he intended to give suitable presents to his spiritual
teacher by keeping traditional customs. So, he offered Venerable Ananda three robes, 500 gold
coins and a valuable hut or hermitage “kuti” (M.iii.p.248).
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Venerable Sariputta was respected as the best teacher from among the Buddha’s glorious
disciple community. Actually, the Buddha reacted for the request of the public that they wanted
teachers who are capable of advising them in their spiritual progress. After few months of
his enlightenment, Buddha set forth sixty disciples to teach doctrine (V.i.p.21). It is clear that
Buddha, for forty five years, the main attention of his missionary service is not only to train his
disciples as teachers but also to create teaching institutions with an environment of teaching his
doctrine. Among those erudite teachers with vast learning, Venerable Sariputta is considered as
the best teacher. Buddha once praised Venerable Sariputta as the best teacher to teach his doctrine
or to rotate the Wheel of Dhamma “Sariputto bhikkave tathagatena anuttaram dhammacakkam
pavattitam sammadeva anuppavattati” (A.i.p.23).

The Buddhist concept of teacher is clearly different from Hindu concepts. Brahmanic
teachers said that they don’t teach some of their knowledge even to the best students
(Mookerji.1976.p.65). It is clear that they tried to keep a distance between teacher and the things
taught by mistaking the object of education. However, it shows that the Brahmanic teachers had
deep-rooted dishonesty or deceitfulness. But, the Buddhist concept of teaching is totally different
from that of Brahmin way. Buddhist way is clear through the exemplification of Buddha himself.
On one occasion, he explained about it to the disciples that a good teacher does not keep the
knowledge for himself but teaches everything. This exemplary academic trend was expressed by
the Buddha himself.

It is clear from the early text on Buddhism that Buddha didn’t teach all he knew to the
disciples. According to Buddhist view, a clever teacher is like a clever doctor “Evameva kho
bhikkhave etadeva bahutaram yam vo maya abhifinaya anakkhatam appamattakam akkhatam”
(S.v.p.438). The duty of a doctor is to recommend the suitable medicine according to the diagnosis.
A good teacher also guides a pupil knowing his mentality and the necessity to fulfil his objectives
or intentions. It can be introduced as a way of carrying out mental activities to achieve personal
objectives with the mental process towards a rapid development of them. Teaching is anyhow not
meant as a way of storing ideas in the mind of pupil.

There is a code of criterion for selecting the most suitable lessons to make learning easy.
The objective of teaching is none other than the complete understanding of the reality (S.v.p.420).
For reaching this position, it is necessary to select carefully the needful thing for teaching and
unwanted things for teaching. Since the Buddha preaches many things in a way of categorisation,
it is possible to say the categorisation way as the fundamental way for understanding. Some facts
only with extra-terrestrial value were neglected by the Buddha without teaching “kin-nu kho
Gotama, asassato loko, idameva saccam, moghamannan ti evarn ditthi bhavarh Gotamo ti. Na kho
aham vaccha evam ditthi” (M.1.p.484-485). From these categories, things included for the first
part should be the background of a lesson. According to Buddha, the teaching method of a lesson
should be to explain the Four Noble Truth as the centre. For these purposes, a clear summary of
the fundamental things is there in the Buddha’s first two sermons. And also, a long detail about
his teaching can be seen in Sangiti Sutta of Digha Nikaya (D.ii.p.207-271).

According to the above facts, it is clear that Buddha did not teach all he knew. The
significance of selecting what should be taught is there with His practical teaching. By the passage
of time, with the increase of his disciples, he had to select only the significant teaching for the
spiritual development of the disciples. A critical analysis about the Buddha’s teaching was done
by an old monk Ven. Culamalunkyaputta and therefore, the Buddha understood that there should



be some awareness and security.

It is said that Ven. Culamalunkyaputta had ten wrong thoughts about the Buddha and His
teaching (M.i.p.429). Having presented these ten facts to the Buddha, he said to the Buddha that
he is to disrobe if the Buddha doesn’t give successful solutions to them. Ven. Culamalunkyaputta’s
foolishness is clear from this act. Presenting the correct way for him, Buddha saved him from the
darkness of ignorance and created wisdom. As a person who was shot with a poisonous arrow and
he examines with what the arrow is made and from which direction the arrow was shot and wastes
time, more than finding these details it is advisable to remove the arrow and treat the wound to
save the life of the person. The Buddha preached that actually, the person, who is suffering due to
the Samsaric nature or worldly condition, first must do related things with practical value to avoid
that situation (M.i1.p.429). For this, as the necessary guidance, he specially presented only practical
and useful teaching. He explained that it is necessary to have practical value with the knowledge.
The special features or values explained by the Buddha are Four Noble Truth, Noble Eight Fold
Path, Three Worldly Conditions “ti-lakkana”, “Kamma” (Action) and Rebirth (D.ii.p.207-271).
Gaining awareness of these features of knowledge will help for a person to reach autonomous and
self-intentions. On the other hand, it is clear that the doctrines of Guda (super natural) were put
aside by the Buddha without solving them “avyakata dhamma”. The Buddha put aside those facts
because they are not useful for anyone to reach any practical objective. The Buddha preached that
it is necessary to analyse doctrine in four ways. They are known as Vyakarana. From these four,
first three has a positive value.

1. Regular answer “ekansa vyakarana”
2. Analytical answer “vibhajja vyakarana”
3. Answers by posing opposing questions “patipucca vyakarana”

Fourth way presents that the Buddha did not give any answer. There he put aside without
solving questions “thapaniya vyakarana” (A.i.p.196). It was with the belief that solving them
won’t help to fulfil any practical objective. According to this, the teaching way of Buddha becomes
special and its main feature is that it consists of a practical value system.

In some texts, there are places that the two words ‘acariya’ and ‘upajjhaya’ have been
given as a compound word “acariyupajjhaya”. From the day that those two terms came into usage,
more than using as a single meaning and for a single thing, it has been used for different thing with
a definite meaning. According to the above discussion, the term ‘acariya’ has generally been used
to introduce the teacher who examines the good behaviour of the pupils who are learning under
the guidance of him.

Now, it is necessary to pay attention to the synonym of the term ‘teacher’ and which is
considered an important milestone in the change ‘upajjhaya’. The academic meaning of “upajjhaya’
(upa + adhi + 1) is that a pupil has been to his teacher or being close to him or residing close or near
him (Williams.1959.p.141). The change in the role of ‘upajjhaya’is fascinating. With the gradual
and quick spread of Buddhism, many who belonged to various social status, started to enter the
Bhikkhu order. Some among this vast community became intelligent with a vast education and
others did not get any education at all. At the beginning of dispensation “buddhasasana”, the
number of disciples was limited. Therefore, it is clear that only the Buddha became the only
teacher who gave the spiritual progress because the number of questions arose, was also limited.
By the passage of time, it was a difficult matter for one person to control the monk community.
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Some new monks who newly entered the order of monks misbehaved in public. They
used to behave in streets and villages with torn robes and robes woven irregularly. They behaved
without any feeling of good conduct. Having seen this, the public accused saying that the disciples
of the Buddha misbehave and they started protesting against (V.i.p.44). According to this, the
Buddha recommended to appoint an ‘upajjhaya’to examine and act about the behaviour of the
disciple monks. Mainly, it was necessary for an ‘upajjhaya’to play the role of a teacher who gives
spiritual training. From this, it can be clearly seen that the Buddha himself approved the nature
of teacher-student relationship. According to canon, ‘upajjhaya’has to show and give the student
the affection that is given to his own son. On the part of the student, the student has to consider
the teacher as his own father and act. In this manner, with a good teacher-student relationship
and with honour, belief and agreement, it is expected to reach and develop to a good level in
doctrine and discipline (V.i.p.45). Exemplary teacher-student relationship is an essential feature
of monastic education. It is clear now that in the whole process, teacher is the most important
feature.

The view on teacher-student relationship is centred on the dedication on the services and
duties that should be done with self-willingness. Fulfilling the personal requirements of Upadhyaya
or teacher is the duty of a student “saddhiviharika”. Having woken up every morning before the
teacher, student has to arrange the things needed for teacher to wash face like the tooth-pick or
brush “dantakattha” and water etc. It was a custom at that time to arrange a seat near the water
basin to sit for the teacher. Since the teacher must do his daily routine in a proper order, it was
necessary to prepare his meal on time (V.i.p.46). By fulfilling these services (duties) well, student
gets the necessary knowledge and experience to lead monastic life successfully. By this, student
develops gradually the ability to live a life of purity and gets the right knowledge of life. These
principles of teacher-student relationship are related to lay life in the same manner. Singalovada
Sutta shows that a good teacher-student relationship is necessary for monastic or domestic life
to get a useful learning (D.iii.p.189-190). Teacher’s responsibility clearly holds an educational
nature. His main responsibility is to advise about “uddesana”, doctrine and discipline “dhamma-
vinaya”. The responsibilities of “upadyaya” are to improve the abilities of students by letting
them to question on the things communicated to them “patipucchana”, advise on necessities and
direct students to a correct way in knowledge “vijja” and behaviour “carana” (V.i.p.50). More
details on teacher-student relationship can be found in Singalovada Sutta (D.iii.p.189-190).

Not only merely to advise for the academic progress, but there is more responsibility rest
on the part of “upadyaya”. The highest responsibility of an Upadyaya is to lead a newly entered
monk into the dispensation for a high moral behaviour without letting him to be a slave of sensual
pleasure. There are many such occasions found in early Buddhism. At the time of the Buddha,
one monk became a slave of his lustful passion. At that very moment, he informed it to the
Upadyaya (A.iii.p.69).” Having paid attention regarding this, Upadyaya took him to the Buddha.
The Buddha advised him with kindness in the manner of a cleaver doctor treating a patient saying
to be a person who gained discipline in sense organs(A.iii.p.70). This advice like a treatment gave
good results for the lustful monk.

There is a report with an unusual incident connected with the monastic life of the monk
called Wangisa. This is a good example where a clever monk holds the role of an Upadyaya and a
student. The monk Wangisa was good enough to attract the minds of devotees who were coming
from the village called Aggalawa and other distant places. One day, he was attracted to a group of
girls who came to visit the monastery. As a result of this, his mind started to fill with the feeling of



lust “anuragi”. He could not avoid from lust and his mind was disturbed with it in an unbearable
manner. Therefore, he was not in a position to engage in his religious activities with a good frame
of mind. Actually, he would have gone to his ‘upadhyaya’ for advice. He didn’t do so at once.
Instead, he engaged in self-criticism for the rearrangement of his mind which is a more fruitful
psychological way “attanarh codaye”. After controlling his mind in the way he wants, he could
succeed without others’ guidance.

On the part of student, it is absolutely needed to pay the due respect towards “Upadyaya”
because spiritual progress of a student mainly depends on “Upadyaya”. There is a good simile
about the way a student should conduct towards the teacher. “O monks, a newly married woman
should show a good respect to her husband and towards her relatives and brother. In the same way,
a student should develop the respect towards the teacher (A.ii.p.78).

According to Brahmanic view, a student gets a second birth (spiritual birth) only from the
teacher. In the same way, a newly entered monk to the dispensation must depend on his teacher
for the development of spiritual features (Mookerji.1979.p.177).

Responsibilities of a Teacher in Theravada Buddhism

Teacher’s responsibility is not limited only to the fulfilling of monastic services. From
the very beginning of Buddhist missionary service, serving to the lay community was considered
to be the main responsibility of Buddhist missionary worker. At the time of Buddha, education
was a privilege of high class in Indian society and had a dictatorship of the privileged people. The
Buddha, by breaking that social convention, expressed that the education is a human right. He
invited all those who wished to learn his doctrine and emphasized that those who wish the benefit
of his doctrine to learn his doctrine and it is open to everyone (V.i.p.7). He set forth throughout
the entire North India sixty teachers who were trained by Buddha himself to teach to the people
living there. In many of his teachings, he emphasised how a teacher will be important in society.
The Buddha praised those who treated teachers on and off with kind words and honour. And the
Buddha said that the money used for the purpose of teacher is a good use of money. The merit
collected so will result for one to be born in heaven and to be born with heavenly comforts.

Among these famous and honorary teachers like Ananda, Sariputta and Punna Mantani
Putta etc. are considered that they had great learning and are famous for their honorary behaviour.
When one talks about them, they are introduced as mobile libraries due to their knowledge. Both
lay and clergy communities joined with them for their knowledge, good conduct and help for
the spiritual blessing to go beyond the worldly existence “samsara”. It is possible to present vast
wisdom and exemplary behaviour as essential things even for lay community.

It is a good feature of the Buddha that he praised the intelligent people as the creators of a
good society. Once in one discourse, he preached Ven. Rahula that intelligent people are not only
worthy of respect but also it is necessary to associate them for the progress in one’s personality
development. The well-learnt intelligent people always create wisdom of the people with their
leaning (SN.p.58). Due to this reason, they are suitable for the praising of all and they don’t get
the accusations from society.

The main objective of education and its main meaning is to achieve one’s autonomous
nature “svayatta”. According to the earlier mentioned facts, one will like to denote it as the
understanding of reality. Until one develops one’s abilities like Cognition, Recollection and
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Conception to the maximum, one cannot develop one’s autonomous nature “svayatta”. Progress
of this differs from each person to person and it greatly depends on the teacher’s guidance and
person’s endeavour. The teacher’s main role is to direct pupil for the development of autonomous
nature “svayatta”.

For the achievement of these “svayatta” and the objectives, everybody must get the
training in the description of autonomous nature or the arts “svayatta viggaha”, “atta vimansa”
and the control of the autonomous nature “atta panidhi”. Knowing about self, the person’s sense
organs and controlling them can be considered as the main reasons for the physical and spiritual
progress. The inner peace of controlling the autonomous nature “svayatta” is the key to know

hidden nature of human existence (SN.p.164). This training is a gradual one not a sudden one.

It is similar to the gradual gradient or the slope of the ocean and gradual deep. It will not
take place like a sudden slope. The Buddha preached that in the same way a monk has to learn
gradually “anu pubba sikkha”, should train himself “anu pubba kiriya”, and he himself must go in
the path step by step “anu pubba patipada”. It is because joining this path is not a sudden one but
gradual.

The role of a teacher links with the personality development of person. Therefore, when
the role of a teacher is examined, it is necessary to examine specially about the teaching of
personality development in Buddhism. In the early Buddhist texts, for the term ‘Personality’ has
been used in common the term ‘atta’ (self) (Dhp.v.165). Its closest English term is ‘self’. The term
‘atta’ is used in many religions for the meanings ‘permanence’ and ‘remaining permanent’ and
also with the feeling of ‘blessing’. But according to Buddhist philosophy, the term ‘atta’ or ‘atma’
gives completely different meaning.

The Buddhist teaching on ‘personality’ gives a deep, direct and a different one than in the
Indian religions. It is possible for one to get a deep analysis about this from the Brahmajala Sutta.
Greatly spread this concept had been with all the Indian religions. It had been there for happiness
or unhappiness, independence or liability, permanency or void, heaven or hell, and some spiritual
factors have been centred on ‘personality’. For example, according to some, existence is permanent
because they presented an idea about a permanent ‘self” or ‘ego’ (D.i.p.12-13). Some others show
the existence as totally different one from the decaying body. Some “amaravikkhepavada” did not
give an answer. They were blind in a particular idea (Malalasekara.1982.p.35-40). In this manner,
there originated various religions and definitions about man, his existence and future. All these
ideas without any speciality arose due to definitions on permanency or void (Bodhi.1980.p.65).
Since these ideas are connected to study or education, it is necessary to examine them.

According to Buddhism, there are five ways that shows personality of human beings
(Aquinas Journal, Vol. 4, p.82-84). They are divided mainly into two categories. They are physical
and mental. That physical foundation is body (rtpa). And also this part called Rupa or body is the
visible composition of human personality. There are four kinds in mental composition. They are
feeling “vedana”, knowing “sanna”, mental activities “sankhara” and awareness “vinnana”. These
are without the feature of visible composition. More than physical, those are magical. They are
sensitive (sharp). Concept of Personality of man is described in a more meaningful way by taking
a simile with a cart. At the time, the nun Vajira was meditating in a day time, Mara (Killer) came
to her and disturbed. The Killer wanted to stop her attempt in improving her spirituality. He asked
her several long lasted questions on Atta. He asked the questions such as ‘What is the composition



of personality? Who is the actual creator of it? How does it really continue? What is the last
reason of it? (S.i.p.286-287)’ Vajira’s answer became foremost in the whole Buddhist concept of
personality. After fixing several pieces of wood, it is possible to call it a cart. In the same manner,
the collection of Rupa, Vedana, Saniia, Sarhkhara, and Vinnana are called personality.

Personality concept presented in Buddhism means physical and mental composition
arranged in some conventional way. It is not possible to control these factors. Since the being is
a composition of these factors, he can get destroyed. So, this physical and mental situation will
be impermanent, sorrowful and there is no self-ness (S.i.p.297). Personality has the feature of
ever-changing, renewing and enlarging (M.i.p.1-6). The law of changing is universal. It affects
various reasons like things with life and lifeless things, even after this life, physical, mental, food
and even time frame. Physical and mental unit that flows without disturb and only the things that
are joined together with cause-effect theory are considered a personality.

In early Buddhist texts, the facts mostly connected are about the true personality of man.
It is bright and dark. It is optimistic or pessimistic. Personality is not a thing that lies in the
same place. According to the nature of personality development, its nature changes from birth to
death. Personality means the organization of one’s life. The real education is the gaining of the
real nature of life through internal peace. According to the Buddhist theory, if education doesn’t
widen the knowledge on life, its advantages and disadvantages, its pessimistic and optimistic
view, do not go beyond student’s view, it is not possible to say it as education. Man’s problems
are the wrong interpretations created by man though they are large, small, external, internal,
national, international, essential values, culture, race, economic and political factors (SN.p.112).
According to Buddha, the tool called education should be a motivation for the one who gets the
education as a whole to understand his personality. It is the beginning of education.

As far as life is seen by materialistic sense, people will be blind persons who don’t see
the real nature of it. Our attitude about life will be a selfish one with various links. Through the
education, it is always possible for student to except the wrong ideas with lust about life and
get the correct way of life with the knowledge he gains “subanupassirh viharantarn” (Dhp.v.8).
And also, the person who lives with a wrong vision of life will be with wrong values and false
thickness. This false thickness is a very dangerous disease. It is a fearful thing more than a
cancer. The person without correct attitudes of life is a curse not only to himself but also to the
society. Education always trains a person to look at life not lustfully or selfishly “asubanupassirn
viharantarh” (Dhp.v.146). While those ideas always help a person to keep good behavioural
patterns with him, they also help him to control craving and ignorance.

According to Buddhism, life becomes a monotonous one when its correct nature is not
understood. Therefore, the aim of education is to enlighten the wisdom of everyone (A.ii.p.48)
and through a right vision of life letting them to spend a perfect life.

People are not ready to accept some above mentioned profound things. Things like them
are not possible to understand for a mind trained in a Western way. The reason for it is that
his life has got developed with an education with a philosophy based on Materialists. However,
the new education way is also a reason for the various problems prevailing in our society. Due
to the combination between the scientific knowledge and modern education, there are many
unprecedented astonishing things. With the wonder of scientific knowledge, people meet each
other with extra-modern technology and communication methods. The time of a person using a
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computer to get help in various activities won’t be too long. There is no doubt that a robot instead
of'a teacher may be used for the administration of school and teaching subjects. Will it be possible
for man to develop his knowledge with advancement of these prevailing teaching and learning
conditions, relationships and the development in administration? Has the modern education
taught about man’s unison or agreement? Isn’t the modern education responsible for problems,
trials and tribulations prevailing in the present society? As it is known, the birth of science is to
encourage man on the physical needs. Education based on Materialists never identifies self and
the phenomenon in the society completely.

The person who didn’t identify self or I, he will always be with the false pomposity or
thickness. Therefore, this false pomposity is something going against the truth. And also, this will
be against all the things connected with person. One reason for this is that some Westerners who
give interpretations about education system found in Buddhism present pessimistic view about it.
According to Salla Sutta, the profound things found in Buddhism can be understood clearly and
led a happy life by only those who are wise or intelligent. Man is a too complicated text book.
Personality is connected with life but it is a thing formed with education. According to the repeated
saying above, every man is similar with a world. More than the physical environment around us,
it is possible to use the term ‘Loka’ to the man more meaningfully. Physical environment displays
our internal features.

Once, the Buddha highlighted a fascinating lesson. Accordingly, man should start finding
happiness not from external environment but from man within himself. Though all the modern
scientific findings are taken together, isn’t this finding so educational? Buddha preached, “I know
psychological process of this fathom-length body “byamatte kalebare”-‘the body of six feet’.
According to that, world, its origin, its end and the way leading to end are disclosed by within
this body itself (A.ii.p.49). Here, the term, ‘world’ is meant for the continuation of life or in other
way the continuation of mentality. The things like personality are the things originated from them.
And also, materialistic and the things generated with materialistic elements, the personality of
man even origins from this origin. Next, it is necessary to consider and examine in detail how our
internality builds up and the possibility of how to get real happiness through internal peace.

Inside of personality of each person, there are unlimited Cognition, Conception and
Recollection. Many don’t know about this unlimited mental power “citta balam”. But, that power
can be used daily for useful or harmful purposes. Therefore, people’s behaviour means using our
mental power. So, it gets enriched with feelings. Inner knowledge of person not only creates a true
education but it also becomes the medium of creating a perfect Wiseman or intelligent person.

Among the various psychological evidences that are included in personality, ‘Vedana,
Sanna, sankhara and vinnana are significant features. Our motives and activities will be created
through these features or by these features. It happens through two-fold mental activities. One
of those two is natural. The other is an intelligent one. They occur as a result of the process of
continuation of them. This series of activities happen by combining with one purpose. From the
two intentions, one is naturally invasive. By the process of continuation it creates three factors or
inductions. These are craving, anger or fighting, ignorance. Other mental generations are gained
from education “bhavita citta santati”. It will be with the enthusiasm and consideration of person.
Those are mostly positive inductions. Getting away from craving, anger and ignorance are those
inductions. These two fold mental generations or thoughts occur as one a positive induction and
the other negative induction.



The origin of these inductions and the influence of them on human behaviour are presented
clearly in early Buddhist texts. One best example for this is the argument between the Buddha
and the demon, Suciloma. The question that was asked by Suciloma by humiliating Buddha was
how the mental defilements like desire “raga”, anger “dasa” likeness or love “rati” get created
(SN.p.48). The answer the Buddha gave was that those mental defilements get created within
person itself “ito nidana” (SN.p.48). When person is controlled by these mental features, they are
drawn into the person like a crow takes away a child “Kumaraka vanka iva ossajanti” (SN.p.48).
These things get created within lust and self “atta sambhuta”. As a result of an unwholesome
depressive situation, lost “alabd”, sorrow “dukkha”, grief “soka” and metal confusions can be
taken and they arise like a small banyan tree is grown on banyan tree trunk itself (S.i.p.219). In
some places, lust, anger and ignorance have been compared to flood and hurricane (Dhp.v.370).
These bad inductions create very bad results by mixing with internal and external forces
(A.iii.p.63). Among these forces, human philosophy is very important. The thoughts about sex life
are the results of psychological willingness called desire or a result of lust. Willingness or likeness
that occurs on and off “chando” creates the intention of enjoying lust. Sometimes, it can be a
lawful or unlawful enjoyment (SN.p.151). And also, anger “dvesa” origins on and off due to the
aggressive nature. The bad results originated with it sometimes can be sudden or created before
it (Dhp.v.3). For example, it is not possible to see the things in their real nature when the mind is
with jealous “issa”,, ill-will “vyapada”, anger, dishonesty when the mind is under anger or wrath
or else it will prevent everything. The third induction is ignorance. This is considered the most
serious mental condition out of these three. The mind that is under ignorance will always with
confusion and due to its troublesome nature the unclear all will be disliked (A.i.p.2). The Buddha
introduced ignorance as a main thing that pollutes mind “avijja paramam malam” (Dhp.v.243).
The mind polluted with ignorance will not understand anything clearly. The reason for it is that
the ignorance will destroy the ability of person to understand and the power of Cognition. The last
result crated with this is that confusion will get worse from it.

When the mind is confused with the above mentioned induction, it will be an unrest
situation to the mind and that kind of mind has been compared with a battlefield. Early texts on
Buddhism present the mental situations arose with the kind of war that takes place in the mind as
tenfold. This tenfold mental situation enters into the mind and destroys it. They are

1. Willingness to satisfy sense organs “kama”

2. Disgust “arati”

3. Thirsty and hunger “khuppipasa”

4. Craving “tanha”

5. Laziness and inactiveness “thinamiddha”

6. Fear “bhiru”

7. Suspicion “vicikiccha”

8. Dishonesty “makkha”

9. Willingness to get profit “labho siloko” B

10. Considering self as greatest “attanam samukkanso pare
and others ca avajanana” (SN.p.76)

With this depressed mind, there can be various unrest situations and those situations can
be depressive and also they will destroy person. When seeing in this manner, it is possible to think
that there isn’t a battlefield more than this. The people’s mind arranged with those tenfold bad
mental conditions, isn’t it the most dangerous battlefield. It is possible to see violence operating in
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various forms. Sometimes, those fierce or cruel activities happen face to face or in our presence.
These happen as a result of the influence of bad motivation.

The human mind has been compared to a jail or prison “maradheyya” in many Buddhists
Pali text books. Many of human beings are prisoners. Mental cells are the creations of human
beings by themselves. Mental Prison will be tenfold and they will tie them. This Mental fetters
will be protected by tenfold trick. As far as they are strong, they will be able to stay within them.
Those tenfold tie or the protections are,

L. Willingness to own self or ego “sakkaya ditthi”

2. Suspicion “vicikicca”

3. Sacrifice and offering “stlabbata paramasa”
4. Desire for sense pleasure “kamaraga”

5. Anger “vyapada”

6. Desire to be born in Physical World “rupa raga”

7. Desire to be born in Non-physical Word “arupa raga”

8. Pride “mana”

9. Mind wondering “uddhaccha”

10. Ignorance “avijja”’ (A.ip.17)

Person is really attracted to these tenfold mental. These mental disturbances exclude
the freedom of man. As far as the mind is disturbed with these, he won’t experience peace or
tranquillity of mind. According to Buddhism, as far as human beings undergo the power of this
mental disturbance, human beings are suffering from mental diseases (A.i.p.95). It is certain that
people will be prisoners of these mental conditions until they are free from them. it is stated
clearly, according to Buddhist philosophy, education means finding the correct way of wisdom
and values by leaving hindrances “nivarana”.

As the last definition, education can be taken as cultural activities. According to Buddhist
philosophy, culture means the discipline in mind. It is because the mind becomes the chief for
internal and external nature of expressions. As a land without cultivations will become futile
and grow trees after sometime, the untrained mind is also not suitable for teaching. The mind
will also become a motherland for suspicion, mistrust and calmlessness. It happens so when the
mind is sensitive only towards physical things and as a result of the education gained through
such medium. On such an occasion, human beings will become infertile spiritually “cetakhila”.
According to Buddhist point of view, spiritual infertility occurs due to the lack of belief in six
factors.

Breaking of the trust about teacher “buddhe kankhati”

Breaking of the trust about doctrine “patimana” “dhamme kankhati”
Breaking of the trust about conventional teachers “sanghe kankhati”
Breaking of the trust about training process assigned “sikkhaya kankhati”
Breaking of the trust about spiritual teachers “sabrahmacarisu kupito hoti”
(M.i.p.101).

§A 5> 82 [N =

Education means not merely remembering or memorizing what you heard “sutadharo”. If
an educator tries only to save the knowledge in mind, it is like filling an empty basket with water
(A.ii.p.22-23). If one doesn’t keep the knowledge gained properly, it is dangerous like food that
was not digested. Sometimes, there won’t be more dangers from the food that was not digested.



But, the danger from the person who does not gain the knowledge correctly can be more disastrous
than it. Ifit is to state in a more emphasized way, it should be proven from the person who gained
the knowledge. He should be critical and a researcher “anussavaca vimansa” (M.iii.p.110). And
also, from it, he has to change not only his attitude about self but also the attitude towards society.
Buddha’s education system becomes more significant because it gradually leaves out the wrong
old attitudes about man (S.v.p.420). The analysis about man who is a component of five physical
and five mental elements “pancupadanakkhanda” (V.i.p.13-14) shows that without considering
his birth, race, colour or class, but he should be with good behaviour and activities and also he
should be with a virtuous or pure living philosophy (SN.p.122). The Buddha preached that it is
necessary to emphasise him to lead a good life without prior social judgment, (A.iv.p.281) not
letting him to enter into bios concepts and to persuade him to build up relationships with kindness.
Even for a good teacher, it is difficult to explain the correct way to people. It becomes a difficult
task because it is like taking them into light from darkness.

It is clear that the Buddha did not use the bad ways or strict discipline “ditthi
nijjhanakkhanti” (S.ii.p.115) to take person to the correct path. Instead, he used a very freeway
“vimansa”. According to the above, everyone can accept anything by critically analysing it. There
is no suck freedom in any religion like in Buddhism. For this rare and intelligent trend, the best
example is famous Vimarsaka Sutta (M.i.p.317-320). As gold is examined by rubbing in the
Touch Stone, before accepting a fact, it is possible for the followers to examine critically before
accepting the Buddha’s teaching. The Buddha had introduced how to examine the validity of his
teaching in Vimarmsaka Sutta (M.i.p.318).

According to Buddha’s teaching, teacher, doctrine (lesson) and the belief about
communication methods are necessary things for education to be a fruitful and happy one. It is
now possible to enter good un-bias concepts into the disciples. In that manner, to create good
attitudes, learning should be a pleasant one to person. Vimarhsaka Sutta describes it clearly
(M.i.p.318).”

There is an attractive or a good description about logical inquiry with ten points in Kalama
Sutta (M.i.p.189). It is possible to use this method to find what is good.

Psychologically, the good and the bad are the things occur in the mind. Those occur
always as responses to the enthusiasm. According to some views, the thoughts are formed and
the qualitative nature of our attitudes will take place accordingly to the nature of mind when
the thoughts are formed. According to Buddhism, uncorrupted mind is always pure and with
great qualities “pabassaramindarm bhikkhave cittah” (M.i.p.10). But, according to the nature, that
nature can be changed at any time because of the reactions done to various enthusiasms. Due to
this nature, human mind is compared to a piece of cloth (M.i.p.36)”. And also, there is another
definition about the nature of mind in Vatthupama Suttta (M.i.p.36). This definition found in Pali
canon is a psychological description.

In the above mentioned all the paragraphs, forming attitudes is centred on the role or
the duties of teacher. It emphasises the fertility of the education process. There, the attitudes
were discussed for the both side of attitudes good and bad. Bad attitudes, wrong views about
self and person, the things or materials and incidents are the bonds of man to Sansara or the
world. Good attitudes in the hearts of people have the capability of forwarding motives towards
the autonomous activities. Good attitudes get created when there is a good understanding about
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the good and bad, society, mind, universe or the world. According to Buddhist view, three kinds
of activities such as learning “pariyatti”, training “patipati” and understanding “pativeda”. By
mixing with the education, it will be possible to create correct attitudes.

In the Buddhist monastic convention, student-teacher relationship operates with a system
of ethics. Since it is an order or direction with the consent or approval of the Religious Leader
(Buddha), there is no possibility for teachers or students to go away from them. They are bound
to fulfil their duties even from their fundamental monastic laws. If a teacher, who does not have
proper qualifications, keeps a student under his protection, he is considered an offender. Apart
from this, some other factors that a teacher is considered as an offender are if a student who did
a wrong thing and even after he is rehabilitated from those mistakes, the teacher does not forgive
him or even when advising and if the student still misbehaves, the teacher does not leave him or
well-behaved student is left.

The responsibilities of a teacher towards a student are also confirmed by the monastic
laws. The teacher has to pay attention about the student’s benefit, protection, development and the
good behaviour. He has to help the student everyway like teaching, exemplary behaviour, advising
and supplying the necessities. This is not like the duty fulfilling of an attendant, but as a father
looks after a child well (V.i.p.61). These have to be continued till a student is able to engage in day
to day work alone. And also, a student who disrespects a teacher will be worthy for punishments.
A student, without showing the respect to a teacher like for a father, without respecting, without
fear for misbehaving and not getting the spiritual training, will get these punishments (V.i.p.61).
The significant feature of fulfilling these responsibilities and duties of a student is that it helps for
the proper conduct between teacher and student with the father-son relationship. The benefit of
education in the Buddhist monastic organisation is that it is helpful and considers by protecting
the purity of person, leaving out all the sin, and the maintenance of proper conduct.

Conclusion

Finally, it is obvious that Buddhism presents many definitions about teacher in various
discourses. Many terms like ‘sattha’, ‘acariya’, upadyaya’ have been used in Theravada Buddhism
to define teacher. Many significant characteristics like immeasurable cognition, recollection,
conception are also given in many discourses as presented in the discussion and analysis.
Buddhism has emphasised that teacher should be a creative thinker and explorer of unknown
knowledge as well as they are to serve the entire beings. Serving the entire beings in the world
will help to reduce violent or conflict situations as a whole. Human values can be established
throughout the world by the establishment of a good teacher-student relationship since many seek
the assistance teachers in the formation of their lives. The responsibilities of teacher are clearly
presented in many discourses as presented in the discussion. It can be concluded that Buddhism
presents many definitions and responsibilities of teacher for the betterment of an exemplary
teacher-student relationship in a globalised world. The teacher-student responsibilities presented
in Buddhism are universal factors and they can be put into practice in any society.

In the globalised world, it seems necessary for teachers to form the correct attitudes
among pupils. The discussed Buddhist disciplinary rules and monastic laws will pave the way
for teachers to form the lives of students for their benefit, protection, development and good
behaviour. Since the teacher is with the discipline in mind, he will be in a position to guide
students in the correct path through the development of the personality of students.



If a teacher in a globalised world can gain a vast knowledge by following Buddha, help
everyone coming for refuge, become a respectful and honorary person, be exemplary with correct
and good behaviour, remove desires and give the correct understanding to the nature of life, he
will be a qualified person to overcome issues in a globalised world. He must also be a creative
thinker and explorer of unknown knowledge to educate the community as a whole. In a Buddhist
context, a teacher is defined as an incomparable teacher with cognition and vast knowledge. So,
the teachers in the present globalised world need to get a vast knowledge by implementing the
advanced technology at present and gain the firmness of character with discipline to become good
teachers. They will serve the community guiding pupils knowing their mentality and necessities
to fulfil their objectives. So, the society in a globalised world would be a better one for everyone
to live in a peaceful manner.

The best example for the implementation of these values and responsibilities is the
Sri Lankan Pirivena Education, the education system for Buddhist monks. Many educational
institutes for Buddhist monks are based on the features of Buddhist values and they have been
successful up to the present. There is a good student-teacher relationship in these institutions.
When considering the university entrance, Buddhist monks represent a high percentage as a result
of the well-established education system based on Buddhist values. The whole Buddhist society
is directed on the correct path through Dhamma schools. Since Buddhist educational institutes
hold a significant place in the society, two of them have even been converted into two leading
universities in Sri Lanka.

Therefore, through the implementation of these concepts and responsibilities, it will be
possible to create a better world free from inhuman values as the aim of Buddhist education is to
enlighten the wisdom of everyone to spend perfect lives. It is clear that many opportunities are
available in Theravada Buddhism for a consensus and the betterment of the globalised world.

Abbreviations

A. — Anguttaranikaya

D. — Dighanikaya

Dhp. — Dhammapada

M. — Majjhimanikaya

S. — Samyuttanikaya

SN. — Sutta Nipata

V. — Vinayapitaka
Dhp.A.-Dhammapada Atthakatha
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From Making Merit to Civil Society:
The Politics of dana cliques and socially engaged

Buddhist monks in Myanmar
Keziah Wallis

Abstract

Social welfare organisations in Myanmar are frequently created and participated in by
Burmese Buddhists and operate as forms of civil society. This paper explores the Buddhist
motivations of members of these civil society organisations to participate in such social welfare
projects by examining their relationship to Burmese traditional merit-making practices. In doing
so, it investigates whether such practices can be considered an example of socially engaged
Buddhism. The discussion in this paper focuses on the case study of the Win-Win organisation,
a Yangon-based women’s organisation focused on providing health care to poor rural Burmese. |
argue that the social welfare work of this group operates within a framework of dana practices and
is part of a wider renegotiation of the concept within Myanmar. As a result, I see such practices as
being constitutive of socially engaged Buddhism despite the blurred boundaries between religious
and secular motivations. The social welfare work of the members of Win-Win both draws upon
Buddhist practices, values, and principles, and reflects local political, social, and economic
concerns.

Introduction

Early one January morning I arrived at the Yangon home of one of the senior members of the
Win-Win Organisation. For around half an hour the women and I sat together catching up the
details of our lives for the fortnight since we had last seen each other. Daw Kaythi Win and some
of the other committee members busied themselves with the various administrative duties such an
organisation requires: collecting dues, marking members present, and passing along details of
upcoming events. Eventually, the call went out that the mini-van had arrived and we all piled into
the van or an assortment of cars belonging to members before setting off in convoy for the day's
destination. After an hour or more on the road and a brief stop to share breakfast together, the
group arrived at the small village of Kyauk Tan about 45 miles from Yangon.

Upon our arrival at Kyauk Tan, the group split up with the doctors taking up their spaces in the
newly built medical centre on the grounds of the Walumon Monastery School. I took my usual
place at the medicine dispensing table while another group responsible for running the education
programs separated off into the seminar room. Within ten minutes the first patient appeared
at the table handing over their medical records book to one of the nurse volunteers. Once she
had organised the prescribed medicines, the nurse passed a green plastic plate containing the
medicine and the record book to one of the other volunteers. Each medication was packaged up
with a clear chart of directions.’ The patient is then called over, and detailed instructions are given
for each medication before I move onto the next patient. We repeated the procedure until finally,
the call rang out that there were no more patients waiting. After packing up the supplies, the group
gathered again at the food hall next to the meditation centre to once more share a meal and to pay
their respects to the Venerable Dr. Ashin Pyin Nyaw Batha (also known as Waluwon Sayadaw)
who oversees the monastery school and meditation centre.

The above anecdote describes a typical excursion of the civil society organisation Win-

1 Many of the patients of the clinic are illiterate or at least only able to read to a grade school level. The instructions for each medicine must be
simple and clear to ensure that patients can follow the drug regimen prescribed



Win, a domestic NGO founded in 2009 to focus on improving the social and economic status
of women and their families (Win-Win Organisation 2014). While not an explicitly Buddhist
organisation, organisations such as Win-Win focused on social welfare work are intimately
intertwined with processes of merit-making and associated social groups, which I term dana
cliques.” Performances of social welfare work are conducted in much the same way as those of
merit-making and within the same social groups. Also, Buddhist beliefs have helped to shape how
many Myanmar people and local organisation--including Win-Win--conceive of, and carry out,
charity work and other types of social engagement. While the characterisation of these charitable
motivations as more ‘universal’ than ‘Buddhist’ is possible, the way in which the practices are
carried out, and their links to concepts of dana and métta locate these practices within the field of

socially engaged Buddhism.?

Ethnographic Background: The Win-Win Organisation

The founder-president of Win-Win, Daw Kaythi Win, and three friends with shared
histories of long-term involvement in humanitarian aid, established the domestic non-government
organisation (NGO) in January 2009. In part, the women were motivated to devote their time and
financial resources to aid and development work after participating in the relief work following
the destruction of Cyclone Nargis considered the worst natural disaster in the recorded history
of Myanmar. The women’s involvement with domestic and international NGOs inspired them to
work towards the improvement of Myanmar society. The name Win-Win refers to the idea behind
the organisation that ‘“Win for women is a Win for all.’

The primary focus for Win-Win is the provision of health care and health education aimed
at improving the lives of Burmese women in rural Myanmar.* In Myanmar where the private
sector accounts for over 70% of expenditure on health care, the civil society sector has taken
significant responsibility for the provision of health care services in a policy framework which has
often been deficient. In recent years, the Myanmar Ministry of Health has worked in cooperation
with the WHO and domestic NGOs to improve the quality of health services delivered to the
population. In addition to the health clinics, the Win-Win organisation has also raised money for
a variety of building projects including the medical centre at Kyauk Tan.’

The group is made up of a mixture of female members and male and female volunteer
medical staff. Support for Win-Win social enterprise activities comes mostly from the rising
urban-based middle-class in Myanmar society. Likewise, the bulk of the active members of Win-
Win also draws from this class. Many of the members of the Win-Win committee are socially

1 Many of the patients of the clinic are illiterate or at least only able to read to a grade school level. The instructions for each medicine must be
simple and clear to ensure that patients can follow the drug regimen prescribed

2 | have adopted this terminology from the work of anthropologist Ingrid Jordt who in examining the politics of sincerity in Burmese interpretations
of the military government’s appropriation of dana practice defines them as ‘groups of lay donors [who] share in each others’ merit-making
events, [and] also form the backbone of commercial networks among women’ (Jordt 2007, p.106)

3 The term ‘socially engaged religion” was coined by Vietnamese Thien Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh who was himself inspired by the Humanistic
Buddhism of Taixu and Yinshu. The concept itself generally refers to religious movements which show an actively concerned posture to formulate
civil society. In the Myanmar-context the main proponent of socially engaged Buddhism for the past few decades has been Daw Aung San Suu Kyi.
Daw Suu’s speeches and essays have clearly outlined how her vision of Myanmar’s future sees it as that of a contemporary democratic state
founded on Buddhist teachings. Her political activism is based upon the premise that ‘religion is a positive force in social life that ameliorates
social, economic, and political injustice and spiritually empowers popular resistance against the states coercion’ (Schober 2005, p.127)

4 Despite the existence of fertile lands, a rich endowment of natural resources, and an excellent geographical location at the intersection of two
of the world’s most dynamic economies (China and India), poverty levels in Myanmar are estimated by the UNDP at 26% of the population (UNDP
2014). While economic growth in Myanmar has been significant--the Asian Development Bank (ADB) estimated an increase in Gross Domestic
Profit of 7.5% in 2013-2014 (Lewis 2014), this growth has largely been the result of resource extraction and infrastructure investment and has
seen little improvement in the lives of the average citizen. This lack of improvement is particularly the case for the rural population who make up
around 70% of the population and for whom poverty is endemic.

5 Other building projects have included a steel-reinforced concrete boat to facilitate access to a village which is inaccessible during the monsoon
season and a school house in another village. At another clinic, located on the grounds of a local school, the organisation handed out new school
uniforms for every pupil as well as donating the necessary books to the school.
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high-ranking---as are the majority of the monks who participate in the project.® They may not
be part of the military elite or their civilian ‘cronies’, but they still maintain a certain level of
cachet through familial and patron-client networks. The husband of one woman, for example,
was a high-ranking member of the military intelligence, while another’s husband is a divisional

police chief.” The Burmese are often quite pragmatic about utilising whatever resources are
available and so their political allegiances have not prevented the organisation from connecting
with the government to participate in state-sponsored development projects. In addition to this
the organisation also receives money from donors in other countries and from international
development project funds.

Outreach trips like the one described at the beginning of this paper occur on the first and
third Saturdays of each month with occasional longer trips occurring throughout the year to allow
for visits to more remote areas. While the first Saturday of each month entails a visit to Kyauk
Tan, Win-Win provides similar outreach clinics at other rural villages on the other Saturdays.
The location of these clinics varies throughout the year however one common thread is the use of
Buddhist networks in establishing these clinics. In the ten months that [ was an active member of
the organisation all except for one of these clinics was conducted in conjunction with monastics
in the regions. Throughout this paper, I will discuss the way in which both the women and the
monks employ the concept of dana to describe the financial and labour donations and how an
understanding of the variety of Burmese interpretations of the concept and related traditional
practices is essential for understanding the functioning of civil society in Myanmar.

Ethnographic Background: Civil Society in Myanmar

Civil society in Myanmar can trace its origins back to village-level religious organisations
which served as a way for local people to come together and organise social and religious activities.
Basic civil society structures emerged in Myanmar from predominately Buddhist and Christian-
led social welfare activities which focused on poverty, health, and the daily needs of communities.
Despite the evidence of earlier practices and the fact that the civil society sector in Myanmar has
been gradually increasing since the mid-1990s when some the government opened up legal space
for non-political domestic NGOs, the widespread participation in such socially engaged Buddhist
projects is a relatively recent phenomenon. The impact of Cyclone Nargis in 2008 and the role of
monasteries and Buddhist organisations in providing relief to the afflicted proved a watershed for

socially engaged Buddhism in the country.® According to Jacquet and Walton, it has only been
since Nargis that observers have begun to consider monastic networks as important allies in relief
work in the region (2013, p.52). The number of domestic NGOs which list their foundation to the
period 2008-2010 is also quite significant. In fact, the development of civil society organisations,
in general, appears to predominately date to the post-Nargis period. I encountered relatively few

such organisations which claimed a foundation date prior to 2008.’

6 While there are several thila-shin (nuns; lit. lords/masters of morality) who are members of Win-Win | did not personally encounter them during
my time with the organisation. We did on several occasions encounter nuns at outreach locations. The status of Burmese nuns is on the whole
much lower than that of monks although these social perceptions depend upon personal relationships and past dealings of lay people to nuns
(see Jordt 1988; Kawanami 2000). Nuns are therefore unlikely to have the cachet necessary to draw in donors to the extent that charismatic
monks do. This does not mean that nuns are not involved in civil society works. A number of Burmese nuns run monastic schools and
microfinance programs as well as other community development programs. Daw Ketu Mala, for instance is the founder of the Dhamma School
Foundation (DSF). DSF has organised a network of thousands of schools across the country with over half a million pupils. Daw Ketu Mala is also
a working towards challenging Myanmar’s gender-inequality.

7 Such connections are not uncommon in Myanmar and do not in any way indicate allegiance to the former military government. In fact, the
majority of the women are strong supporters of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi’s National League for Democracy (NLD) Party.

8 When the cyclone hit the four most densely populated southern divisions of Myanmar, it destroyed over 800,000 homes and 75 percent of the
health facilities. Despite initial fears that the region epidemics of serious diseases such as cholera, typhoid and dengue fever would ravage the
region, these concerns proved unfounded. This was mainly owing to the combined efforts of both the international community and the domestic
civil society sector in Myanmar which saw Burmese citizens living abroad rally to assist their compatriots inside the country.



Today in Myanmar a vibrant civil society sector is operating within urban centres like
Yangon. The sector itself is made up of three main types of civil society organisations: informal
or voluntary community-based organisations formed at the village level for the performance of

social and religious functions; and domestic and international NGOs." The majority of domestic
NGOs in Myanmar are unregistered with the government, although increasingly such groups are
registering in order to tap into the regional, national, and international NGO networks as well
as to link to government ministries sponsoring social welfare projects. Thus, the domestic civil
society sector plays a significant role in the state’s poverty alleviation, immunisation, sanitation
improvement, health education and disease prevention, education development, and social welfare
services.

Ethnographic Background: Buddhism in Myanmar

Merit-making plays a central role in Bamar religious practices. The term is used by
Burmese to refer to a wide range of good deeds and acts of generosity that are considered to
improve a person’s kamma. If merit is the key concept around which Bamar religious practice
orientates itself as both motivation and justification, dana is the primary form taken in the pursuit
of merit. It is in many ways the mainstay of all activity within the Bamar community. The
commemoration of any kind of event frequently combines with the dana of a shared merit or an
offering to the sangha. Such acts of merit-making often take the form of a feeding ceremony for
monks, but just as frequently Bamar will extend the dana to include friends and family members.
When the birthday of a Bamar friend living overseas occurred, his mother arranged for the
provision of lunch for all of the students and teachers in the small school she was running. This
offering was an extension of a traditional offering of a meal to the sangha which took place at a
monastery near her house.

Dana is frequently understood as a virtue perfected through practice, but is also regularly
translated as ‘generosity.” Many Burmese believe that donation, as an ideally selfless act of

generosity, leads to positive effects in the future." The roles of the recipients and donors, as well
as the actual donation, is of significance. Ideally, however, the focus of giving should be on the
development of the donor’s mind. According to U Chit Thin the volition of the donor before,
during, and after the act of dana is the most important factor in the practice of giving (U Chit Tin
1987). The importance of intention (cetana) is so strong that the Anguttara Nikaya for instance
records the Buddha as saying: ‘even if a person throws away pot-scourings or the rinsings of cups
into a pool or cesspit, thinking of feeding the creatures that live therein, I declare it would be a
source of merit for him.” (AN 3.57).

The recipient of the offerings is significant for the quality of the merit that the donation

9 Before Nargis, socially oriented Buddhist institutions led by both monks and lay people were active in addressing issues such as free funeral
services for the destitute, medicine for HIV/AIDS patients, and homes and education for orphaned children. The relief operations following
Cyclone Nargis, however, were an opportunity for Buddhist organisations to establish relations with international NGOs and donors.

10 Although there are no government or other statistics on these groups, one estimate puts the number at 214,000 (Heidel 2006). Many of which
sprung into being following the devastation of Cyclone Nargis or the more recent massive floods of the 2015 monsoon season which affected
around a million people across 12 of the 14 states. A 1998 report by UNICEF identified over fifty domestic and international NGOs operating in
Myanmar. Since that time, the number of both has significantly increased as new professional, charitable, religious, and ethnic associations have
come into existence. | estimate that in 2015 there were at least several thousand of such organisations operating throughout Myanmar, mostly
in the health and welfare sectors. The activities of such institutions frequently appear in the numerous Myanmar newspapers, especially in
relation to their merit-making and charitable activities. While community-based organisations are most likely to be found in the rural areas,
Domestic NGOs almost exclusively originate in the urban regions, particularly Yangon.

11 The story of Sivali (or Shin Thiwali as he is known in Myanmar) in the Dhammapada is an example of the great merit which can result from even
a tiny gift when presented to the Buddha-led sangha. The villager who willingly donated his newly harvested honeycomb instead of selling it for a
lifetime’s earnings was reborn as the Arahat Sivali (Dhp XXVI.414).
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(dana) will entail. High-quality merit is considered to require beneficiaries separated from the lay
realm and who through strict living constitute a ‘field of merit.” Traditionally giving to monks as
part of the sangha considered to be the most meritorious form of giving. The question of which
recipients result in the greatest merit is a frequent question asked of the Buddha in the Pali texts.
In the Sakkasamyutta the Buddha responds to Sakka’s inquiry by specifying that donations to the

sangha bear great results (S i.233)."

In Burmese society, dana is a practice affecting social and political life as much as religious.
The link between dana and civil society organisations lies in dana’s being a pre-eminently public

practice.” Amounts donated are broadcast for all who might hear to aid in producing feelings
of sympathetic joy (muditd). The mental act of free-will giving is cultivated by the donor and
simultaneously by their witnesses, who find produced in their own consciousness the thought
and inclination to donate as well. Donation is, consequently, a social event in which invitations to
‘share in the merits’ of the occasion may be sent out to family, friends, and acquaintances. These
regularised groupings, in turn, form the basis of dana cliques. The prominent givers in these more
or less labile groups accrue grander amounts of merit and social status because they give more
and consequently draw larger numbers of giving participants to their events. There is, in fact, a
functional reciprocity involved, as all of those individuals who participated in the donor’s event
will eventually invite herto come and participate in their dana events as well. These networks of

donors form latent action groups for activities extending outside the religious sphere.'

Research Objectives

While a recent study of the influence of Myanmar Buddhist concepts on relief activities
by examines the importance of kamma for explaining the occurrence of disasters such as Cyclone
Nargis (Jaquet and Walton 2013), this paper focuses on dana’s relationship to wider networks
of reciprocity. My aim in this paper is to outline how such local Buddhist-based organisations
function as a form of civil society within Myanmar and then to examine how these practices
can be considered evidence of the emergence of a socially engaged movement within Burmese
Buddhism. This paper does not attempt to produce an all-encompassing theory of why Buddhist
women in Myanmar participate in civil society projects but provides analysis of how the Buddhist
concept of dana influences their interpretation and participation in social welfare works. The aim
of this paper is to examine how social welfare works performed by Burmese Buddhists as part
of civil society organisations can be considered evidence of the emergence of a socially engaged
movement within Myanmar Buddhism.

In examining some of the ways in which Buddhists in Myanmar conceptualise, justify,
and practice civil society, this paper examines to what extent these practices can be considered
‘Buddhist’ as opposed to ‘universal’ and therefore whether we can consider such activities a form
of socially engaged Buddhism. For Jacquet and Walton, in their recent research on Buddhist
relief projects following Nargis, despite evidence of increased social donations such practices
cannot be considered a movement of socially engaged Buddhism due to a lack of evidence of

12 Here the Buddha is in-fact in the use of the term referring to the those who are on the path to stream-entry, once-returning, non-returning, and
arahant (cattari purisayugani, attha purisapuggala) rather than the community of monks as the term is used in the Vinaya. The Anguttara Nikaya
records a lavish alms-giving conducted by the bodhisatta when he was the Brahman Velama (AN 9.20). In the Velama Sutta, it is clear that it is
more meritoritious to feed a single once-returner (sakadagamin) than a hundred stream-enterers (sotapanna)

13 Juliane Schober argues that ‘in a traditional polity, social status was seen as a ritual economy of merit based on spiritual rewards for material
donation in support of Buddhist practices and institutions’ (2011, p.3).

14 For further elaboration of this theme and the gendered nature of these networks see Jordt (2011).



their popularity beyond Yangon (2013, p.67). This paper argues, however, that the proliferation
of domestic NGOs and community-based organisations based around traditional merit-making
practices and conceptions of dana are in fact evidence of the development of a socially engaged

Buddhist movement within Burmese Buddhism.

Research Methods

The data used in this paper is developed out of ten months long-term immersive fieldwork
in Myanmar. Ethnographic inquiry comprises participant observation and interviewing, as well as
historical contextualisation and theoretical analysis that makes visible that which lies beneath the
surface of the everyday. Ethnography thus brings attention to cultural logics and local meaning-
making, along with social structure, governing systems, ritual practices, etc. Ethnographic
fieldwork is an important lens to use when studying religion as it opens up a space for examining
the everyday lived realities of religious actors. Through a combination of in-depth discussions,
participant observation, and more general long-term observations as well as the development of
intimate relationships, ethnographers can obtain glimpses into the more privately held beliefs
and discourses of Burmese Buddhists. It is only through these long-term engagements that the
boundaries of public and private discourse become visible and non-official beliefs and definitions
reveal themselves.

During my fieldwork period, I became involved in the Win-Win organisation through a
Burmese friend who was also a member. While my involvement originally began as a way to
give back to the people of the country and not as an object of research, my interactions with the
women of Win-Win came to inform my understandings of dana in the wider context of Burmese
Buddhism. Likewise, my developing understanding of Burmese Buddhist beliefs and practices
informed my participation and understandings of Win-Win. The analyses presented in this paper,
therefore, are based on first-hand observations and discussions with Burmese Buddhists from
multiple walks of life. Such observations and experiences informed later interviews conducted
electronically to illuminate participants lived experiences. Subsequent inductive thematic
analysis enabled themes to emerge from participants’ voices while providing meaningful topics
for further analysis. The case study presented in this paper serves to foster understanding of the
wider religious and cultural fields of Burmese Buddhists which in turn reveal important factors to
consider for understanding the development of socially engaged Buddhism in Myanmar.

Results

For the women of the Win-Win organisation, Buddhism is an undeniable component of this
equation. This is true regarding the religion the women claimed as their own, the terms they used
to describe their commitments, the places of worship they frequented, and the basic social fabric in
which they lived. Such commonality, however, must not be confused with uniformity. People in
the communities in which [ worked orient to standard Buddhist principles in different ways. The
label ‘Theravada Buddhist’ is in this instance somewhat misleading. While it operates as a useful
conceptual tool for emphasising the similarities with other Theravada Buddhist countries in the

region, it runs the risk of ignoring the great diversity between Burmese Buddhists themselves."
Regardless of such divergent understandings of Buddhist principles, or in McDaniel’s words---

15 Burmese scholars and monks frequently stress the purity of Burmese Buddhism, but scholars such as Brac de la Perriére (2009) have rightly
warned against reinforcing this unitary viewpoint. My recent fieldwork has revealed that in fact, significant discrepancies exist between the
religious practices and understandings of rural and urban Burmese. More significantly, however, it has shown that differences relating to what
constitutes ‘Buddhism’ regarding the propitiation of local spirits, esoteric tattoos, protective amulets, and meditators with magical powers exist
equally as frequently amongst Yangon-based Burmese
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repertoires (2013), the use of these Pali-derived terms is essential for the women’s understandings
of social welfare work.

In the following section, I explore some of the ways in which Myanmar Buddhist concepts
can potentially structure relief activities. First, I outline the importance of concepts such as metta
and karuna for people’s motivations to make donations. Next the paper outlines the ways in
which civil society organisations like Win-Win mirror more traditional practices of merit-making
such as dana cliques. Finally, I examine the importance of charismatic monks as brokers both for
sites of civil society activities and in grounding changing conceptions of dana.

Metta and karuna in social welfare

Many of the women of Win-Win also volunteer with other civil society organisations
and frequently participate in religious donations to the sangha. All speak positively of their work
with Win-Win and the other organisations. Daw Yee Cho, for example, says it fills her heart and
makes her feel she has metta. She admits however that the Win-Win visits can be frustrating
and even disheartening as many of the patients do not follow the directions set by the doctors.
When describing the condition of the village residents, Daw Yee Cho repeatedly uses language
forms which indicate feelings of sympathy or pity towards a third party. She also describes her
relationship with the receivers of Win-Win’s support as one of ana. Anade, referring to the feelings
of ana, is a Burmese cultural and social value with no clear English equivalent but involves a
strong consideration for others’ feelings and desires to avoid causing emotional or psychological
distress to others. One of the most important elements of anade is the emotion of sympathy, pity
or empathy. This element combined with the use of the clausal operator hya suggests that the
dominant emotion related to such works is pity or sympathy.

These feelings of anade explicitly link to the Buddhist principle of metta which glosses

in English as ‘loving-kindness’ or on occasion ‘pity.” '* One day as we sat at the drug dispensing
table preparing medications she talked openly about these connections. Surrounded by lines of
village residents waiting for medical consultations, she repeatedly used the word metta to explain
how she felt when she saw the poverty of the patients. She explained that in Buddhism, metta and

karuna are key to charity."” In interviews, many of the women of Win-Win were quick to point
out that, according to the Buddha’s teachings metta is an important state of mind, part of the four

sublime states (brahmaviharas) that reflect ideal conduct in the transient world."®*

The Buddhist concept of metta or loving-kindness is a central concept in Burmese
Buddhist lay practice. The Metta Sutta (Sn 1.8; Khp 9) is particularly prominent in Burmese
Buddhist discourse. Its recitation is a regular part of Buddhist practice in Myanmar, and many
Burmese see metta as a transformative feeling or practice, not just for individuals but for society

as a whole.” Gustaaf Houtman argues that popular practices of metta and karuna had particular

16 Underlying such glosses of metta as pity is a broadly understood notion of kamma as a general law of cause and effect spanning multiple
lifespans: This means that one might feel pity for someone’s kammic baggage. Other common translations include friendliness, benevolence,
kindness, love, sympathy, and interest in others

17 In her analysis of the concept of anade, Sarah Bekker’s (1964) research showed that Burmese Buddhists are more strongly influenced by anade
than non-Buddhist and/or non-Burmese Myanmar people. She argues that anade is seen as fundamentally related to Buddhist emphasis on
compassion towards others as well as anatta.

18 Brahmavihara, according to Myanmar scholar Khin Maung Nyunt is ‘a set of four sublime states of living, namely metta or loving kindness, karuna
or compassion, mudita or altruistic joy and uppekha or detachment which the Buddha advised men to practice in their social relations’

(cited in 11Houtman 1999, p.195).

19 This is one of the reasons why Burmese monks chose to chant the metta sutta as they marched in protest in 2007 as they believed that the act of

generating metta through this act would spur social and religious change.



political importance in that they ‘primarily serve as a way of forming bonds between individuals
so as to make possible a sense of groupness’ (1999, p.316). The use of the term in this context
links these ideas to wider ‘universal’ concepts associated with international discourses of charity
and development work.

Dana and Social Giving

Intimately linked to the performance of metta for the women of Win-Win are practices of
dana. This relationship between metta and dana can affect the ways in which Burmese Buddhists
choose to make social donations and participate in organisations like Win-Win. The word dana
means ‘charity’ or ‘generosity’ and Buddhists in Myanmar most commonly use the word to refer
to donations or alms given to monks. Apart from proper moral practice in their daily lives, dana
directed to monks is one of the most common ways in which lay Buddhists in Myanmar gain
merit. For some, dana is a daily practice of joining with neighbours in providing food for local
monks while for others it solely involves formal donation ceremonies of robes and the eight
requisites. Dana can also include donations made for larger religious projects such as publishing
pamphlets, sponsoring a sermon given by a monk, or building a monastery or pagoda.

Even though the activities of the women of the Win-Win organisation seem different in
some ways compared more traditional Burmese understandings of dana, the dynamics of dana
appear to influence how some Burmese choose to participate in such civil society organisations. %
In interviews, many of the Win-Win women said that they considered themselves to be generating
the ‘right attitudes’ (brahmavihara) of mental cultivation. While only a couple of the women
made direct reference to brahmavihara, many of the women’s descriptions of the importance of
metta and karuna reflected understandings of such concepts even if they were unable to explain
them directly.”!

The main purpose of dana according to the Dhammapada is to get rid of one’s attachment
to material things and to be free of greed (lobha) (Dhp XVII.223). The women of Win-Win were
quick to follow this more traditional interpretation and explain dana regarding the moral standing
of the recipient when describing religious donations. Such ideas, however, were never mentioned
about their social donations even though dana was used to refer to such donations. Likewise, the
moral standing of village residents was not a consideration when planning Win-Win excursions.
This suggests that within a social welfare context, the dynamics of dana differ from those of a
religious context. The Pali term dana has a Burmese-language synonym, ahlu which is more
commonly used to speak of a donation in the everyday context. Some Burmese differentiate
between ahlu and dana by seeing dana as being explicitly religious while ahlu has more secular
considerations. For the women of Win-Win, however, understandings of the two terms varied
but in practice they were used interchangeably.” All of the women agreed that the work of the
organisation was a form of dana.

This ambiguity reflects the variety of Burmese Buddhist interpretations by of dana
described by other scholars. According to Spiro, in an interpretation still shared by many Burmese

20 | am using the term ‘traditional’ here to refer to the dominant discourses on dana which emphasise the importance of the virtuousness of the
receiver as much as the intention of the giver in the achievement of merit. While | recognise that interpretations of terms such as dana have
always had multiple discourses, this particular one is still largely promoted by the State Sangha Maha Nayaka Committee which oversees the
sangha in Myanmar, and the Dhamma Education program of the Myanmar government.

21 Scholars have often suggested that the philosophical tenets of Buddhism have little to no impact on how the average lay person experiences
his or her daily life. Recent works such as Julia Cassaniti’s (2015) work on Thai Buddhism contradicts such assumptions. Cassaniti argues that
‘elite’ concepts like anicca do manifest in people’s everyday lives even if they may not be able to articulate the philosophical details

22 My thesis research into village religion has shown that ahlu is regularly used to refer to religious forms of dana. The shinbyu ordination ceremony
is, for example, known as the the most significant of all ahlus and the main donors of the ceremony are known as the ahlu-ei, or ahlu-house
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Buddhists, religious donations, as described above, provide the most merit (1982, p.104). In this
interpretation, the moral worthiness of the recipient affects the amount of merit generated by a
donation. Others, however, argue that cetana (intention) is of greater importance in generating
merit. From this point of view, it is the selfless intention of the lay donor, along with the qualities
of the monastic recipient, that determines the resultant worthiness of the donation (Spiro 1982,
p-29). In other perspectives, the quantity and repetition of giving enhances its efficacy. Hence a
rich person can earn more merit through acts of giving, regardless of their mindset. All of these
interpretations represent a wide range of views on dana held by Burmese Buddhists each of which
is able to legitimise itself by referring back to different sections of the Pali texts.

It is not only the utilisation of Buddhist concepts such as metta, karuna, and dana to
frame civil society works that locates the practices of the women in Win-Win as a form of socially
engaged Buddhism. The remarkable similarities with the practices of merit-making found in
dana cliques is significant. The very construction of each Win-Win outing reflected those merit-
making activities undertaken by the group with a purely religious focus. Dana-related merit-
making activities are always social events in Burmese society. Invitations are regularly sent out
to by donors to family and friends inviting them to ‘share in the merits’ of the occasion. The
amounts donated by each participant is broadcast publicly to allow others to experience feelings
of sympathetic joy (mudita). Donation events always conclude with a water libation ceremony
that ritually invites all present to share in the merits of the donors. The issuing of invitations to
participate in such merit making ceremonies implies the reciprocal obligation of return invitations
in the future. These regularised groupings then form the basis for dana cliques or regular merit-
making communities. Jordt argues that these cliques also form the backbone of commercial
networks among women who tend to exchange dana participation and merit-making within
defined dana cliques (2007, p.118). Women’s dana practices are, according to Jordt connected
with their commercial networks, (2007, p.118) an idea that endorsed by the fact that Win-Win
members also have business connections which frequently serves to incorporate new women into
the organisation.

Merit-making excursions almost always entail the sharing of a meal, much like that
described in the anecdote at the beginning of this paper. Likewise, merit-making activities almost
exclusively involve the sangha, either by taking place at monasteries or with the ritual feeding
of monks as part of the ceremonies. Likewise, the Win-Win outreach clinics almost always take
place through monastic networks. In the case of the Kyauk Tan visits, the medical centre is located
within the grounds of a monastery, while another regular visit is to a monastic orphanage which
takes in children from the strife-torn border zones. Such monastic connections are utilise for two
main reasons, one religious and one pragmatic. In the religious sense, the participation of the
sangha grants the organisations a sense of legitimacy. The presence of monks at Burmese religious
ceremonies enables their success by making the occasion auspicious (mingala). The participation
of monks even tangentially in such works also helps to legitimise the conceptualisation of these
social donation practices as a form of dana as almost all interactions between the sangha, and the
laity are conceived of through this framework.

The Monk and the Mission

While the focus of this paper is on understandings of dana in relation to the civil society
activities of members of the Win-Win organisation, I believe it is important to also include an
examination of the monk at Kyauk Tan who is an equal participant in the offering of medical



services to nearby residents. Dr Ashin Pyin Nyaw Batha (‘Waluwon Sayadaw’) returned to his
natal village of Kyauk Tan and established the Pyann Pyo Let Monastic School in 2004. Waluwon
Sayadaw is an up and coming monk with a large following in the urban areas of Yangon and
Bago city. He was inspired by the socially engaged Buddhism of other Theravada monks as U
Nyanissara (Myanmar), and Phrakhru Manas Natheepitak (Thailand). In 2004, he established
the monastic school in Kyauk Tan village and later in 2012 purchased 50 acres surrounding the
school to establish a forest sanctuary. The compound of the centre is designed to be ecologically
sound and serves the local community by providing space for a regular medical centre and free
schooling for over four hundred local children whose families are unable to afford government
education.” In addition, the centre funds the ongoing high school education of 150 alumni of the
school.

Support for Waluwon Sayadaw’s various civil society works comes largely from the
comparatively wealthy urban middle-class. Alongside this local support, Waluwon Sayadaw also
receives money from donors in other countries and increasingly from international NGO and
charitable organisations. In 2013 he received a visit from two volunteers of the Swiss-based
Saydanar organisation who presented Waluwon Sayadaw with funds raised by the organisation to
allow the Pann Pyo Let Monastic School to ‘provide the community with proper education and
health care’ long term (Saydanar Association 2013). Waluwon Sayadaw’s participation in various
Inter-Faith programs such as the interfaith dialogue training of the Judson Research Center (JRC)
of the Myanmar Institute of Theology and the Nyein (Shalom) Foundation.*® He can tap into
this wider network of donors and the international aid community to support his social welfare
practices in Kyauk Tan.

The form of dana promulgated by Waluwon Sayadaw sees the purest form of dana as
being that which occurs when the donor gives with not thought of receiving any benefit as a
result (personal conversation, 2015). In this sense, the social donations made to organisations
such as the Pann Pyo Let Monastic School--and similarly the Win-Win organisation--fit within
this framework of the purest form of dana.” The majority of donors to such organisations are not
thinking of any specific rewards even if they justify the practices within the context of cultivating
attitudes of metta. As a result, these social donations are seen as the highest form of dana,
suggesting a sincerely selfless attempt to alleviate the suffering of others. Monks like Waluwon
Sayadaw also see it as important for Buddhist monks to use their social capital to improve the
conditions of the wider Burmese population.

Since local authorities regard Buddhist monks with respect, they are often able to gain
access to areas that other organisations are unable to. The redistribution of donations to prominent
charismatic monks is not an uncommon part of Burmese religious practice. Burmese monks
depend completely on the layman’s donations for their subsistence, but prominent monks often
receive far more donations than they have a need thus running the risk of accumulating private
wealth. The accumulation of private wealth is a somewhat ambiguous standing in Myanmar
even outside of the sangha. While business success is not considered to be an expressly bad

23 Most of the approximately 20,000 people living in the area are suffering badly from poverty and have very low levels of education. The school is
open to all children in the area of any religious background and has also provided space for children from the dangerous border areas.

24 The Neyin (Shalom) Foundation was established in May of 2000 to act as a forum for the breaking down of old prejudices and resolving
misunderstandings (Nyein Foundation n.d.).

25 Jacquet and Walton make reference to a similar framework of dana proposed by a Yangon-based monk in which dana is seen as consisting of
three levels, the lowest being giving with the intention of receiving worldly benefits, the next being giving in order to progress further along the
path to Enlightenment, and the final being giving with no thought of reward (2013, pp.61-62).
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thing, there is an expectation that it should be accompanied by a subsequence conversion into
community strength through the sponsoring of merit-making activities. For the sangha, processes
of redistribution are frequently used to mitigated such issues. Donations made to individual monks
(poggalika) can be used according to a monk’s individual desire as long as they confer to the
sangha’s monastic code (Jordt 2003, p.330). Such donations easily flow back into the civil domain
as monks utilise donations to support their natal villages and other public works.** Donations to
the entire community of monks (sanghahika) in contrast remain the legal property of the sangha
and therefore redistribution can only occur along monastic channels.

For most Burmese poggalika donations are preferred despite the fact that they are seen
as less meritorious as they allow the establishment of relationships with prominent monks, the
existence of which is seen as evidence of previous kammic affiliations. As a result, prominent
monks such as Waluwon Sayadaw can utilise such social capital to support development and
other social projects. Lay Burmese I interviewed who donated to development monks or through
similar monastic organisations frequently described such donations as being directly to the groups
their programs assist. Likewise, monks like Waluwon Sayadaw frequently emphasise that such
donations made to them during dana ceremonies will be redistributed to social welfare works.?’
Similarly, for many lay Burmese, the kamma of prominent monks such as Waluwon Sayadaw
ensure the success of their projects and facilitate their effective organisation and distribution of
social welfare.

In the secular sense, the participation of the sangha serves to grant social legitimation
by virtue of their high status. Since local authorities and the wider Burmese community regard
Buddhist monks with respect. Burmese monks serve as the living embodiment and symbolic
focus of Bamar values and as such constitute an important locus of activity in Bamar daily life, as
such Buddhist monks play key roles as brokers and mediators in Burmese society. Likewise, it is
not uncommon for them to use their social status and capital to get around the red tape of Burmese
politics, whether by soliciting donations to help support particular causes or to provide services
that otherwise would be restricted by the government. Locating such services at monasteries is
also just common-sense given that monasteries act as the locus of village life in Myanmar. The
location of drinking-water well within the grounds of village monasteries leads to a constant
stream of residents travelling to the monastery to fill their water tanks each day. The head monk
of a village monastery is also frequently called upon by village residents to provide advice and
spiritual support.

Discussion

A modern and increasingly studied interpretation of the Buddha’s teachings, often called
‘Engaged Buddhism’ emphasises social justice, sustainable development, and peace as the
basis for spiritual development.”® While my research suggests that there is an increase in social
donations by Myanmar Buddhists, it is important to clarify that my interviews were conducted
predominately amongst urban residents. In determining the relationship of the Buddhist beliefs
of the participants in civil society organisations such as Win-Win to their motivations for
participation and locating the practices within the framework of socially engaged Buddhism three
26 Jordt describes how donations to a renowned monk at the Mahasi Thathana Yeiktha meditation center are transferred to his natal village in order

to support the construction of a meditation center, school and other public works in the village (2003, p.330).
27 Rozenberg notes a similar process whereby the effectiveness of donations made to monks and nuns through prominent monk Thamanya Sayadaw
were amplified in the eyes of Burmese donors (2010, pp.87-105). The prominence of Thamanya Sayadaw and consequently his increased kamma

meant that he was able to marshal resources far beyond what the monks or nuns could otherwise receive (Rozenberg 2010, chap.4).
28 See for example, Sallie King (2005) and Christopher Queen et al (2003).



key themes have emerged. These inter-related themes of the blurred boundaries between the
religion and secular society; active processes of renegotiating the parameters of dana; and the role
of charismatic monks as brokers and translators for changing religious practices are essential for
determining whether such practices constitute a form of socially engaged Buddhism.

Blurred Boundaries

Although practices of social welfare can appear similar in different contexts, the
motivations and perceptions of donors and recipients are important factors in understanding the
articulation of Buddhism and civil society. In the case of Myanmar, Buddhist beliefs have helped
to shape the ways in which many people and local organisations conceive of, and carry out, social
welfare and other types of social engagement. At the same time, there also appear to be charitable
motivations that could be characterised as more ‘universal’ rather than ‘Buddhist.” Certainly, the
social welfare works of the Win-Win organisation do not seek to draw attention to their Buddhist
identity. The public discourses of Win-Win as an organisation contain no explicit reference to
Buddhist concepts beyond those which which function as part of everyday Burmese language. In
fact, the public performance of identifiably Buddhist practices is unrecognisable to the uninformed
observer. For example, it was only after some time participating in the activities of Win-Win
that I began to recognise their operation within frameworks of dana. Unlike my experience of
other merit-making activities, the organisation’s activities did not begin with chanting or worship
practices. They also did not limit their services to only Buddhist recipients but expressly offered
them to all religious groups.” Despite the absence of Buddhist symbols or rituals within the
practices of the Win-Win organisation, the volunteers themselves saw Buddhism and charity as
intimately connected. While the provision of social welfare services was not expressly Buddhist,
many participants view participation as a particular kind of religious work.

Critical to locating the practices of civil society within a Buddhist framework is a
recognition of dana as ‘a system of intention” which is ‘mutually constitutive of social, political,
and economic realities’ (Jordt 2003, p.xviii). Jordt argues in her examination of the sincerity of
acts of dana that dana functions as a circulatory engine of resources within the sacred economy
directed toward the propagation of the sasana and the sangha as its wordly institution. Likewise,
in her insightful analysis of dana practices and relationships in Myanmar, Kumada emphasises the
fact that dana can encompass any form of giving, not just religiously motivated kinds (2004, p.3).
Dana is, and always has been, as much part of the secular lokiya realm as it has of the transcendent
lokuttara one.

Social status in Burmese culture is likewise intimately tied up in practices of dana. It is
almost impossible to have high social status without participating in dana practices. A fact which
contributes to why dana practices are so publicly visible. In the Burmese Buddhist scheme of
moral causality, the mental intention contained in the act of donating is critical for the creation
of substantive political power. Renowned donors are persons of influence, and close links with
prominent monks reinforce their status. As Jordt argues, these pairs ‘indexically link the statuses
of the worldly to the transcendent’ due to the development of their relationships over multiple lives
(2007, p.120). The accumulation of social status through dana practices is not a straightforward
relationship where sole giving leads to the accumulation of social status. For many Burmese

29 The similar absence of Buddhist symbols in Sri Lankan monks provision of similar services in Malaysia is interpreted by Samuels as a deliberate
response to the need to distance their services from seeming ‘too Buddhist” within an Islamic context (Samuels 2016, p.68). There is no evidence
that this is the case in relation to the women of Win-Win who are operating within a very different political and religious context. The absence of
explicitly Buddhist symbols is more a reflection of their recognition of such services as being part of the world of lokiya and the fact that they do
not see their services as part of Buddhist missionary efforts.

W 4™H HUMANISTIC BUDDHISM YOUTH FORUM



Db RER:

@i

RS B

w
N

cetana (intention) is held to be as equally as important as the moral worthiness of the recipient in
determining the merit generated by dana practices.*

The importance of intention links to ideas of ideas of diligence or effort directed towards
a particular goal, encapsulated within the Pali terms viriya and samadhi. A regular gloss for viriya
in Burmese is ‘effort or energy, diligence or industry’ while samadhi refers to the fixity of mind or
single-mindedness of the individual on a single object. Traditionally the term samadhi is used to
refer to practices of meditation, although at times the concept is also used to refer to attempts to
strive to gain something with concentrated effort. U Nanissara interprets the conception to claim
that dana and sila are worthless without directing them towards a specific goal by incorporating
samadhi (2004, p.58). For the women of Win-Win, their practices of dana and sila in the
performance of their civil society actions are directed through samadhi on the need to improve
the lives of Burmese women.

In this sense, any attempt to separate the religious motivations of Burmese Buddhists
from more universal conceptions of compassion and charity is in effect an attempt to separate
out the religious and cultural aspects of dana. Attempts at separation, in turn, are a practice in
trying to separate out Buddhism from Burmese culture a practice which fails to recognise the
futility of endeavouring to separate out religion from other forms of human activity. Culture is
the lens through which humanity perceives the world. As a result, any individual may only begin
to comprehend the world through the elementary conceptions provided by their own particular
cultural system (Saler 1993, pp.228-230). This does not mean that the category of ‘Buddhism’ is
not useful as an analytical framework, or that the concept does not have meaning in the lives of
believers and non-believers alike. It does, however, mean a need to recognise that the boundaries
of the social institution we label as ‘Buddhist’ are not as sharp as they appear at first glance.

In examining the influence of Buddhism in societies like Myanmar, it is important to
recognise the function of Buddhism as a ‘total social phenomenon’ (Tambiah 1984, p.7). One of
the key problems with any approach that seeks to reduce human behaviour to discrete categories
based upon precise, clear, unambiguous definitions, is that very few of the conceptual categories of
human thought fit within such distinctions. The vast majority of the concepts used by individuals
to make sense of the world are grounded in the daily life of a particular cultural system understood
implicitly and applied unproblematically to everyday phenomena. In his examination of popular
practices of Thai Buddhism, McDaniel argues for the recognition of religion as a form of
repertoire. He claims that an understanding of the beliefs of religious adherents requires looking
beyond what a person says, or values to how they use such values and how they say what they say
about their beliefs as well as the physical and social context in which they do so (2013, pp.9-11).
In this sense, the utilisation of Buddhist concepts by Buddhists locates such practices within the
context of Buddhism regardless of whether other religious actors consider them as ‘universal.’

Renegotiating Dana

What is significant about the use of dana in determining whether such practices constitute
a form of socially engaged Buddhism is the way in which their usage reflects changes in
understandings of dana itself. For many Burmese Buddhists, the moral standing of the recipient
amplifies the merit received from a donation which leads to a preference for merit-making
30 The incorporation of dana ideals by the SLORC government did not led to a corresponding recognition of social status by the majority of the

Burmese population. Jordt shows that the sincerity of the government in performing these acts of merit that was a point of debate for Burmese
society (2007, chap.3).



through donations to the sangha or the construction of religious buildings. I do not mean to say
that social giving has never been part of Burmese Buddhist practices. There is a long history
of Buddhist organisations and communities providing support for the less fortunate. In recent
history, these practices have focused on providing free funeral services for the destitute, support
for the significant HIV/AIDS population, and homes and education for orphans and other at-risk
children.

In shifting the traditional emphasis on the moral standing of the recipient for the generation
of merit in dana practices, many of the women of Win-Win interpreted the need of the recipient as
being instrumental in determining the worthiness of the practice. In this interpretation donations
to those most in need of support generate the most merit. These are not the only discourses relating
to dana within Burmese Buddhism, however. The meritoriousness of the gift is dependent upon a
variety of factors depending on the repertoire of the participant. Such interpretations include the
state of mind of the donor or recipient, the type or value of the donation, the appropriateness of
the donation to the recipient, etc. The central theme running through all of these interpretations
is the importance of the ‘free will act of giving” (Jordt 2003, p.329) in generating correct mental
disposition. A mental disposition characterised by a lessening of attachment to material desires.
The key innovation of the interpretations of dana by civil society volunteers like the Win-Win
women, and development monks such as Waluwon Sayadaw lies in their reinterpretation of social
welfare projects as a form of religious work and consequently framing of social giving as the
most meritorious activity. The interpretation of the charity of work of Burmese Buddhists as
the expression of universal concepts by Buddhists is but one approach to such activities. An
alternative approach would be to interpret such occurrences as examples of ways in which Burmese
Buddhist reconceptualise their practices in order to legitimate and promote new practices. The
interpretation of the importance of addressing the physical needs of poverty-stricken Burmese
village residents as a form of dana is a clear illustration of the renegotiation of understandings
of religious work and subsequently a reworking of conceptions of what it means to be a good
Buddhist.

While Samuels argues that similar reworkings in Sri Lankan temples reflect a reversal
of traditional understandings of the roles of Buddhist temples in society from being recipients of
donations to donors (Samuels 2016, p.58), monasteries in Myanmar have always played this social
role. It does, however, reflect a shift in the understanding of the role of the sangha in Burmese
society. While traditional ideals have focused on monks as renunciates who remained isolated
from the affairs of wider society, for the members of Win-Win, there is an equal importance for
monks to utilise their increased kamma and hpoun for the benefit of the lay community. While
the idea of the monk as a complete renunciate is certainly still part of the public discourses
of Burmese Buddhists, including those of the Win-Win organisation, the reality is often quite
different, and in fact, is expected to be so0.”!

Dana theoretically involves what Tambiah (1970) has called ‘a double negation
of reciprocity.” The monk stands as a model of nonreciprocity and is not supposed to return
anything in exchange for the alms given by the lay Buddhist. In theory, dana offered to the
monastic community should never be returned in any material form. In practice, however, it is
not uncommon to see this model displaced by a simple pattern of reciprocity whereby offerings
to monks are rewards for their services to the lay community such as the performance of ritual
functions. In fact, many Burmese conceive of the teaching of the dhamma (dhammadana) a service
performed predominately by monks as the greatest dana of all. The facilitation of social welfare
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projects by monks in many ways fundamentally displaces these conceptions of nonreciprocity as
they become sites of donation rather than recipients.

One of the critical factors in gathering public support for such undertakings is the
patronage of prominent monks. Following the lead of monks who organise donation ceremonies
at hospitals, orphanages, and even prisons, many Burmese lay Buddhists have begun to change
their practices of directing their giving solely to the sangha. For many of my participant’s social
donations to such causes are seen as just as generating of merit as more traditional religious ones,
especially if mediated through monastic led ceremonies.

Monks as brokers and translators

Monks are regarded highly in Burmese society with quite specialised vocabulary being
used in the presence of the sangha and to refer to its members.” Given this prominent social
positioning and their traditional social function as keepers and carriers of normative values,
it is unsurprising that Burmese monks regularly act as role models in Myanmar society. John
Ferguson in his examination of monastic identity suggests that: the sangha acts as a ‘cultural
gyroscope’ of ‘stabilising, adjustive, and dynamic values that help the society navigate through
history (1975, p.7). As the keepers and carriers of normative values, monks are able to facilitate
changes in societal values and practices such as new interpretations of Buddhist concepts. Monks
are expected to be models for moral life and ideally above the material preoccupations of lay
society. Their participation in new practices such as socially engaged forms of Buddhism serves
to influence new societal norms.

As discussed above, traditional practices dana serve to structure interactions between
laypeople and monks, in which laypeople provide food and other material requisites for monastic
members. In addition to acting as the field of merit for laypeople, monks have traditionally been
the main educators in Myanmar society.” In addition to their role as educators through monastic
schools, monks also contribute to moral and spiritual education of Burmese Buddhists through the
publication of books and pamphlets and the presentation of public sermons and dhamma DVDs.
This role becomes especially significant with regards to rural Burmese.

The village and the rural monastery and its’ monk are in many ways inseparable entities
acting as a focus point for the village. Monks and monasteries, therefore, operate as important
forms of social capital in rural development. Outside of more formal social welfare works, the
dana practices of village residents are indispensable to the growth of the monastery itself. If the
village is particularly poor then the number of donations offered by residents is likewise low.
This in turn means that the monks are unable to construct necessary facilities such as a lecture
hall, residential quarters, or a meditation centre.** As a result, the majority of monks in rural
areas are equally as concerned with meeting the financial concerns of residents as their spiritual
ones. The improvement of village residents’ financial situation corresponds to an increase in the
monastery’s ability to provide greater spiritual support. The focus of more urban-based monks can
be interpreted as a broadening of this idea where they are responding to improving the financial
and health needs of the wider society rather than a localised community.

31 The ideal is still important, however and functions as a crucial aspect of the social relationship between the sangha and the lay community.

32 The use of highly honorific and flourished words, including a specific second-person pronoun---and its accompanying verbal imperative---clearly
marks the status of monks and the highest within Burmese society.

33 Although that role was greatly diminished in the colonial period by the British implementation of state education, many Myanmar children attend
monastic schools for part of their education--especially in rural areas.

34 U Zawana us a relatively young and influential monk who regularly organises donation ceremonies at hospitals and orphanages like the monks of
ITBMU.



A critical factor in gathering public support for changes in interpretations of Buddhist
concepts is the promotion by prominent monks. For example, several members of Win-Win
mentioned the preaching of charismatic monks such as Waluwon Sayadaw, U Nanissara, or U
Zawana in helping to convince them to direct their donations to social causes such as health care
and poverty reduction. Preachings of the dhamma by these three monks in Yangon are always well-
attended and regularly involve sermons stressing the importance of dana as a religious practice.
Donations at the preaching ceremonies of these monks often reign in the tens of thousands of
dollars, an indication of both the sheer number of devotees and the financial standing of their
prominent backers. In addition to the content of their public sermons, these monks also promote
participation in social welfare practices by describing in detail their own projects and the resultant
merit of participants prior to any dhamma preaching ceremony.

The spread of reinterpretations of dana to emphasise social giving is therefore clearly a
reflection of the popularity of such monks and their doctrinal emphases. Each of these monks stress
to their patrons the interconnectedness of ‘material”’ and ‘spiritual’ concerns emphasising the need
to address both simultaneously. Waluwon Sayadaw, in particular, stressed how important he felt it
was to care for a person’s physical needs and how the satisfaction of these needs was a necessary
prerequisite for spiritual development. This emphasis has directly shaped the priority given to
social welfare activities by patrons of development monks. As Samuels’ argues in relation to Sri
Lankan monks, such manoeuvring is not, however, a matter of secularisation but rather that ‘both
the monks and the volunteers themselves saw Buddhism and charity as intimately connected’
(2016, p.68).

In mobilising Buddhist concepts alongside universal qualities such as compassion
(karuna), pity (metta), and charity (dana) within frameworks of merit-making, these monks are
implicitly engaged in processes of translation. For Mosse and Lewis, translation in the brokering
of development involves the ‘mutual enrollment and the interlocking of interests that produces
project realities’ (2006, p.13). The process of translation allows for the negotiation of common
meanings and definitions to facilitate the mutual enrolment and co-option into individual and
collective objectives and activities. It is through these processes of translation that development
monks are able to connect their own welfare projects with the values and concerns of their patrons.
The expansion of networks of dana facilitates the broadening of definitions of community. By
incorporating international networks of giving and international forms of development, the
participants can reconfigure and readjust the Buddhist concepts which have underpinned these
projects so as to be meaningful to wider groups of people.

The importance of relational dynamics within these networks lies not only in the role
of monks in translating for their donor-patrons. Equally important is the fact that the active
involvement of development monks in social welfare works is directly dependent on these
monks attracting a sufficiently large pool of donors who are likewise willing to be involved in
similar projects. The founder of Win-Win, Daw Kaythi Win, for example, has been involved in
humanitarian works for some years and her understanding of such practices is equally informed
by experiences of international aid as it is by Buddhist conceptions. It is the support of educated
English-speaking donors such as Daw Kaythi Win which allows these monks to accrue the social
capital needed to cultivate active participation in their projects and legitimise innovative practices.
Monastic led organisations such as Pann Pyo Let are founded on a particular set of relationships,
actively cultivated by both Waluwon Sayadaw and lay participants. The relationships between
such monks and the laity, and the different roles each carries out in relation to civil society projects
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is distinctively Buddhist---albeit in different ways---locating such practices, therefore, within a
socially engaged Buddhist framework.

Conclusions

The civil society operations of organisations such as Win-Win have emerged out of
the efforts of some key figures and as a consequence of a certain constellation of doctrinal,
economic, social, and political concerns. Most importantly these innovative practices of socially
engaged Buddhism are closely related to the existing traditional practices of merit-making. The
construction of the practices of organisations of lay Buddhists such as Win-Win and the practices
of their partner development monks such as Waluwon Sayadaw need to be analysed together
as a result of their closely related nature. In considering the location of such practices within a
framework of socially engaged Buddhism, three key themes emerge which broaden and nuance
our understanding of the ways in which religion and civil society interact in Myanmar.

Practices of the sangha, state, and laity interact to produce status, hierarchy, and power
through assertions of fields of consciousness that are generative of truth and virtue and the
symbolic and actual grounds of power and legitimate political authority (see Kapferer 1997, p.267).
Practices of dana participate in larger systems of ideas regarding intention and the reproduction
of present political realities (Jordt 2003, p.335). One critical feature of dana is its centrality to
Burmese Buddhist ideas of power. Prior meritorious actions in this and past lifetimes combine
to produce an individuals current endowment of power and influence. In the Burmese Buddhist
scheme of moral causation, the mental intention contained in the act of donating is critical for the
creation of political power (Jordt 2003, p.330).

The development of socially engaged Buddhism in Myanmar did nottake place inapolitical vacuum.
It is important to therefore consider the interactions between Myanmar-based organisations and
broader international development programs in examining the way in which members interpret
such projects. The development of civil society in Myanmar within a Buddhist framework is
not only an attempt to cultivate a more clearly delineated form of socially responsibility. It also
involves a recognition of the need to present Buddhism as one not removed from society and the
concerns of everyday, ordinary people.

This reconfiguring of dana practices also provides an opportunity for the women of Win-
Win to enhance their social status and prestige not only amongst other Burmese Buddhists but
also with the wider international community. The performance of socially engaged Buddhism
as a form of civil society enables members to display Buddhism in a particular light to the
international community. The displays of socially engaged Buddhism as a form of public religion
can, therefore, be seen as a means of communication with the international, non-Buddhist world,
one which emphasises the benefits of Buddhism.

In the case of Win-Win, a central dynamic shaping the provision of social welfare work
are the relationships between such organisations and development monks such as Waluwon
Sayadaw. The combined social welfare projects of these groups rely upon on a particular set
of relationships, actively cultivated by both parties. The relationships between monks such as
Waluwon Sayadaw and women such as the members of Win-Win and the different roles that each
undertakes in relation to social welfare works was distinctly Buddhist particular regarding the
authority, and the development of such networks. The possibility of such large-scale projects as



those undertaken by Waluwon Sayadaw was directly a result of their ability to attract the support
of donors such as the women of the Win-Win organisation.

A second key theme in the location of Win-Win practices as a form of socially engaged
Buddhism is the reconfiguring of concepts such as dana as part of processes of translation. The
active reconfiguring of these concepts takes place through what Mosse and Lewis refer to as a
‘process of translation’ (2006, p.13). According to Mosse and Lewis’ study of development work,
development projects ‘become real through the work of generating and translating interests’
through which disparate actors’ interests and visions become mutually-shared (2006, p.13). By
which we can understand the very understanding of what counts as dana being in flux. The
changing sense of what counts as Buddhist practice both shape the possibilities open to these
organisations for engaging in social welfare work and are also (re)shaped by the organisations
involvement in such activities.

The provision of social welfare works by Buddhist organisations evolved out of a long
tradition of charitable activity undertaken by monks and lay Buddhist organisations originating in
the colonial period. The innovation of organisations such as Win-Win lies in their expansion of
the range of participants in such practices by linking Buddhist qualities such as karuna, metta, and
upekkha with universal conceptions such as charity, compassion, and pity. Such reconfiguring is
by no means unique to contemporary Buddhism and in fact, reflects an engagement with the wider
international Buddhist community. In many ways the social welfare projects of organisations
such as Win-Win and development monks such as Waluwon Sayadaw reflect those carried out by
development monks in Sri Lanka (Samuels 2016), Buddhist lay communities in Taiwan (Huang
and Weller 1998), and wider movements of socially engaged Buddhism such as the Fo Gaung
Shan tradition. All of which articulate the merging of development and social improvement
works with Buddhist belief and practice and therefore locate such civil society practices as part of
socially engaged Buddhism.
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Religion as a Cultural Product: Investigative Study

on the Cultural Roles of Nan Tien Temple
Gisy Chan Su-yi

Abstract

In the BLIA World Headquarters 2016 General Conference, Venerable Master Hsing Yun
gave the Conference keynote speech, “Consensus and Openness,” and advocated the application
of this principle through ten major points. This research paper touches upon one of his points,
“Consensus on the Importance of Culture” though the investigative study on the cultural roles
of Nan Tien Temple, with respect to the spectrum of potential outreach in the national and
transnational communities.

Fo Guang Shan was first invited by the Wollongong City Council to establish a Chinese-
styled temple in the suburbs of the city in attempts to revitalise the city through post-industrial
service industries such as tourism, healthcare and education. Thus the temple was introduced as
a cultural product in order to create a culturally diverse environment and a novel experience for
visitors to Wollongong.

While culture is creative and organic, cultural policies are bureaucratic process that
controls and yet at the same time facilitate culture. Thus government policies have great influence
over the evolution of culture. With the initial conditions and circumstances being dictated by the
city council, this study attempts to understand how policy has influenced and changed the type of
activities conducted by the temple and also the difference in stakeholder profiles that visit NTT.
And whether as a result of the city plan, has that altered the vision and mission of the temple, the
core of the organisation.

This paper attempts to understand some of these questions through interviewing key
stakeholders of the temple and by surveying 120 visitors to the temple. The results do identify
multiple stakeholders, and each stakeholder could have different relationship with the temple.
Nan Tien Temple plays multiple roles to different people and therefore needs to find a fragile
balance whilst wearing multiple hats.

Key Words: Creative city policy, cultural planning, cultural identity, Humanistic Buddhism, and
migration and localisation.

1.1  Introduction / Background of Study
1.1.1 Brief History of Wollongong Industrial City

Wollongong City is situated on the south-eastern coast of Australia and 80km south
of Sydney, its physical size is equivalent to that of Singapore and has an approximate resident
population of 200,000 people. In the 2011 census, 73.3% of the population in Wollongong were
locally-born Australians. Europeans from the United Kingdom, Republic of Macedonia and Italy
made up most of the immigrant population (18%) (“Birthplace | Wollongong City”’). However,
it is observed that there was an increase of 66% of immigrants born in China between 2006 to
2011; the largest growth in the numbers of immigrants coming from any country. The population
in Wollongong is predominantly Christian (68%), with a 1.4% Buddhist population (“Religion |
Wollongong City”).



Figure 1: Location of the city of Wollongong on Australia Regions Map.

Source: Worldmap1.Com

Figure 2: Ancestry of the Population of Wollongong City & Regional New South Wales in 2011
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Table 1: Comparison of the top 10 ancestries of the population of the City of Wollongong
versus Regional New South Wales in 2011.

Wollongong City - Total persons 2011
(Usual residence)

Regional

Ancestry Number % NSW %
Australian 68,041 354 43.1
English 65,176 339 404
Irish 18,514 9.6 11.7
Scottish 17,284 9.0 10.0
Italian 11,515 6.0 25
German 6,900 3.6 4.2
Macedonian 6,452 34 0.5
Chinese 4,201 22 0.8
Dutch 3,379 1.8 1.3
Greek 3,058 1.6 0.6

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census of Population and Housing 2006 and 2011. Id.

From 1816, the early European settlers to Australia had developed the timber, agricultural
and dairy industries followed by coal mining in the 1840s and steel industry in the 1920s. The
steel and coal industries and associated manufacturing sector were a main catalyst for urban
and economic growth and laid the foundations for the city’s economy, lifestyle and culture
(Wollongong City Council 4).

In the 1980s, Wollongong was hit by growing international competition and the decrease
in consumption for steel in the worldwide market. The headquarters of Australia’s largest
steelmaker, Broken Hill Proprietary (BHP) situated in Wollongong downsized and laid off many
workers, skyrocketing Wollongong’s unemployed from 6,400 people in 1981 to 20,000 in 1984
(Rava).

Wollongong City Council made attempts to regenerate and revitalise itself through arts,
culture and to promote itself as a tourist destination. To differentiate itself even further from other
local tourist spots, then Lord Mayor Frank Arkell pursued Taiwanese Buddhist Sect, Fo Guang
Shan (FGS) Temple in Kaohsiung to setup a branch temple in the suburbs of Wollongong, to
provide an exotic and cultural experience for its visitors (Waitt 232) .

1.1.2 Contextualising Nan Tien Temple (NTT) in Wollongong

Venerable Master Hsing Yun, the founder of NTT founded the Buddhist Order, FGS in
1967 and built a monastery, that would eventually grow to house over five hundred monastics and
lay devotes. In 1985, in a much unexpected move, the Master decided to abdicate his position
as abbot and passed down the position to his senior disciple (Fu 191-201). Being freed up from
temple duties allowed him more time to focus on propagating Buddhism beyond Taiwan. Buddhist
devotees invited him to different countries to give lectures and talks, which eventually resulted
in the building and expansion of the order around the world and within three decades, it has



established over two hundred branch temples globally (“Introduction to Fo Guang Shan.”)

In 1989, following a world steel conference that was held in FGS (Hsing Yun, “Twentieth
Anniversary”), the Lord Mayor of Wollongong, Frank Arkell, who was also the General Manager
of BHP’s Port Kembla steelworks (Lee and Hagan 86) invited Venerable Master Hsing Yun to
build a temple in the suburb of Wollongong, providing the Buddhist monk 26 acres of land for a
token sum (“About Us.”).

To address the Mayor’s concerns of helping to local employment, Master contracted local
architects and construction workers to build the Chinese-palace styled temple (Brewster). Despite
the Chinese exterior, the temple was built entirely based upon Australian construction techniques.
Construction materials were sourced locally as much as possible, with the exception of certain
items which would be difficult to replicate or craft in Australia, such as the Buddha statues and
terracotta roof-tiles (Brewster).

When the temple was finally completed in 1995, NTT organised several international
Buddhist conferences and seminars that would attract thousands to Wollongong, to help bring in
tourist dollars (Campbell). Throughout the years, Nan Tien has also developed itself to become one
of the most recognised local attractions of Wollongong, well-known for its tranquil and peaceful
ambiance and living up to its name as being the “Paradise of the South” (literal meaning of
“Nan Tien”). It has received numerous Tourism Awards from the South Coast Regional Tourism
Organisation (“About Us.”) and also the Certificate of Excellence from popular social media
travel website, TripAdvisor (“Nan Tien Temple, Wollongong.”)

With its special circumstance of being an invited religious organisation as part of a
city revitalization plan, to help boost the economy and provide cultural diversity to the city of
Wollongong, makes it an interesting and unique case study even within the whole FGS organisation,
as most FGS’s overseas branch temples were being built mainly to cater to the Chinese diaspora.

Figure 3: Map of Nan Tien Temple
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During the construction of NTT, Venerable Master visited Australia on numerous
occasions, giving talks and Buddhist ceremonies in the major cities. Many Chinese Buddhists
flocked to listen to his teachings and soon found the establishment of FGS branch temples in
Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane. Currently FGS has 12 branch temples in Australia and New
Zealand, with NTT being the headquarters in the Pacific region.

Figure 4: Map of FGS Temples in Australia and New Zealand

Source: NTT.

NTT’s strong focus on education is also targeted at the young. The temple is a popular
school excursion location for primary and high school students of various ethnic and religious
backgrounds. The excursion programs allow students to take part in mindfulness meditation,
Tai Chi, sutra copying, Buddhist ritualistic functions to get a firsthand experience of Chinese
Buddhism (“Humanistic Buddhism in Australia”).

1.2  Research Aim
To investigate and identify the cultural roles of NTT with respect to the spectrum of
potential outreach in the national and transnational communities.

1.3 Research Questions

a. Who are the different stakeholders (groups-of-concern) with NTT? What relationships/
partnerships does NTT have with them?

b. How do they relate to NTT (understanding the different relationships, involvement, etc.)

c. What is NTT’s vision and mission?

1.4 Significance and limitation of study
Due to time constraint, the researcher was only able to obtain a sample population of



visitors that were visiting the temple over a period of one week. As NTT did not keep any record
of the number of visitors nor the kinds of visitors that come to the temple, the researcher was only
able to identify groups of people to conduct survey from the researcher’s prior knowledge and
understanding of the temple.

On the other hand, being overly familiar with the organisation may result in certain blind
spots and assumptions which the researcher might not even be aware of, such as the cultural
context will still change as the branch temples are being set up in different countries, political
forces, social trends and cultural policies could have altered the original DNA of the organisation
as branches are being setup overseas.

This leads to the significance of the study, to understand or identify blind spots and
assumptions, such as understanding the positioning of NTT within the Buddhist context in
Australia. And whether all branch temples have the same positioning, or does it differ in different
locations. This research hopes to provide a source of statistical data to affirm or refute certain
assumptions that could help with its aims of promoting the religion in Australia. Through this study,
it could also point out certain trends that are occurring on a wider socio-cultural environment.

LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1  Cultural Policy and City Planning — NTT as a part of the cultural dimension
of Wollongong City

Culture is considered within two general dimensions, firstly from an aesthetic or artistic
field, and secondly as ways of life (McGuigan 23). According to Miller and Yudice, cultural
policy is the supports given by institutions in helping to bridge between the two dimensions (1-
2). They continue to explain that cultural policies are regulatory guidelines that help facilitate,
control, distribute, censor, train and finance organisations to help achieve their goals. As policy
is a bureaucratic process, it often dictates the creative and organic processes of culture by setting
certain criteria in order to achieve those aims.

Creative Nation was the first formal cultural policy paper that was released by the
Australian federal government in 1994 (Department of Communications and the Arts). The report
emphasised the importance of culture and its contribution towards building national identity and
that the cultural industries would be a main driver of the Australian economy in the future. The
document also brought to attention the significance of tourism that had been growing over the
past decade, attracting over 3 million overseas visitors and earning over AUD 10 billion when the
report was published.

Starting in 1980s, the city council attempted to reposition Wollongong as “The Leisure
Coast” with promotional campaigns focusing on its beaches and waterfalls. During the late
1980s and early 1990s, there was a proliferation of establishing cultural institutions, such as
the Wollongong Library, the Illawarra Performing Arts Centre and the Wollongong Art Gallery.
However, many other cities were doing the same and perhaps were doing it even better. Faced with
strong competition from neighbouring “world city” like Sydney for the tourist dollar, Wollongong
needed more innovative attractions to be able to provide a fresh unique experience for its visitors
(Waitt 232).

When the Lord Mayor chanced upon FGS during an International Steel symposium in
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its Taiwan headquarters, he spoke with Venerable Master Hsing Yun and invited him to build a
FGS temple in Australia (Hsing Yun, “Twentieth Anniversary”). Concurrently, there was also help
from a Vietnamese-Chinese Buddhist devotee, Ms Cun Shijiao, who helped the monastics during
their first visits to Australia and assisted them with establishing NTT (Hsing Yun, “Twentieth
Anniversary”).

NTT through its physical presence, brings a sense of peacefulness and tranquility to
the steel city. Its well-kept gardens, lotus pond and grandiose traditional Chinese architecture
are juxtaposed against tall coal terminal chimneys of neighbouring Port Kembla. Introducing
a culturally symbolic architecture to the built environment brings about change not only on a
physical level, but it also introduces different values, beliefs, lifestyle, tradition and history to the
local community. Its presence challenges the local identity, their sense of place and on their ability
to evolve and embrace new influences (““What is Built Heritage?”).

As part of the city’s regeneration strategies, the temple also has been organizing the
Nan Tien Cultural Festival (“Nan Tien Cultural Festival”). For more than 20 consecutive years,
thousands visit the temple between Christmas and New Year’s Day, and it has been around
longer than the most celebrated festival in Wollongong, the Viva La Gong (Latifi). Numerous
visitors, ranging from tourists, to devotees, to cultural performers and artists pack the temple
grounds. Activities such as Chinese performing arts and crafts, Buddhist vegetarian cuisine
and art exhibitions, provide opportunities to understand Buddhism through Chinese cultural
activities and/or Chinese cultural activities through Buddhism. In the midst of the whole Australia
celebrating Christmas, the Buddhists are also in celebration alongside everyone.

In the Wollongong City Council Cultural Plan 2014-2018: Background Report, NTT was
often cited is a cultural asset within the Wollongong Cultural Tourism, Economic Development
Strategy (Conroy 107) and also the Illawarra Regional Strategy 2006 - 2031 (Conroy 81).

The Background Report identified 7 major experiences and attractions in Wollongong,
and are considered so because of their capacity to lead as visitation drivers. NTT was identified as
the only attraction within the cultural market as seen in Table 2 below (Destination Wollongong
22), made it stand out among the other attractions. Instead of having competition, Nan Tien adds
to provide a different appeal to the visitors. The variety within this product mix of attractions are
complementary to each other and caters to international as well as domestic tourists.

Table 2: Wollongong’s Major Assets Identified by their Primary Appeal

Major Experiences & Attractions  Appeal/Market
Grand Pacific Drive/Seacliff Bridge  Touring — VFR, Domestic Day, Domestic

Blue Mile/Wollongong Harbour Recreation

Stanwell Park/Bald Hill Natural

Nan Tien Temple Cultural
SymbioWildlife Park Nature

Jamberoo Action Park Recreation/Adventure
Skydive the Beach Adventure

Source: Destination Wollongong



2.2  Buddhism, Migration and Localisation
2.2.1 Migration of Buddhism to the West

Many scholars have written about the different types of Buddhism that exist in America,
and according to Jan Nattier, she categorises them under 3 types: import, export and “baggage”
(74-76). She explains religion that falls under the “import” model is consumer driven. Followers
of “import” Buddhism tend to be Caucasian, from a middle to upper class background and well-
educated. They have sufficient resources to seek Buddhist teachers from overseas and to have
Buddhism be imported back home. Upon return, these “importers” form their own Buddhist
groups, attract followers of similar class background and thus are also known as “elite” or convert
Buddhist. They tend to emphasize on mediation than ritualistic and devotional practices. Buddhist
practice is looked upon as enhancing their human lives without them having to become monastics.
On the other hand, “export” Buddhism, attracts a wide range of followers, who do not need to be
from well-to-do backgrounds, nor do they need the time to come into contact with this form of
Buddhism. The source organisation provides the funds for this missionary work and they actively
approach the target audience in public spaces. Due to its characteristics, Nattier has also labelled
it “evangelical” Buddhism.

Lastly, “baggage” Buddhism denotes immigrant Buddhists who have brought along
Buddhism to new countries of residence not for religious purposes, but their motivations were for
themselves to seek better socioeconomic opportunities. This category of Buddhists tends to have
inherited the religion from their ancestors and are identified by their ethnicities; therefore, referred
to as “ethnic” Buddhists. Religious groups that form with such motivations provide strong social
support and cultural continuity to its followers (Nattier 74-76).

Although there are other models of categorization of Buddhist in America (Prebish 200-
201; Seager 9-10), most studies concur with the identification of the two basic kinds of Buddhists,
the convert and ethnic, as mentioned above. Likewise, studies in Australia have also led to similar
conclusions that also categorised Buddhist as Western or ethnic (Adam Hughes 7-11).

However, this categorization of Buddhism is limited to Buddhists bringing their religious
beliefs when they migrate. Then what about those Chinese immigrants who became Buddhists
only after they came to Australia? The term “baggage” Buddhist seems less appropriate than
compared to the term ethnic Buddhist. With a large post-Chinese Cultural Revolution generation
immigrating to Australia, it is not really a matter of conversion, but a matter of “reversion and
revision” to their Buddhist roots. (Numrich 69) With both the revitalization of Buddhism in
Mainland China (Yang), there seems an inherent need to find their religious heritage whether they
are in China or overseas.

In comparison, the growth of Chinese Buddhism has changed and progressed in Taiwan
whereas the form that is found in China is still growing from its starting point of the post revolution
era. For China Chinese immigrants, coming into contact with Taiwanese Chinese Buddhism, is
a fresh experience. In China, visitors to temples are accustomed to paying entrance fees like as
though they are visiting a tourist attraction and monastics are only called upon when there is
a funeral service. Whereas compared to Buddhism in Taiwan where it could be seen as more
progressive, tourists or devotees can visit the temple freely and even be served some hot tea and
tidbits at the reception, and where monastics take on the role of curating exhibitions and teaching
of meditation in public schools.
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Of course these are generalisations of Chinese Buddhism in Mainland China and
Taiwan, not all temples fall under these two categories. There are Taiwanese temples that also
limit themselves to ritualistic dharma functions and China Chinese Temples that have made
use of robotic technology to create a robot monk who can teach the Dharma and hold simple
conversations (Sherwood). However, along the spectrum there has been more noticeable progress
within Taiwanese Buddhist organisations.

Considering the type of activities and type of followers it attracts, the positioning of FGS
temples in Australia and in most of its overseas branch temple cater to the ethnic than the convert
Buddhist (Chandler 289-290). Although these temples also do conduct regular meditation classes,
the majority activities held in these temples are ritualistic and cultural. On the other hand, for NTT
on a day-to-day basis, there are actually very few Chinese devotees seen doing ritualistic practice,
instead it attracts a largely tourist crowd and visitations from children’s school excursions.

Therefore, although FGS temples in general cater more to an ethnic audience, the
positioning of the temples will differ on a spectrum of convert-ethnic Buddhists for different
locations. It is largely dependent on its neighbouring communities and facilities that are available
at the temple. For example, branch temples are not able to organize retreats as there is insufficient
accommodation and practice space although they are situated in the city where many ethnic
devotees are located.

The use of the term “Chinese” is problematic, because of the constant evolution and
fluidity of the Chinese identity and the complexities are beyond what can be covered in this
research. Considering how well the Chinese diaspora has travelled and having a long history
of migration, many “Chinese” have changed their nationalities and assimilated into the local
culture of the host countries. Even within Mainland China, Hong Kong or Taiwan, there is no pure
Chinese culture to speak of, as each territory had experienced colonisation, had imported different
political belief systems or simply had non-Chinese influences through trade links. Therefore, it
is difficult to pinpoint certain characteristics, such as looks, attire, spoken language, beliefs or
values that make one Chinese or not Chinese.

There is also the relative environment that can make one naturally identify with his/her
ethnicity, such as a Mainland Chinese might feel more “Chinese” when in a host country such
as Australia than he/she would be when in his/her homeland. Since the sense of the Chinese
identity is also largely dependent on a relative level on where one is situated in, therefore the term
“Chinese” in this paper is used loosely to include anyone who can trace some sort of Chinese
ancestry (Suryadinata 28).

2.2.2 Role of Religious Organisations for Immigrant Groups
2.2.2.1 Traditional Roles of Religious Organisations

According to Encyclopedia.com, a religious organisation is an institution that plays the
role and has procedures to manage the relationship between man and the supernatural order.
It manages rituals, practices, promotes truth and suppresses falsity and doctrine; it sets up the
process for training, recruiting and networking of religious clergy and the organizational structure
and authority between them. (“Religious Organization”).

The temple being a religious organisation has the above functions and roles. However,



these functions are needed to support the devotee to have a conducive environment and healthy
relationships in order to actualize his/her needs. Venerable Master Hsing Yun says the temple is
like a petrol station and highway rest station, where one refuels and rejuvenates to carry on life’s
journey. It is like a shopping mall that provides a wide variety of goods and services that feeds and
strengthens the mind. It is also like a school that nurtures people into benevolent, compassionate
and wise beings. It is a place of gathering of virtuous friends. Even more so, it is a place where
troubles and worries are removed (Hsing Yun, “Fojiao yu jianzhu”).

Immigration whether voluntary or involuntary, is a life changing experience for many.
Oscar Handlin recorded the resettlement of European immigrants that came to America during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He depicted the plight of immigrants as living
in crisis due to the uprooting. The extreme conditions of hardship and alienation greatly affected
them, to which the effects were being passed down to later generations (Handlin 6).

Although in some cases, resettlement for non-refugee immigrants may not be as traumatic
as mentioned above, at minimum, it often still entails severing of social networks, disrupting
normal day-to-day living, and the breaking up of homes. As a result, immigrants may feel a sense
of loss and left without a sense of belonging, which could lead to poor emotional or mental health.
Numerous studies have found association between religious participation and immigrant
emotional well-being (Connor 130). Ethnic religious organisations provide spiritual and cultural
offerings of rituals and religious texts in one’s mother tongue, provide a sense of familiarity and
comfort (Hirschman 1206-1233). Religious communities provide networks and the resources to
solve problems such as jobs, housing and schooling for young children. Such support systems are
vital and the community substitutes as families who are not in close proximity (Hirschman 1206-
1233). Trust and friendships are more likely to develop in a religious setting, helping immigrants
to grow new roots in the new land (Hirschman 1206-1233).

2.2.2.2 Cultural Homes, Custodians of Ethnic Culture and the Builders of Cultural
Identity

From an anthropological perspective, culture is taken as a marker of how we live our lives,
the sense of place and person that makes us human — neither individual nor entirely universal, but
grounded by language, religion, custom, time and space (Miller and Yudice 1). Ethnic religious
organisations also provide the place of cultural education to second-generation children who have
been born away from their land of ancestry, or the 1.5-generation who have immigrated with their
parents when they were at a young age. Some parents are eager for their children to maintain their
cultural links and identity as Chinese even though they may have become Australia nationals.
In host countries, Chinese temples are able to provide the environment for Chinese children to
experience Chinese tradition, festivals and food culture as a larger community and establish
language schools to allow these Chinese children to maintain their linguistic heritage.

Individual identity defines a person in terms of his or her own unique attributes and the
individual responds to the self-image created (Liu 2). Within a group environment, collective
identities form through the person’s participation and interaction with other individuals. The
nature of identity is fluid and dynamic, thus both collective and individual identities are in constant
interaction (Liu 2). Mutually changing, influencing and reinforcing symbols, values and rules that
teach the individuals appropriate and acceptable behaviour within the group dynamics. Cultural
groups which are part of society, share and pass on cultural beliefs, values and knowledge to
younger generation.
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Cultural groups with a strong sense of cultural identity pass on a sense of belonging to
their members (Butler-Sweet 747-769), which give value and emotional significance through
group participation (Tajfel 24). The groups are able to provide a frame of reference on behaviour,
thinking and protocols in the foreign environment for the new immigrant, easing the process
of assimilation and adaptation into society, and avoid becoming socially excluded (Berry 5-34;
Boese and Phillips 192-93; Liu 3).

According to Maslow, at lower levels of the pyramid there are physical, safety and social
needs which require addressing before seeking higher purposes in life. Once basic needs are met,
immigrants who have settled down are more likely to pay their services forward to others who
are new to the community. Through service, older immigrants build self-esteem and confidence
and are respected in the community for their contributions, fulfilling needs that are higher up the
hierarchy.

From the host government perspective, it is important that immigrants are able to
slowly adapt to the local environments, as many social problems can arise if there is no proper
assimilation into society. As can be seen by a report by the Australian Social Inclusion Board,
people who are socially excluded tend to experience multiple problems such as family abuse,
mental illness, unemployment, low incomes, housing problems and low participation in civic
activities (Australian Social Inclusion Board 14). The report also pointed out that the non-English
speaking was more likely to have transport difficulties, poorer health and less likely to attend
community events.

2.2.3 Buddhism and Localisation

In 2001, at an international Buddhist conference made up of mainly lay Buddhist devotees,
Venerable Master Hsing Yun provided historical context of the localization of Buddhism in his
keynote speech. He said,

“Localization can be defined as the process of allowing Buddhism to find its roots in the local
culture, developing its unique characteristic according to the cultural ideas, geographical
environment, as well as customs and habits (Hsing Yun 98).”

Buddhism went through the same process when it was transmitted from India to China.
Indian monks travelled to China to translate Buddhist text into the local vernacular, while leaving
the duties of temple building with the native monastics. This combination allowed Buddhism to
flourish within Chinese culture (Hsing Yun 98).

Like Venerable Master, some scholars such as Huang and Chan have also made similar
observations that the Chinese diaspora is resistant to assimilating into their new immigrant
countries (McKeown 306). They tend to hold on to Chinese values, identity, and social attitudes
and structures. However, the Venerable Master encourages his monastics and devotees to respect
local cultures, wherever they may be. And that one needs to be sensitive as immigrants, and not
use Buddhism to overwhelm the culture of other countries. (Hsing Yun 97).

The localization that Venerable Master advocates is encompassing, benevolent and
harmonious. It is not to create an isolated community, but to embrace wholeheartedly the new
country which one resides in. He envisions that the temples which he has built all over the world



will be run and managed by natives just like in other regions where Buddhism has proliferated
(Hsing Yun 128).

However, the definition of localisation which Venerable Master has proposed seems to be
at odds with the inherent positioning of FGS overseas temples in general to cater to the Chinese
diaspora. This “Chinese-ness” has its origins deeply enrooted in Chinese culture and its monastics
are majority ethnic Chinese. The Venerable Master has actively been promoting the revitalization
of Chinese Culture whenever he is invited to give talks in China over the period of 2013-2014.
This in a sense is contrary to his wish to localize religion to whichever land that it may settle down
in or perhaps it is just a difference in strategy for mainland China and the rest of the non-Mandarin
speaking world.

2.2.4 Humanistic Buddhism

Buddhism originated in India over 2,600 years ago and has since spread all over the
world. It has two main schools of thought, Theravada (‘“Teachings of the Elders”) and Mahayana
(“The Great Vehicle”).

Humanistic Buddhism is based upon the Mahayana Vehicle, where it advocates that
beings who take on this practice are referred to as bodhisattvas. They strive to help all sentient
beings liberate themselves, and in turn, the bodhisattvas themselves are also liberated.

Venerable Master Hsing Yun defines Humanistic Buddhism as “what the Buddha taught,
what is essential to humans, what purifies, what is virtuous and beautiful” (Hsing Yun 18).
Humanistic Buddhism focuses on engaging in society rather than leaving it; on caring for the
living than for the dead; on benefiting others than oneself and thus on universal salvation than
self-cultivation. It is the expression and practical aspect of Buddhist theory and therefore is not a
new form of Buddhism, but a new interpretation of it (Thapa 4).

Although Venerable Master was not the founder of Humanistic Buddhism, he has been
at the forefront in popularising this form of Buddhism and developing its applicability in modern
life. Through “study, research, contemplation, discussion and teaching to clarify and elaborate the
philosophical concepts inherent in Buddhism and their practical implications” (Guruge 1), he has
used FGS as a platform for promoting Humanistic Buddhism in order to achieve its objectives of
fostering peace and harmony globally (“Objectives”).

These goals are achieved through its four founding principles:

* To propagate Buddhist teachings through cultural activities.

* To nurture talents through education.

* To benefit societies through charitable programs.

* To purify human hearts and minds through Buddhist practices. (“Objectives”)

To help understand the role of NTT, its activities and services are categorised according
to the above mentioned four principles: Culture, Education, Charity and Buddhist Practices
(See Appendix A). It should be noted that most activities do not only fall under one category,
but multiple categories. And perceptions on whether it falls more under a certain category may
change depending on the individual’s point of view. However, for ease of categorization and
understanding, the list of activities organised by NTT will be taken from NTT’s point of view.
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And to understand who these activities catered to, the target groups shall be labelled as “ethnic”,
“convert” or “non-religious”.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Methodology

To get a better understanding into the role of NTT, a mixed methods research approach

was adopted to answer the research questions posed at the beginning of the research. Primary data
collections were done firstly through personal interviews of identified key stakeholders of NTT
and secondly through survey questionnaires with visitors of NTT.
According to NTT, there tends to be more visitors to the temple during spring and summer.
Co-incidentally, the researcher was in Wollongong to conduct the interviews in person and the
surveys with the help of staff and volunteers over a one and half week period from 23 Feb to 3
March 2017.

This period was considered a time which marked the end of the festive period of the Nan
Tian Cultural Festival and Chinese New Year celebrations and the beginning of normal regular
classes and retreats. This period avoids large numbers of “cultural consumers” who were likely to
be present. Thus the results of the survey reflect visitation on a normal weekly basis and avoids
the spike in overly religious or cultural activities that might attract a different crowd than usual.

Table 3: List of Primary and Secondary Data Sources

PRIMARY DATA
Personal 1. Chief Abbess Reverend Manko — FGS
Interviews Oceania Head Abbess and Abbess of NTT
2. Gordon A. Bradbery — Lord Mayor Wollongong, New
South Wales
Survey 1. One-Time, Non-Frequent — Tourists, Local Visitors
Questions 2. Frequent -
a. Volunteers / Devotees
b. Retreat Participants
c. Class Participants
SECONDARY DATA
Video 1. Venerable Master Hsing Yun — Founder of FGS and
Recordings NTT
2. David Campbell — Former Lord Mayor of Wollongong
3. lan Brewster — Architect of NTT
Images 1. Exhibition “Humanistic Buddhism in Australia” (2015)
Papers on 1. Creative Nation: Commonwealth Cultural Policy
Government (October 1994)
Policy / City 2. Point of Take Off: Wollongong City Council Cultural
Planning Policy Framework and Cultural Plan 1998-2003

3. Wollongong Cultural Industries Audit (2000)

As mentioned before because of the limited time available for conducting the surveys,



results of the survey only provide a snapshot of the visitors and participants that would normally
come to NTT and are not a complete reflection of the actual visiting population, which in a sense
can never be. However, the results do provide a preliminary understanding of the types of visitors
who come to NTT and their reasons for coming.

This research also hopes to trigger interests in conducting further research into this aspect
for the temple or to extend or repeat the survey at different intervals of the year to creating
multiple snapshots of the visitors, making it into a longitudinal study and more analysis could be
done over a longer period of time.

Secondary data sources were video recordings and graphic design files that were taken by
or designed by NTT and FGS in Taiwan for the exhibition “Humanistic Buddhism in Australia”
that was curated for the opening of Nan Tien Institute in 2015. There were video recordings of
Venerable Master Hsing Yun (founder of FGS and NTT), Mr. David Campbell (previous Lord
Mayor of Wollongong) and Mr. lan Brewster (Architect of NTT).

3.2  Primary Data Collection and Instruments
3.2.1 Personal Interviews

Two key stakeholders were identified for personal interviewing. The first interviewee was
the FGS Oceania and NTT Chief Abbess Rev. Manko. She was one of the key persons in-charge
during the construction process of NTT from March 1990 to August 1996 (Shi). After the temple
was completed, she was posted to Singapore and later returned to Australia in 2011 to build Nan
Tien Institute.

The second interviewee was the Lord Mayor of Wollongong, NSW, Gordon A. Bradbery.
He has been in the leadership position since 2011 and prior to that he was an ordained minister
at the Wollongong Mission of the Uniting Church. His bachelor’s degrees were in psychology,
sociology and divinity at the University of Sydney (“Gordon Bradbery”).

These elite interviews were conducted at the offices of the interviewees. Although a list of
questions was provided prior to the interview, as both interviewees helmed the leadership positions
within the government or religious organisation which they worked in, the semi-structured open-
ended questions provided a guideline on the topics which required covering (Robson 270). The
individuals acted in their own accord to freely explain, elaborate and provide more insights into
their decisions, their vision and considerations for the city and for their organisations.

Their different viewpoints on similar topics of discussion created a more complete view
on what was happening in NTT within the context of Wollongong City. Conclusions made through
the conversation were inductive, focusing on the person’s meaning and his/her understanding of
the complexities of the situation (Creswell 32). Interestingly, because Lord Mayor was previously
a minister at the Church and a Zen meditation practitioner and was able to provide his own
religion and the interpretations of religious symbolisms.

3.2.2 Survey Questionnaires

The survey questionnaire was designed to provide open and closed-ended questions.
Visitors to NTT range between infrequent and frequent visitors. Infrequent visitors were mainly
tourists and local visitors, school excursion teachers who came occasionally to visit the temple
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and they did not take part in any of the regular activities of NTT. Frequent visitors were those who
participated in regular activities such as meditation retreats, Buddhist or cultural classes, students
of University of Wollongong Buddhist Society, and those who offer their services to NTT as
volunteers.

For frequent visitors, these groups were first being identified by the activities which
they participated in NTT. The activities listed in Appendix A have been categorized according to
findings in the literature review:

1. Cultural

2. Educational

3. Charity/Social

4. Buddhist Practices / Religious

The surveys were conducted at different locations according to the different activities. For
surveys that were conducted targeting class participants and retreat participants, the questionnaires
were handed out to the students after the session or during session break time. This gave the
respondents ample time to complete the survey, which took approximately 10-20 minutes.

The respondents were not picked at random but were encouraged by the teacher of
the class to take part in a student-led research survey that was conducted on the temple. The
researcher believed that conducting the survey on a voluntary basis and giving sufficient time for
the respondents to complete the survey, increased the likelihood that the questionnaires would be
completely filled up and answers would have gone through more consideration.

It was more difficult to get tourists and visitors to the temple to participate in the survey,
as some of them had followed tour groups and had a fixed time period to spend at the temple.
Visitors were more likely to agree to complete the survey if they were seen taking a rest on the
benches along the corridors of the temple building, at the Waterdrop Teahouse and Hai Hui Hall

(a gallery space).

The activities are further labelled as targeting convert, ethnic or non-religious participants.
To get a large enough sample size, the survey was timed when a significant number of classes
were being held and also when there was a weekend retreat being conducted. The participants in
the activity list as seen in Appendix A would make up the survey sample population. Depending
on the number of participants in each class and the attendance of the class for that day, the sample
population will be quite a close representative of the actual population of people who come
regularly to NTT.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
4.1 Survey Questionnaires
4.1.1 Processing of Survey Questions

Once the physical copies of the surveys were completed and collected back, the results
were entered into a spreadsheet to create an initial dataset (Robson 393-419). The data was further
“cleaned” up, (i.e. to check for errors and corrections made to the data which did not make sense)
and coded before importing it into the statistical program IBM SPSS Statistics.

The survey had a mix of close-ended single-answer questions, close-ended multi-response
questions (questions having more than one answer from a given list of answers) and open-ended



questions.

For close-ended multi-response questions, some questions were simplified to single-
answer questions, such as those who had indicated more than one religion, were grouped into one
category called “Multifaith” to simplify the classification. In instances where the answers were
not grouped, such as in question 12, reasons for coming to NTT, each response was separated into
different roles and were simplified into binary numbers of “0” or “1” to indicate “No” and “Yes”.
Qualitative data generated from the open-ended questions were analysed using the method of
coding or drawing common themes from the answers and which may link back to the research
question (Creswell 246). After coding all the answers once, the codes are reviewed one more
time to see if the codes could be further combined to draw conclusions relating to the research
questions, before re-coding the answers and tabulating the frequency of the revised codes.

4.1.2 Descriptive Statistics

A total of 120 survey forms were distributed to the visitors, students and volunteers who
came to NTT over a period of one week (see Appendix B and C for the tabulation of survey
results). The figure below depicts the breakdown of the no. of respondents according to the
activities which they participated in. The largest demographic of respondents surveyed were
tourists and meditation retreat participants, which made up 41% and 28% of the sample population
respectively.

Figure 5: No. of respondents coming to NTT according to the activities which they
participated in.

Name of Activity

® Cultivation Class
Dun Huang Class
Meditation Class
Meditation Retreat

m Parent-Child Class

m School Excursion

41,34%

m Tour and Visits
EUOW

m Volunteer

UOW = University of Wollongong Buddhist Society Student visit
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Figure 6: No. of respondents according to demographics. (a) Gender. (b) Age. (¢) Marital
Status. (d) Academic Qualifications. (e) Profession. (f) Habitat. (g) Religious Status. (h)
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According to Figure 6 (a), the sampled population was made up of 61% female and
39% male respondents. Within the sample, the largest age group who came to NTT was young
visitors, ranging between the ages of 18-29 and they represented 40% of the respondents. More
than half of the 120 participants were married and 41% of the respondents were single. Close to
three quarters of all respondents had obtained or were pursing degrees, with 44% and 28% of all
respondents indicated postgraduate and undergraduate qualifications respectively. 9 out of 10
people surveyed lived within the state of New South Wales, and half of the people from that group
were staying in Wollongong.

With regards to the religious status of the respondents, the top 3 religious or non-religious
individuals who visited NTT were the Atheists, the Christians and followed by the Buddhists, with
34%, 23% and 22% of the respondents respectively. 58% of the people indicated that they were of
Australian, European or Australian-European (mixed) ancestry and 26% of Chinese ancestry.

Figure 7: (a) No. of respondents and their frequency of visiting NTT.
(b) How did you get to know of this activity?
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According to Figure 7 (a), a third of the sample population were first-timers to the
temple, while 26% of the respondents came on a regular basis (ranging from a few times a week
to a few times a month). 49% of the respondents knew about NTT and its activities through
recommendations by friends and relatives, and 20% was through the NTT website. In Figure 8
(b), 12% of respondents indicated getting information of NTT from other sources than those listed
in the survey, such as through searching on Google, referring to travel guidebooks, through their
work or that they were living nearby.

119 respondents provided a total of 203 answers on their perception of “Wollongong”.
The answers were categorised into 9 themes, “Leisure/Tourism”, “Religion”, “Geography”,
“Society”, “Education”, “Industry”, “Others”, “Culture” and “Environment”. Most responses
(43% of the answers) were related to the “Leisure/Tourism” giving answers such as “beach”,
“sea”, “surf”, “relaxed”, “mountain”, “green” and “landscape”. Nearly all 17% of the answers
related to “Religion” were linked to NTT and there were 7% of the answers perceived who

Wollongong as “Industrial”.
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Figure 8: Open-ended question on respondents’ perception of “Wollongong”

When we say the word "Wollongong", what are the
first three words that come to your mind?

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 % 100
Leisure/Tourism
Religion |
Geography
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Others 5,2%
Cultore | 5,2%
Environment .3,1% | | ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘

Total: 203 responses

Figure 9: Open-ended questions on respondents’ perception of:
(a) Buddhism.

‘When we say the word "Buddhism",
what are the first three words that come to your mind?

QUALITIES OF BUDDHISM
RELIGION / SPIRITUALITY
PRACTICE

HISTORY / CULTURE

PLACES OF WORSHIP / NTT

Total: 245 Responses

(b) Nan Tien Temple

‘When we say the word "Nan Tien Temple",
what are the first three words that come to your mind?
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In Figure 10 (a) and (b), a total of 245 and 261 responses were collected on respondents’
perceptions of “Buddhism” and “Nan Tien Temple”. The responses were grouped into 5 main
themes for “Buddhism” and 8 for “Nan Tien Temple”. The statistics show that the respondents
strongly identified with “Buddhism” and “Nan Tien Temple” in terms of the “Qualities of
Buddhism” with 57% and 33% respectively of all responses falling under this category. Words
such as “peace”, “tranquility”, “benevolent”, “compassion”, “equanimity’ and “tolerant” appeared
frequently under this category. “Qualities of Buddhism” ranked above respondents’ perception of

“Religion/Spirituality” in both tables.

Figure 10: Reasons for coming to NTT (according to total number of responses)

Reasons for coming to NTT
(You may choose more than 1 answer)

TO FIND PEACE AND TRANQUILITY | 49%
TO LEARN ABOUT MEDITATION 43%
TOLEARN ABOUT BUDDHISM 40%
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TO VOLUNTEER. 6%
TO LEARN ABOUT CHINESE CULTURE 6%
OTHERS 5%
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Total: 119 Responses

A total of 312 responses were tabulated from 119 respondents on their reasons for visiting
the temple. The top 3 reasons for coming to the temple were “To find peace and tranquility”, “To
learn meditation”, and “To learn about Buddhism”, with 49%, 43% and 40% of all respondents
choosing these options respectively.

Figure 11: Respondents’ perception of NTT

In your opinion, what is the image of Nan Tien Temple?

POSITIVE: CALM AND PEACEFUL

40%, 113
POSITIVE: RELIGIOUS / SPIRITUAL PLACE |} | 26%, 74
POSITIVE: STRONG CHINESE CULTURE, 18%, 50

NEGATIVE: TOURISTY 6%, 18

NEGATIVE: FIND CONTENTS WITHIN THE 4%. 10
TEMPLE HARD TO COMPREHEND o,

NEGATIVE: OVERLY STRONG CHINESE 1%. 4
CULTURE L)

NEGATIVE: COMMERCIAL 1%, 4
NEGATIVE: OUT OF PLACE / CONTEXT 1%,3
OTHERS 3%, 8
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Total: 284 Responses
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Although both questions 15 and 16 in the survey questionnaire ask about respondents’
perception of NTT, question 16 was designed to prompt the respondent to provide both positive
and negative perceptions of NTT. Even with prompting, there were still a large number of
responses which indicated that NTT was being viewed positively, with more than 86% of the
responses (including those in the “Others” category) giving positive feedback. The results are also
consistent with other questions in the survey to indicate that the brand image of NTT is one that
is “calm and peaceful”.

Of all the negative responses, the ones with higher percentages were that NTT was
perceived to be “too touristy” (6% of respondents) and that certain “contents within the temple
(were) hard to comprehend” (4% of respondents).

4.2 Discussion Topics
4.2.1 Revitalisation of the City and the Creation of Novel Experience through

Chinese and Buddhist Culture

The interview with Chief Abbess Rev. Manko reiterated the reasons leading to the
establishment of NTT in Wollongong. She gave insights into the contractual agreement between
the city council and FGS, that the land would be donated to FGS on the basis that the temple
would help to do the following: Firstly, to help stimulate the local economy. Secondly, to help
promote tourism. Thirdly, to help change the image of the city. And lastly, to help promote inter-
cultural exchange (Shi). None of these points seem to be unexpected and are in line with the
developments of the city according to the city’s revitalization plans in the 1990s. However, it
seems rather far-fetched that the council would expect the temple would be able to achieve all the
terms listed in the contract as these are not solely achievable on the part of the temple. It has to go
along with other economic and social planning and strategies of the city.

Nonetheless, the efforts that FGS had put into during and after the building of the temple,
showed that they were committed in upholding the contract and even going beyond what was
required of them. They made sure as much as possible to employ local architects and builders to
stimulate the economy. NTT also held large scale international conferences in order to bring in
more tourists to the city and has organised the Nan Tien Cultural Festival annually since 1996 to
promote cultural exchange.

The Lord Mayor echoed the achievements of Nan Tien, by saying they have been a good
neighbour in transforming what used to be an unsightly neighbourhood into a visually attractive
tourist and cultural destination (Bradbery). Nan Tien has also contributed to the region’s social,
economic and especially towards the tourism sectors. It attracts 250,000 visitors annually and it
is prized for its strategic infrastructure of having conference, accommodation and dining facilities
that can attract local, regional and international events (Bradbery).

Although in the survey there was an indication that Wollongong’s history of being a
steel city and shipment port was still imprinted within the psyche of some visitors, there was also
indication that the perception of the city was slowly moving away from its industrial image and
towards a place of leisure and relaxation. Visitors to the city do look forward to unwinding and
enjoying the various beaches and natural landscapes that Wollongong has to offer and NTT is part
of that array of offerings for leisure and tourism.



Having comments of being overly commercial or touristy is not new to FGS. In the
1990s, just during the Chinese New Year period, the FGS headquarters in Taiwan was known to
receive as many as one million visitors (Chandler 18). And since the establishment of the Buddha
Museum which is adjacent to the headquarters in 2011, the museum has welcomed more than 12
million visitors as of March 2017 (“Latest News”). Although FGS is providing a watered down
version of the Buddhist teachings, this has increased the accessibility of the religion. The use of
recreation or entertainment in attracting people to experience Buddhism is considered “legit” as
it promotes understanding and interest in Buddhism (Chandler 22). This is considered applying
“skillful means” and is considered a means to an end and not an end to itself.

The Lord Mayor emphasizes that NTT plays an important role in promoting cultural
and religious diversity and constantly reminds the city of this diversity that Wollongong enjoys
through the celebration of major Chinese or Buddhist Festivals, such as Chinese New Year and
Buddha’s Birthday Festival (Bradbery). Rev. Manko reiterates that cultural exchange cannot take
place if cultures are the same. It occurs when there is difference and we learn to appreciate and
treasure other cultures for things we do not have in ours (Shi). Diversity opens up visions, extends
one’s boundaries and develops people to become more tolerant and embracing individuals. She
believes diversity has brought and will continue to bring vvitality and vibrancy to Australia (Shi).
The Lord Mayor emphasized the novelty factor as the strongest advantage of NTT (Bradbery).
However, when Buddhism is presented through the filters of Chinese culture which is rich, lively
and bustling with activity, he warns of over secularization of the religion and undermining the
depth and seriousness of the Buddhist teachings. As a former Christian minister of 25 years and a
practitioner of Zen Buddhism, he understands NTT treads on a fine line in maintaining receptivity
to a general audience and sacredness of the religion.

4.2.2 Education for Self-improvement and the Promotion of Mutual
Understanding

According to western understanding of education, it is the process of acquiring knowledge,
skills, values, beliefs and habits (“Education”) that normally takes place in the setting of a school,
college or institution. However, the definition of education falls short of the understanding of its
Chinese translation “¥{&” (jiaoyu). “#{” (jiao) which has the meaning of “to teach” and “B”
(yu) which means “to nurture”. Apart from acquiring knowledge and understanding of the world
around us, the Chinese translation has aspects of looking after, rearing, development and growth,

which not only looks at what is being taught, but how and for what purpose it serves.

In Buddhist education, the most important aspect is to be self-aware, B %t (zijue) and to
have self-realisation (Hsing Yun, “Zijue”). Buddha attained enlightenment through self-reflection
of his own imperfections, he was self-motivated and within his own effort, found solutions to his
problem. With such an attitude, one is bound to improve and develop oneself easily (Hsing Yun,
“Zijue”), which is the main point of education.

Meditation and mindfulness practice starts the process of being self-aware and works
towards self-transformation and self-improvement. Through changes in a person’s behaviour,
through having peace and harmony within oneself, the sphere of transformation and influence
expand outwards affecting interpersonal relationships, to family members, to society and finally
to the world (Hsing Yun, “The Value of Faith”). Thus, Venerable Master believes education brings
about that change in oneself that can finally lead to a balance of social inequalities and bring about
world peace (Shi).
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Apart from meditation retreats and classes that are catered towards the adults, the temple
conducts educational tours for primary and secondary school excursions and received on average
15,000 students a year to promote religious understanding. Students are introduced to meditation
and learn simple Buddhist principles through board games, movies and short lectures. Thus
NTT provides an avenue for children and teenagers to experience Buddhism and to understand
Buddhist culture but not necessarily in hoping to convert them, but to development them into
becoming better individuals.

Education also helps to address concerns that certain religious individuals within the local
community had especially when NTT first settled down in Wollongong. There was a discussion
between the Christian and Buddhist clergy that was broadcasted over national television
(Lyall), where an Anglican bishop voiced his opposition towards the presence of Buddhism in
Wollongong. During the program one question was raised to the former Abbess of NTT, Rev.
Man Shin on whether the Buddhists were here to convert people? To which she replied, the temple
was not concerned about converting people to Buddhism. The practice of Humanistic Buddhist
is to become better individuals, be good to one’s family and to build a cohesive society. It is
more important for someone to internalize the teachings rather than to proclaim to be a Buddhist
(Lyall). And so perhaps it is not sufficient to broadcast on national TV about what the Buddhists
are coming here to do, but really to allow people into the temple, to experience first-hand on what
is being taught and to quell those fears and concerns which people have about the temple.

4.2.3 Changes in Religious Landscape

Applying the pivot table function in Microsoft Excel on the dataset, filters and segments
the data in order to answer the research question, of who comes to NTT and why do they come?
As the number of profiles that can be generated from the dataset are too many, the researcher
approaches the question from a religious perspective and asks, who is the “self-identified”
Buddhist and why does he/she come to NTT?

Figure 12: Profile of “self-identified”” Buddhists who visit NTT.
According to the survey, 26 people or 22% of the sample population are Buddhists and
close to 70% of these self-identified Buddhists are of Chinese ancestry. They tend to be between

Who is the self-identified Buddhist?
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well as to pray. I enjoy the PN . -
peace and tranquility of the ( ) . 3
temple whilst being in the Most of the time I go to
company of my NTT to volunteer and to
friends/family. ] attend lessons. I can learn
'\\ ’ //" about Buddhism here.



the ages of 18-39 years old with an undergraduate degree. Although they identify themselves
as Buddhists, approximately half of them come for leisure and/or for worshipping. They do not
attend any lessons nor volunteer at the temple. These Buddhists can be considered “joss-sticks”
Buddhists, because whenever they come to the temple, they light up joss-sticks and request for
favours from the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. A large number of Buddhists in Asia, such as China,
Thailand, Singapore and Malaysia, fall under this category.

On the other hand, there are also “Buddhists” who do come regularly to volunteer and
attend lessons, such as Dunhuang Dance Class and Parent-Child Buddhist Class. However, these
people do not seem to take part in the meditation retreats nor the meditation classes. They have
been observed to attend the ritualistic morning and evening chanting sessions.

For these Buddhists, NTT plays an important role in calming the hearts of immigrants,
especially those who do not speak English (Shi). The close knit Chinese environment provides
a sense of familiarity and security for people to feel less discriminated and secure in such an
environment. The role of the religious organisation is also to provide shelter and refuge from a
physical, mental and emotional dimension.

While these “joss sticks” Buddhists come to NTT to enjoy the peace and tranquility of
the temple, they appreciate the environment of the Chinese culture that the temple presents in
Australia. Ironically, it is also this group of people who commented that NTT is touristy and
overly commercialized.

Regardless of what their intentions are, the above mentioned “Buddhists” fit into the
category of “Ethnic Buddhist” that Nattier had referred to in her article “Buddhism comes to main

street” (74-76).

Figure 13: Profile of person who comes for meditation retreats and classes at NTT.

Who comes to NTT’s Meditation Retreats and Classes?

I"m a married woman between
30-49 years old and of Australian
or European descent

l I'm actually an Atheist.

./ -\\
J I come to Nan Tien Temple
~ to attend meditation retreats
— and lessons.

P
I'm interested in learning
Buddhism and meditation =

(" Ilivein Wollongong ——
and I work for someone

™, Talso come to the temple to
l find peace and tranquility

If Buddhists make up only 22% of the sample population, what kind of people are coming
for classes at Nan Tien? From the dataset, a particular archetype was identified. This person

4™ HUMANISTIC BUDDHISM YOUTH FORUM

(o))

3



NS I R E - B 5 W

(o)}
o=

is likely to be a married lady of Australian and/or European descent. She labels herself as an
Atheist, but is interested in Buddhism and meditation. She is employed and is equally likely to
have completed academic studies that range between vocational training to having a postgraduate
degree. She attends meditation retreats or other classes at NTT, and like most people who visit the
temple, she hopes to find peace and tranquility there.

The profile of such a person is aligned with the Chief Abbess’ view that people who do
not identify with being “Buddhist”, but are in fact learning the Buddhist teachings and applying
the teachings into their lives (Shi). Being “Buddhist” is just a label, there are many so-called
“Buddhists” but do not practice Buddhism or even understand the teachings. She is not overly
concerned if people converts or renounce their original beliefs, it is more important that people
are able to use the teachings to solve their problems, to better understand their own situations and
become happier people.

There are some non-Asian Buddhists who have gone through the refuge ceremony and
have chosen to keep their refuge-taking a secret from his/her family, in anticipation of objections
from family members (Shi). As an expedient means, Venerable Master has mentioned that refuge
takers can follow the Buddhist teachings and at the same time keep his/her original religion
(“About Triple Gem Refuge”), as it is far more important to maintain harmonious relationships
between family members than to declare oneself as being a Buddhist.

Perhaps because of the new interpretation of “taking refuge”, it has encouraged people of
different faiths to come to NTT. Apart from the Atheists (34%), a notable number of “Christians”
and “Multifaith” participants (35%) came to attend classes and retreats at NTT.

This religious diversity could also be explained by the new trends of religious consumerism
in western societies. In America, religious practice is becoming an increasingly personal affair
where people are not open in stating their religious beliefs (Einstein 24-27). In recent years, people
who practice religion are more likely to cherry-pick the good parts of a religion and discard the
rest which they find are not to their liking (Einstein 24-27). However, prior to getting a thorough
understanding of the religion, people might be too quick to sieve out the “good” from the “bad”
at a superficial level.

CONCLUSION

It is the common consensus of to create a peaceful and harmonious society throughout
the FGS order. The way to do it requires openness in adapting to the different environments and
cultures where the temple has been set up.

When NTT was first brought into Wollongong as a cultural product, the FGS Order was
open enough to promote itself more as a tourist destination than as a religious organisation. And
because of this it was accepted by the local community that was largely of white Anglo-Celtic
descent. Had the temple established itself without the invitation of the city council, it would have
been difficult for a Chinese Buddhist temple to establish itself in Wollongong. And due to these
changing causes and conditions, NTT has chartered a different path of growth and evolution than
compared to many of its sister branch temples.

Chinese culture at its most elaborate, is colourful, lively and filled with activity, and
to create that buzz for tourism to flourish, Buddhism faces the misunderstanding of being only
“bling”, which undermines the depth and wisdom of the religion. However, such misconceptions



are only tolerated in hopes of being able to attract people to the temple and get to know Buddhism
better. This approach of expedient means looks to the long run of creating a harmonious and
inclusive society based on understanding and appreciation of cultural diversity.

Thus the focus of being a cultural experience in the initial years of NTT’s establishment
has paved the way for regular visitors who are looking for a place of solace and peace that can
help them take a breather from their hectic lives and where they can “educate” and conduct
themselves to bring that peace into their daily lives.

This is similarly so even for the Chinese immigrant population, who enjoys coming to
NTT, where they can experience Chinese cultural festivals, a place where they find new friends
and form new relationships in safe and culturally familiar surroundings. NTT contributes to their
mental and emotional well-being through Buddhist teachings and providing a platform for service
through volunteer work, but most importantly, people are able to see this place as a home away
from home.

However, as much as a sense of safety and comfort is needed for the new immigrants, it is
not to create a false sense of security for them within the confines of the temple grounds. More so,
it should be a nurturing ground for new immigrants to grow to be more accustomed to Australian
culture, to have the confidence in interacting with the local community, which will help them in
adapting and assimilating into Australian society. New immigrants become active participants
and contributors to society, which not only add value to Australia, but also lowers social costs for
the government.

The setup of the location of NTT within this mainly white community has also greatly
changed the usual audiences or devotees that the overseas branch temples normally attracts, who
are mainly the Chinese immigrant Buddhist. Along with the change in religious mindsets of
local Australians who have renounced their original religious beliefs or in taking on a multifaith
approach, both the literature and survey (although limited in scope) do suggest that NTT is
successful in attracting the local non-Asian audience. Thus it is changing the religious and cultural
face of Chinese Buddhism of NTT within the FGS order and also of Buddhism in Australia.

However, the multifaith approach may pose a challenge to the religious communities in
general. As religion is commodified and secularized, people assemble their own kind of “happy
meal” for self-consumption. This poses a threat to religious organisations as who then will
make up their congregation and how committed will these multifaith believers be? People will
tend to cherry-pick portions of the religion which seem desirable, and thus have a superficial
understanding of what the religion is all about. This trend also tends to move away from the vision
of the Venerable Master of one day having overseas FGS branch temples be managed by local
devotees.

Therefore, the creation of a multifaith environment (with the introduction of Buddhism
and Hinduism into Wollongong) was a by-product of the city’s plans for regeneration and
stimulation of the economy. Bringing in of religious institutions was not to contribute to the
identity or identification of Wollongong. Though unintentional, the impact and results of city
planning and the implementation of certain policies have gone beyond local economic benefits. It
has also affected local culture, religious beliefs and lifestyles on a national level (local residents,
and local and regional visitors) and transnational level (temporary immigrants and overseas
tourists).
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As can be seen, because of the interrelationship between the different stakeholders
involved in NTT, their values, expectations and perceptions could sometime be opposing. There
is therefore a need to find a fragile balance between promoting tourism, religion, education, social
behavior and well-being etc. where everything falls within the umbrella of the wider definition of
culture. Nonetheless, because of NTT’s flexibility and understanding of its external conditions,
the approach and emphasis on the broader aspect of culture, FGS through NTT has been able
to chart its growth in a different direction than that of other FGS temples, yet at the same time
be able to continue working towards its vision of creating a Southern Paradise in the southern
hemisphere.

APPENDIX A: LIST OF ACTIVITIES ORGANISED BY NAN TIEN TEMPLE

Type of Activity Description Location Frequency / Potential
Activity Duration Target Group
Cultural | Art Exhibitions Exhibition of local and international  Hai Hui Hall As required/ Ethnic, Non-
& Workshops  artists. Normally around themes Museum no specific religious
surrounding Buddhism, spirituality duration
and Chinese culture. FGS Art
Gallery in Taiwan also arranges for
artwork to be exhibited in NTT art
gallery and museum. Occasionally
artists are invited to conduct
workshops to engage audience in
art-making
Buddhist Buddhist Wedding Ceremony Ritual  Front Shrine As required/ Ethnic,
Wedding in English or Mandarin Main Shrine no specific Convert,
Ceremony 1hr Non-
religious
Baby Blessing A ritual to bless and pray for the Main Shrine Thrice Ethnic,
Ceremony good health and happiness of annually / Convert,
participating babies. In both English 2 hr Non-
and Mandarin religious
Dun Huang Classical Chinese Dance originating  Auditorium Weekly / Ethnic
Dance Class and is influenced by Buddhist 1.5 hr
imagery and stories.
Nan Tien A week of cultural performances, Throughout Annually / Ethnic, Non-
Cultural vegetarian stalls, and souvenir stalls. NTT 1 week religious
Festival
Buddha’s Has multiple activities, such as Darling Annually / Ethnic,
Birthday chanting and making offerings to Harbour 2 days Convert,
Festival the Buddha, bathing the Buddha, Non-
multi-faith prayer, mass meditation religious
session, baby blessing ceremony,
lion dance performance, cultural
performances by Chinese and other
ethnic groups, education exhibitions
on the Buddha, food stalls, game
stalls, children’s costume parade




Type of Activity Description Location Frequency / Potential
Activity Duration Target Group
Cultural | Viva La Gong Participate in annual parade Wollongong Annually / Non-
organised by the Wollongong City City 2 days religious
Council
Education | Buddhist Learning of Buddhist teachings, Throughout Twice Ethnic,
College liturgy and etiquette. Serving NTT annually / Convert
and doing chores are part of the 3 months
curriculum. Students follow a strict
timetable. Course conducted in
Mandarin and English
Weekend Learning of Buddhist teachings, Throughout Annually / Convert
Buddhist liturgy and etiquette. Serving NTT on weekends
College and doing chores are part of the for 2 months
curriculum. Students follow a strict
timetable. Course conducted in
Mandarin and English
Basic Class for learning Basic Buddhism Gandha Hall Weekly/ Convert
Buddhism conducted in English 1hr
Class
Meditation Meditation Class conducted in Meditation Weekly / Convert
Class English Hall 1.5 hrs
Guided Tour Learn multiple aspects of Chinese Throughout Upon Non-
Buddhist culture: A Temple Guided NTT request / religious
tour provides understanding on Ranges from
Buddhist architecture, symbols and 1.5 hrs —
deities. Vegetarian lunch is served 3.5 hrs
and participants can choose to
take part in different cultural or
educational activities like origami,
tai chi, calligraphy, meditation
or basic Buddhism class. Tour
conducted in English
Saturday Classes to train children in Meditation Weekly / Convert,
Mindful mindfulness practice Hall 1.5 hrs Non-
Dance Class religious
for Children
Self- Class teaches Tai Chi, meditation Gandha Hall Weekly / Convert
Development  and Buddhism. Course is free. This 1 hrs
& Cultivation replaces the ritualistic prayers
(English) that the temple organises, to cater
to a more local English speaking
audience.
Tai Chi Classes  Tai Chi Classes being taught in Courtyard Weekly / Non-
English 1hr religious
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Type of Activity Description Location Frequency / Potential
Activity Duration Target Group
Education | One Day During the retreat meditation is Throughout Monthly / Convert
Retreat / incorporated into daily activities, NTT Ranges from
Weekend such as sitting, eating, drinking and 1-3 days
Meditation walking.
Retreat
Dinner with Meeting over a dinner to discusson  Held at Monthly / Ethnic,
Dharma topics on Buddhism that relates to rotating 3 hrs Convert
society, ethics and daily life. locations
within FGS
NSW branch
temples
Social Chinese New Traditional Chinese Dinner Dining Hall Annually / Ethnic
Year Reunion 2-3 hrs
Dinner
Mid-Autumn Gathering of monastics, staff Dining Hall Annually / Ethnic
Festival devotees, volunteers for 2-3 hrs
Gathering performances
Buddhist | Morning Traditional Chanting of Buddhist Main Shrine Daily / Ethnic
Practices | Prayer/ Scriptures in Chinese Language or 1hr
Meditation Meditation Session
Evening Traditional Chanting of Buddhist Main Shrine Weekly / Ethnic
Prayer Scriptures in Chinese Language 1hr
Pilgrimage A ritual of walking and prostrating Main Shrine, Year’s Eve Ethnic
(3 steps meditation, while circumambulating  Courtyard & and along
1 bow) the main shrine. For purification road within with some
and repentance purposes. the temple’s retreats /
compound 3 hrs
Taking Refuge  Ceremony to induct a devotee to Main Shrine Monthly / Ethnic
in the Triple become a Buddhist 1 day
Gem
Five Precepts A precepts that ceremony and Throughout Annually/ 2 Ethnic
/ Bodhisattva  classes that teaches one on howto  temple days
Precepts observe and practice the precepts. compounds
Retreat Taking these precepts requires a
lifetime commitment.
Eight-Precepts Formal Buddhist Retreat, where Throughout Annually /1  Ethnic,
Retreat / participants are required to temple week Convert
Short Term undertake precepts similar to compounds
Monastic monastics for a short duration of
Retreat 5-7 days. Does not require lifetime

commitment

Sources: Nan Tien Temple




APPENDIX B: SURVEY RESULTS

Frequency Total %
Name of Activity Cultivation Class 6 120 5%
Dun Huang Class 1 1%
Meditation Class 16 13%
Meditation Retreat 33 28%
Parent-Child Class 4 3%
School Excursion 5 4%
Tour 41 34%
UOW* 10 8%
Volunteer 4 3%
Ql. Gender Female 73 120 61%
Male 47 39%
Q2. Age 16 years 1 120 1%
18-29 years 40 33%
30-39 years 23 19%
40-49 years 22 18%
50-59 years 19 16%
60 and above 15 13%
Q3. Marital Status Single 48 118 1%
Married 62 53%
Separated / Divorced 7 6%
Widow / widower 1 1%
Missing 2 NA
Q4. Academic Qualifications High School 13 120 11%
Undergraduate 34 28%
Vocational Training/TAFE 20 17%
Postgraduate 53 44%
Q5. Profession Student 28 119 24%
Domestic 4 3%
Retired 14 12%
Working for others 51 43%
Self-Employed 15 13%
Unemployed 1 1%
Working for others, Student 5 4%
Working for others, Self-Employed 1 1%
Missing 1 NA
Q6. Habitat Wollongong 55 120 46%
NSW 56 47%
Interstate 1 1%
Foreign 8 7%
Q7. Religious Status Buddhist 26 119 22%
(You may choose more Christian 28 24%
than 1 answer) Hindu 5 4%
Muslim 0 0%
Jew 0 0%
Aboriginal traditional religions 0 0%
Atheist / No Religion 40 34%
Others (Macedonian Orthodox, 7 6%

Investigating Buddhism, Spiritualist,
Yoga/Vedanta, Agnostic)

*Tour, Interaction and Cultivation session with University of Wollongong Buddhist Society Freshmen
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Multiple Faiths 13 11%
Missing 1 NA
Q8. Ancestry Australian 35 120 29%
(You may choose more Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander 1 1%
than 1 answer) Chinese 31 26%
European 23 19%
Indian 5 4%
African 1 1%
Middle Eastern 0 0%
Others 8 7%
Multiple Ancestry 16 13%
Q9. Frequency of Once a year 15 119 13%
visiting NTT A few times a year 30 25%
Once a month 4 3%
A few times a month 8 7%
Once a week 16 13%
A few times a week 7 6%
First Time 39 33%
Missing 1 NA
Q10. How did you get to NTT Website 25 127 20%
know if this activity? NTT Email 0 0%
Posters at NTT 4 3%
Friends and Relatives 62 49%
Promotion by FGS Branch Temples 1 1%
Participated in other NTT activities 19 15%
Others (e.g. For Work, Guide Books, 16 13%

Google, Tour Agency, UOW Orientation
Week, Live nearby)

Q11. When we say the word Leisure Coast 87 203 8%

“Wollongong”, what are the Religious 35 1%

first three words that come Geography 20 7%
to your mind? Social 17 43%
Education 16 17%

Industrial 15 8%

Culture 5 2%
Others 5 10%

Environment 3 2%

Missing / illegible handwriting 3 NA
Q12. Reasons for coming  To find peace and tranquility 58 312 19%
to NTT To learn about meditation 51 16%
(You may choose To learn about Buddhism 48 15%

more than 1 answer) To accompany friends/family 29 9%

For leisure / tourism 26 8%

To attend a retreat 23 7%

Curious 22 7%

To attend lessons 20 6%

To pray and worship 15 5%

To learn about Chinese culture 7 2%

To volunteer 7 2%

Others 6 2%

Missing 1 NA




Frequency Total %

Q13. When we say the word Qualities of Buddhism 139 245 57%
“Buddhism”, what are Religion / Spirituality 56 23%
the first three words  Practice 30 12%
that come to your History / Culture 13 5%
mind? Places of Worship / NTT 7 3%
Missing 7 NA
Q14. Are you affiliated with Yes 6 118 5%
any other Buddhist No 112 95%
organisations? Missing 2 NA
Q15. When we say the word Qualities of Buddhism 87 261 33%
“Nan Tien Temple”, Architecture and Place 68 26%
what are the first Religion / Spirituality 42 16%
three words that Community 18 7%
come to your mind?  Practice 17 7%
History and Culture 16 6%
Tourism and Leisure 8 3%
Education 5 2%
Missing 3 NA
Q16. In your opinion, what is Positive: Calm and Peaceful, 112 284 39%
the image of Nan Tien Positive: Religious / Spiritual Place 71 25%
Temple? Positive: Strong Chinese Culture 50 18%
Negative: Touristy 18 6%
Negative: Find contents within the 10 4%
temple hard to comprehend
Negative: Commercial 4 1%
Negative: Overly strong Chinese culture 4 1%
Negative: Out of place / context 3 1%
Others 8 3%

Q17. In your opinion, rank the role that Nan Tien Temple plays within the community.
(1 being the most important role and 6 being the least important).

Religion/

Rank Spiritual  Education Cultural Social  Tourism

1 (Most important) 58 8 19 4 1

2 16 30 29 7 8

3 7 27 30 14 12

4 6 14 8 46 16

5 (Least important) 3 11 4 19 53
Total 90 90 90 90 90
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APPENDIX C
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Building Bridges of Consensus and Openness
in a Digital World:

Gems from Humanistic Buddhism and Fo Guang Shan
Leo-Martin Angelo R. Ocampo

Abstract

In the context of today’s highly digitalized world, the Internet is both a formidable
competitor and a potential ally for those who want to build consensus and openness. This is
especially so with the threat of Internet addiction and its adverse effects on the capacity of people
to communicate and relate, both with others and with themselves. This paper explores the
phenomenon of Internet addiction, its symptoms and effects, and how these can be overcome. It
will then continue with an exposition of more proactive means on how we can harness the power
of the Internet and social media, throughout its various stages from Web 1.0 to Web 3.0 to help
us promote understanding and harmony today and in the coming age of Web 4.0. This we hope
to accomplish through the help of some precious gems mined from the rich field of Humanistic
Buddhism and Fo Guang Shan.

Key Words: Internet addiction, Online Religion, Consensus-building, Humanistic Buddhism,
Fo Guang Shan

In his thought-provoking book, The Revenge of Analog: Real Things and Why They
Matter, David Sax mentions the curious practice of Reboot, a Jewish organization that weekly
observes a “digital Sabbath” or total abstinence from technology along with their traditional
weekly abstinence from work. It was an experience that he found to be “so restorative” that
he began to practice it himself." Almost ironically, we find other similar initiatives at the very
heart of giant digital corporations like Adobe that pioneered Project Breathe in 2008 through
the leadership of Scott Unterberg. This involves their employees spending 15 minutes of their
working time each day to sit in quiet meditation “as a kind of ‘time out’ for people to recharge
their batteries and center themselves.” Aside from serving as a “reset” for the mind, this daily
practice of meditation was found to produce very positive results including decrease in stress
as well as an increase in concentration, creativity, productivity and overall happiness.” As Sax
reports:

Meditation and its broader umbrella movement, mindfulness, have become practically mandatory
at the leading companies in Silicon Valley. Googles Search Inside Yourself Program features
regular meditation classes, and the company even has a purpose-built labyrinth for walking
meditations. Facebook and Twitter both have meditation rooms in their offices, something that
is now even found at hedge funds and banks. Zen masters, monks and mindfulness gurus are as
in demand in Silicon Valley as personal trainers and Java script coders, and Untenberg himself
have consulted with Yahoo! Microsoft, Salesforce, SAP, and others (all entirely unpaid as part of
his Buddhist teaching).”*

All these developments seem to give us a clue as to where the solution lies that could

1 David Sax, Revenge of the Analog: Real Things and Why They Matter (New York: Public Affairs Publishing, 2016), xii.
2 See A 15-Minute Reset: Project Breathe, https://blogs.adobe.com/conversations/2015/01/ project-breathe.html (accessed 3 April 2017).
3 David Sax, Revenge of the Analog, 206. We find like initiatives for social media like “social media fasting”.

See: http://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2017/02/08/tim-ferriss (accessed 3 April 2017).
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solve the looming threat of Internet addiction, especially among our young people: a threat that
becomes all the more urgent when we consider how the world in general, and the Asian continent
in particular, is rapidly digitalizing. According to a recent demographic study,* the halfway mark
of Internet penetration in the globe has already been reached this year. This means that at least
half of the world’s total population is now Internet users, amounting to 3.773 billion people
and counting, while 37% are also social media users, which translates to 2.789 billion people.
Here in Asia, while various factors such as cultural and linguistic barriers, lack of technological
infrastructure, and costly telecommunication charges have delayed Internet and social media
penetration,’ Internet penetration is projected to hit the halfway mark by the last quarter of 2017.

Going from percentages to the actual figures, we realize that more than half of the world’s
Internet users now are from Asia and almost half of the people in Asia are now Internet users
spending more and more of their day online. In my own country, people are now spending an
average of nine hours daily on the Internet, with four of those hours spent on social media alone.®
This makes of the Internet a formidable force to reckon with, as well as a most desirable ally, for
anyone who wishes to engage in building consensus and openness, now and in the near future.

In this paper, we will start by trying to understand the threat of Internet addiction and how
it creates a culture that is not conducive to consensus and openness especially in young people,
and how this can be overcome. Then we will proceed to more proactive means on how we can
harness the power of the Internet and social media to help us promote consensus and openness
today. This we hope to do with the help of some precious gems mined from the rich field of
Humanistic Buddhism and Fo Guang Shan.

Understanding Internet addiction

Sometimes referred to as “PIU” (Problematic Internet Use) or “CIU” (Compulsive
Internet Use), “Internet Addiction,” simply put, pertains to “excessive Internet use that interferes
with daily life.”” However, we must note that “internet addiction” as such has yet to gain formal
recognition and definition from the field of psychiatry. In the fifth and latest edition of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), which came out in November
2013, “internet gaming disorder” has been identified as a “condition for further study,” i.e. a
probable mental disorder subject to validation and confirmation, while addiction to the Internet
itself was not mentioned.®

Nonetheless, addiction to the Internet is becoming more noticeable. In Western and
more Westernized civilizations, this can already be observed in what is called Generation Z or
Post-Millennials, born around the years 1995-2012. They were the first to be dubbed as “digital
natives” who became adept at using cyber technology from an early age. According to a 2015
study conducted by Microsoft in Canada, 77% of those between ages 18-24 said that they usually
reach for their mobile phone when nothing is occupying their attention while 52% check their

4 See the same Digital in 2017: Global Overview.

5 See Peng Hwa Ang and Chee Meng Loh, “Internet Development in Asia” https://www.isoc .org/inet96/proceedings/h1/h1_1.htm
(accessed 3 April 2017).

6 See the Digital in 2017: Global Overview, a quantitative study of Internet and social media penetration worldwide made by We Are Social, a
marketing and PR agency specializing in social media platforms, in partnership with Hootsuite, a company that specializes in social media
integration. In true digital fashion, the report is available online in the form of several hundred infographic slides at
http://wearesocial.com/sg/blog/2017/01/digital-in-2017-global-overview (accessed 3 April 2017).

7 Sookeun Byun et al., “Internet Addiction: Metasynthesis of 1996—-2006 Quantitative Research,” Cyberpsychology and Behavior 12 (2009): 204.

8 See American Psychiatric Association, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th ed., (Arlington, VA: American Psychiatric
Publishing, 2013), 797-798.



phone every thirty minutes at the least.” While seemingly harmless, these figures may already
indicate a developing compulsion.

What is even more worrisome for us here in Asia is that according to some studies,
Internet addiction tends to affect Asians more virulently than their Western counterparts. For
example, students in China were said to experience a higher rate of Internet addiction than their
counterparts in the United States who have been using the Internet for much longer. Many of them
were found to prefer online to offline social interaction and resorted to overuse of the Internet as
a means of escaping societal pressure.'’ As such, although Asia has long been on the opposite end
of the so-called “digital divide,” what is happening in the other side of the globe may be taken by
us as an early warning on what can happen soon to our own people, especially the youth:

Addicted to pocket computers, such as smartphones and tablets, anxious teenagers are constantly
monitoring their popularity among their peers, tormented by feelings of inadequacy and doubt.
Easy access to pornography fosters this paranoia, offering a distorted image of human bodies and
relationships. Unchecked, all of this transparent neurosis can lead to a disastrous loss of privacy,
to the torture of being bullied, to self-harm and despair.""

Indeed, a study in 2014 linked the use of Facebook to depressive symptoms.'> Even

without direct cyberbullying, the self-esteem of users fluctuates as they see the posts of others
and the reactions these get while unconsciously comparing themselves. In line with this, we
also have the phenomenon of “FOMO” or the “Fear of Missing Out,” which is rooted in the
same dynamics of social comparison and feeds on the strong narcissistic tendencies of young
people today. “They’re having exciting experiences that you’re not. They attended the hottest
concert in town and you didn’t... Person after person is having the time of their lives. And you?
Well, not so much.””® Meanwhile, the irony is that in spite of this, people remain hooked to the
Internet and to social media, constantly checking for updates, for the same reason that they do
not want to miss out on the latest “trending.” Hence, they end up trapped in a wide-open cage.
As Stuart said in the British sitcom, Vicious, “They make me nervous, all these young people,
skittering about like mice, desperate to get back to the Internet.”

If such can be said of Generation Z, what more can be said of the upcoming generation
they propose to call Generation A? These are the literal “digital natives” who were raised by
“iNanny” who learned their rudiments from online applications such as “ABC Letters,” “Busy
Shapes,” and “E-Flash Apps.” From the onset, the digital world has been cradle, home and
school for them. Hence, while there may be efforts on the part of some parents and teachers
to adopt a more analog or at least a mixed approach, the trend is pointing to a more pervasive
influence of technology on this generation that is likely to be even more attached to digital
technology than the previous one."

9 See Attention Spans, Microsoft Canada, 2015 https://advertising.microsoft.com/en/wwdocs/ user/display/cl/researchreport/31966/en/
microsoft-attention-spans-research-report.pdf (accessed 3 April 2017).

10 See L. Zhang, C. Amos and W.C. McDowell, “A Comparative Study of Internet addiction between the United States and China,” Cyberpsychology
and Behavior 11 (2008): 727-9. See also Cheng-Fang Yen, Ju-Yu Yen and Chih-Hung Ko, “Internet addiction: ongoing research in Asia,” World
Psychiatry 9 (2010): 97. as well as F. Cao and L. Su, “Internet addiction among Chinese adolescents: prevalence and psychological features,” Child:
care, health and development 33 (2007): 275-281.

11 Daniel O’Leary, “Missing the Point,” The Tablet, 25 January 2014, 8.

12 See Mai-ly N. Steers, Robert E. Wickham and Linda K. Acitelli, “Seeing Everyone Else’s Highlight Reels: How Facebook Usage is Linked to Depressive
Symptoms,” Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology 33 (2014): 701-731.

13 Linda Sapadin. “Fear of Missing Out” https://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2015/10/12/ fear-of-missing-out/ (accessed 3 April 2017)

14 For some pioneering explorations in several directions, see the article of Nick Bilton, “The child, the tablet and the mind” International New York
Times, 2 April 2015, 20
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Thus, while formal recognition from experts is still pending, Internet addiction has
been gaining acknowledgement and attention from many clinical practitioners who have begun
to pin down its symptoms and effects. For instance, Dr. Richard Graham, who runs the first
rehabilitation center for technology addiction in Britain at the Capio Nightingale Hospital
in London, has identified five major indicators of internet addiction, namely: lack of interest
in other activities, constant talk or distraction about technology, mood swings, withdrawal
symptoms, and devious or maladaptive behavior connected to using the Internet. Among these
symptoms, Dr. Graham singles out withdrawal as the clear sign of addiction, evidenced by
signs of “severe distress and agitation” whenever separated from the Internet, analogous to
how drug or tobacco dependents crave a “hit” at regular intervals." As such, even prior to its
formal recognition as a mental disorder in the DSM, many practitioners have actually begun
to recognize and address what the Center for Internet Addiction has already called “a growing
epidemic.”'®

Aside from the many direct effects on individuals that we have mentioned above, what
especially concerns us is that high exposure to Internet and digital technology can have harmful
effects, particularly on the communicative and social skills of these people who are overexposed
to it. For example, Small quotes a Stanford University study which found out that for every
hour spent in front of a computer screen, traditional face-to-face interaction drops by almost
thirty minutes. In this way, essential social skills such as understanding emotional contexts and
reading non-verbal cues are on the decline and there is a strong likelihood of misinterpreting
them or missing them out altogether."

Another concern that has been pointed out is that constant exposure to gadgets,
especially from an early age, can hinder the development, not only of the capacity to relate with
other people but also of the capacity to be alone and relate with oneself. Hence, the dynamic
struggle involved in relating with others as well as with oneself is readily replaced with the
comfortable complacency of dealing with machines instead or what has been called “robotic
companionship.”"® This kind of tendency is especially magnified in the case of individuals who
are already lonely and depressed who are then more likely to have recourse to online social
interaction as a convenient replacement for offline human interaction, which is comparatively
more demanding in terms of depth, intensity and intimacy.

Such withdrawal can then spiral into other destructive dynamics, including but not
limited to Compulsive or Problematic Internet Use." The repercussions of such loss, not only
of the skills but also of the gusto for intimate and authentic human interaction, can only be
imagined. How do we build consensus and openness among people who would rather relate
through gadgets or with gadgets?

From Overcoming to Transforming

Dr. Graham’s 28-day “digital detox” program for children addicted to the Internet begins
with an initial seven-day stage involving an “outright ban on all technology” and includes therapy
sessions, chaperoned trips to retrain the patients to function normally in the world, as well as

15 Victoria Woollaston, “The five signs your child is addicted to their iPad - and how to give them a ‘digital detox’” http://www.dailymail.co.uk/
sciencetech/article-2479109/The-signs-child-addicted-iPad--digital-detox.html (accessed 3 April 2017).

16 See http://netaddiction.com/

17 See Gary Small and Gigi Vorgan, iBrain: Surviving the Technological Alternation of the Modern Mind (New York: HarperCollins, 2008).

18 See Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More From Technology and Less From Each Other (New York: Basic Books, 2011).

19 See Scott Caplan, “Preference for Online Social Interaction: A Theory of Problematic Internet Use and Psychosocial Well-Being,” Communication
Research 30 (2003): 625-628.



“digital hygiene” classes aimed at “finding the root of the problem and teaching healthier ways
of using the Internet.” ** We note that the “outright ban” is only an initial stage in the program,
which later moves to a more productive reintegration of Internet and life. Hence, in contrast with
other rehabilitation programs, the difference of treating Internet addiction from treating other
addictions is clear, which may partially account for the strong hesitation to categorize it along
with other “addictions.”

In the case of Internet addiction, the ultimate goal of recovery is not cessation or quitting
but finding a path to a more creative use that does not interfere with but rather enriches life. Such
an approach that is more “enabling” instead of “restrictive” has been found even in children
to be more effective, empowering them to deal with risks while at the same time maximizing
opportunities.”' After all, there is clearly no turning back from the Internet for anyone today, with
digital technology expanding its influence over us even more, for ill or for good. Hence, despite
their addictive qualities, we must regard the Internet and social media not as threats but as tools,
not as competition but as a potential contributor to our goals, including that of building consensus
and openness.

The question for us then is how to harness the power of the Internet in the service of
consensus and openness and use it as a means to promote communication, understanding and
harmony. In this regard, it may be helpful here to briefly trace the development of the Internet
in its first three stages and explore the different challenges and possibilities, opportunities and
threats that it has opened for people of all religions.” In particular, we will highlight some of the
best practices from Humanistic Buddhism and Fo Guang Shan that we were fortunate to observe
firsthand during our week-long visit to the Fo Guang Shan Triple Gem Mountain in Kaohsiung as
well as to the two Fo Guang Shan universities and other educational institutions and Three Acts
of Goodness Model Schools as part of our Educators’ Immersion Program in Taiwan from May
11-16, 2017.

Note that each of these stages builds on the previous stage and usually retains the features
and capabilities of its precedents. They are also not mutually exclusive and often overlap. Thus, a
specific online platform such as Facebook or Google may exhibit the characteristics of more than
one stage, as these platforms need to develop to keep themselves updated. Afterwards, we will try
to sketch a picture of the horizon before us.

Web 1.0: Informative Web

The first stage or Web 1.0 has been termed the “web of information connections” > or what
I would call “informative web.” It consisted mainly of webpages with “read only” content that
made the Internet not only an immense universal repository of data but also a potent “information
highway” for sharing knowledge across the globe. Many have learned to harness it by coming up

9923

20 Gemma Aldridge, “Inside Britain’s first internet rehab for kids where a ‘digital detox’ costs £16k for 28 days” http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-
news/inside-britains-first-internet-rehab-1844778 (accessed 3 April 2017). Emphasis added. In the Philippines, we also have rehabilitation
centers that already offer programs for Internet addiction such as “Kaya Rehab Philippines” in Itogon, Benguet. See their website http://www.
kayarehab.com/

See Sonia Livingstone et al. “Maximizing Opportunities and Minimizing Risks for Children Online: The Role of Digital Skills in Emerging Strategies of

Parental Mediation,” Journal of Communication 67 (2017): 82-105.

22 The framework we are proposing here, which follows the development of the Internet, is to be distinguished from a seemingly similar but very
different framework proposed by Lytle, which follows the development of human communication in general. In Lytle’s framework, Faith
Formation 1.0 corresponds to oral communication, 2.0 to written communication, 3.0 to mass media and 4.0 to interactive communication. See
Julie Anne Lytle, Faith Formation 4.0: Introducing an Ecology of Faith in a Digital Age (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse Publishing, 2013).

23 These descriptors are taken from Sareh Aghaei, Mohammad Ali Nematbakhsh, and Hadi Khosravi Farsani, “Evolution of the World Wide Web:
From Web 1.0 to Web 4.0” in International Journal of Web & Semantic Technology 3 (2012) available online http://www.ftsm.ukm.my/ss/Book/
EVOLUTION %200F%20WWW.pdf (accessed 3 April 2017), 1.
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with their own websites, not only to establish an online presence but also to make key documents
and other important information available. In the age of Web 1.0, a computer, tablet, or mobile
phone can easily become a bulletin board, newsletter, or library that can be accessed more readily
and conveniently than its analog counterpart. Making essential information available may seem
basic but it is also very important not only in keeping people well-informed but also in building
their sense of belonging and community. As FEilers said, “informed people are happier people
because they feel part of the organization they belong to.” ** As we can see here, the Web, from
its very beginning, has always possessed a potential for building relationships and promoting
consensus and openness.

However, such a massive and liberal diffusion of data can also lead to a “democratization”
of access to information, often with little or no direct guidance or mentoring. This in turn can
appear to threaten traditional and established authorities, including religious and civic leaders,
educators and parents, who previously performed gate-keeping, curating and even censorship
roles. Internet users who are now more informed can become not only more intelligent but also
more critical, which then becomes a source of conflict and misunderstanding.

In this way, the democratization of access to information that came with Web 1.0 often
comes with an attendant “flattening of the world” when it comes to authority. Having the tools
of an expert, anyone can now feel like an expert but may not necessarily be one. Gone are the
days when dissent was unthinkable and traditional leaders like educators and parents held a kind
of absolute authority over their people. Where Web 1.0 is, no one is ignorant anymore and some
people begin to have the impression that the truth is just a click away. How open are we to
welcome and how ready are we to address the questions and opinions, even dissenting beliefs,
which arise from such democratization? How capable are we of promoting truth and correcting
error in this democratized web, without antagonizing people and driving them away? Here we
already have a serious challenge to building consensus and openness among ourselves and within
our communities where it all begins.

In Fo Guang Shan, access to knowledge is not considered a threat but an asset, which is
why education has always been a priority in the movement. During our last day in Kaohsiung,
we were fortunate to witness the inauguration of Master Hsing Yun’s impressive collection of
writings in the newly built Sutra Repository, the majestic and breathtaking latest addition to
the Triple Gem Mountain. It is a concrete testimony to the value given in Fo Guang Shan to
the precious tradition of copying sutras, a practice that gives to anyone who is willing to do it
sincerely, not just a superficial access but also a profound encounter with the sacred texts. Such
depth and quality of encounter with knowledge is what is often lacking in today’s culture, often
driven by the compulsion to merely acquire and amass information without digesting it. As Zhang
Chao said:

Collecting books is easy, reading is difficult.
Reading books is easy, studying is difficult.
Studying books is easy, applying it is difficult.
Applying it is easy, remembering is difficult.”

Thus bereft of genuine understanding, little knowledge soon leads to pride, which leads to
argument and conflict. This issue becomes all the more complex in a time of trolls, bots and
“fake news” where numbers and trends can give an illusion of credibility, which in turn can

24 Franz-Josef Eilers, SVD. Communicating in Ministry and Mission: An Introduction to Pastoral and Evangelizing Communication (Manila: Logos
Publications Inc., 2009), 180.
25 Hsing Yun, ed. 365 Days for Travelers: Wisdom from Chinese Literary and Buddhist Classics (Kaohsiung: Fo Guang Shan Monastery, 2015), 186



give an illusion of veracity at the expense of truth. If people only knew the truth more truly and
deeply, useless conflict and division would surely be avoided, and dialogue and understanding
would have naturally taken place.

As opposed to this, Dharma talks and conferences in Fo Guang Shan are held in an
atmosphere of free conversation, conveying a disposition that no single person has a monopoly
of truth and knowledge can be attained more surely if it is attained together. We were fortunate
enough to participate in one such conference in Tathagata Hall where four speakers imparted
their insights on Master Hsing Yun’s contributions to society from different perspectives that
mutually enrich each other. Even short and informal conversations with any of the monastics
is a learning experience where one does not feel indoctrinated but lessons come in the form
of stories that touch the heart. Contentious topics are carefully avoided and attention is given
instead to matters than can serve as common ground and help build harmony.

Another alarming situation related to the informative web is information overload
or what has been analogously termed as “mental pollution.” ** This refers to the oversupply
of information in the web, which can sometimes give rise to more confusion than clarity. As
Nobel Prize winner, Herbert Simon, famously put it: “What information consumes is rather
obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence, a wealth of information creates a
poverty of attention and a need to allocate that attention efficiently among the overabundance of
information sources that might consume it.” * Once more, what we are dealing with here is not
so much the inherent lack of attention or irremediably shortened attention spans, but the chaotic
scattering of attention in various directions, which then leads to the depletion of our ability to
focus and to listen, which are essential skills for building consensus and openness. Caught in
the midst of this “cacophony of voices,” people now tend to know more but focus less and listen
less. Hence, we also understand one another less.

In Fo Guang Shan universities and educational institutions as well as in schools that
adopt the “Three Acts of Goodness” Program, they hold guided meditation sessions regularly,
which is a simple but very important practice that could prove effective in addressing this
problem. As we learned in the sharing, the students may question and resent it at first, precisely
since it is the opposite of the culture they are accustomed to, but they eventually learn to
appreciate it in the long run. This kind of practice can arrest and counteract the constant
restlessness and lack of inner peace, which is at the very root of compulsive internet use and
FOMO or the “fear of missing out.” It also develops the ability to focus and to listen, which
are essential skills for building harmonious human relationships. Such a consistent habit of
cultivating the mind can prove crucial especially since all mental and psychological problems
begin in one’s consciousness. Thus, for a solution to be organic and effective, it must also
address the mind first of all: a practice that has been proven effective even at the very heart of
digital corporations, as we have seen in the introduction of this paper.

As Venerable Master wrote: “When we first get up in the morning, we are free of
worries and concerns, and we sit in meditation and recite the Buddha’s name. At that moment,
our minds are calm and clear as the Buddha’s mind.” ® Thus, he teaches us to take hold of
our minds in order to shape our humanity. This is a skill that is not learned in an instant but
26 Francis, Encyclical Letter on Care for Our Common Home (Laudato Si’), 24 May 2015, Vatican Archive, http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/

encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_ enciclica-laudato-si.html (accessed 2 May 2017), 47.
27 See the speech of Herbert A. Simon, “Designing Organizations for an Information-Rich World”, 1 September 1969, available online in http://zeus.

zeit.de/2007/39/simon.pdf (accessed 2 May 2017).
28 Hsing Yun, Buddhist Perspective on Mind Consciousness (Hacienda Heights, CA: Fo Guang Shan International Translation Center, 2017), 24.
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cultivated through the regular practice of meditation. Through this kind of discipline, we regain
the ability to shape the reality outside of us, instead of being helplessly shaped by it and carried
away by all kinds of passing “trendings,” both online and offline. In the words of Venerable
Master: “Once the mind changes, land, mountains and water will change for our minds.” *
Otherwise, we will always be at the mercy of these unstable and ever-changing currents.

Web 2.0: Interactive Web

The second stage or Web 2.0 has been called the “web of people connections” or what
I would call “interactive web.” With the addition of a “write” feature, the Internet became bi-
directional and thus more dynamic. People could now upload their own content in various online
platforms such as Friendster, Multiply or Blogger - and later in YouTube, Facebook and Twitter.
Moreover, other users can now interact with them in different ways such as liking/reacting, asking
or commenting. This key development has given rise to online communities or “networks”:
societies bonded by what is aptly termed “social media,” which has brought together the people
we now call “netizens” into a virtual “global village.” Thus, the seed of potential, which the
Internet had, with regard to promoting consensus and openness and building community has now
become a plant that has begun to blossom.

Since then, people have been gravitating to these online networks as shown by the
continuing rise of social media penetration worldwide, which has now reached 37%. Even
religious leaders and institutions now maintain their own social media accounts, whether directly
or indirectly that allows them to reach and interact with their followers from around the globe.
Web 2.0 has thus become the Internet of cybersanghas, online ummabhs, virtual “dioceses without
borders” and the like, all trying to reach out to what Pope Benedict X VI has called the “digital
continent,” * which is undoubtedly the new largest continent in the planet with 3.773 billion
netizens and counting.

Unfortunately, not all religious leaders and movements realize the value and importance
of the Internet and social media and fail to take advantage of its immense influence. As early
as 2005, a study already observed that Internet penetration and evangelical Christianity tended
to converge in certain Asian societies while tending to be absent in others. In these digitalized
societies, effective use of the Internet tended to privilege some evangelical Christian groups at
the expense of more traditional religions such as Hinduism, Islam, and Buddhism that used to
dominate Asia. In other words, the religions that knew how to use the Internet are the ones that
ended up thriving in more communicative and “open” Asian societies while the other religions
that did not tended to become increasingly marginalized and confined within the societies at the
other end of the techno-cultural spectrum.’

This is clearly not the case with Master Hsing Yun who has social media accounts in
several languages and so does the Fo Guang Shan movement, as well as the different branch
temples all over the world. Through these social media accounts, the wisdom and joy of Dharma
is able to pervade the digital realm as well. As we read in the Yinbing Shi Heji: “Buddhism
believes in engagement in the world, not exclusion from it.”” ** This principle certainly applies also

29 Hsing Yun, Buddhist Perspective on Mind Consciousness, 29.

30 See Benedict XVI, 44th World Communications Day Message, 24 January 2010. See also his 43rd World Communications Day Message, 24
January 2010.

31 See Robbie B. H. Goh, “The Internet and Christianity in Asia: Cultural Trends, Structures and Transformations,” International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research 29, 4 (2005): 831-848.

32 Hsing Yun, 365 Days for Travelers, 160.



to the digital continent, which has become the new frontier for reaching out to people nowadays,
given the number of hours that they spend in it on a daily basis.

Nevertheless, one important issue that needs attention in the aspect of Web 2.0 or social
media is the emergence of a new form of “digital divide,” which tends to isolate and marginalize
those who are not able to engage and participate in social media for different reasons. For instance,
there are those who simply have little or no access to digital technology. Moreover, not everyone
believes that virtual faith resources and communities can truly nurture faith and there are those
who simply prefer offline religion and community. As a study on American Buddhism and the
Internet found out:

Not everyone agreed that Buddhism online offered a spiritual connection to others. One respondent
said that they only felt community online as they would with the rest of the world and that the
Internet was for information and not communion. Another respondent said ‘I feel a sense of

community when I look into one’s eyes.”™

We need to take extra care lest these people be neglected and sidelined as we adopt
this kind of technology more and more. It would be a real tragedy if such a technology that is
inherently “social” by nature will be a cause or instrument of division or isolation, but it can be.
In the most extreme cases, there are reprehensible practices such as e-jihad, which can range from
spreading jihadist propagandas and campaigns online, launching cyber attacks by means such
as hacking and cracking, to using the Internet as a means to organize terrorist operations.” We
also have the rise of online religious trolls, now known as “Internet Hindus,” who rally under the
banner of Hindutva and attack websites they deem offensive to Hindu religion and culture. While
such practices are rarely promoted or approved by the leaders and followers of these religions,
they not only sow violence in the Internet but also tarnish the corporate image of their religious
institutions. They subvert and pervert the essence of “social networks” by making it a tool for
conflict and discord instead of unity and harmony.

We also need to acknowledge that despite the many possibilities for authentic human
connection offered by social media, it does not represent the fullness of human interaction and
relationship. In fact, we have seen earlier how it can hinder authentic human interaction when
it is used an escape from the complexity of such relationships. Thus, even for many of those
who are actively engaged in social media, there is often a longing for “a flesh-and-blood sense
of community,” ** as opposed to participating exclusively in networks that are purely virtual.
Therefore, the bridges of consensus and openness that we build and the networks of people that we
form online should lead us to the fullness of these relationships which can only happen if they are
offline as well, where all the intensity and complexity of human interaction can be experienced.

Despite the widespread use of modern technology, it is totally impossible to miss this
living sense of community in Fo Guang Shan since the Sangha is revered as one of the three gems
of Humanistic Buddhism along with Buddha and Dharma. All the central tenets of Buddhism
such as the Four Noble Truths and the Eight-fold Noble Path teach a way out of selfishness
through non-self, which leads to communion with other people and with all sentient beings. In
line with this, Master Hsing Yun’s unique teachings such as the “Three Acts of Goodness” and

33 Ally Ostrowski, “Buddha Browsing: American Buddhism and the Internet,” Contemporary Buddhism 7 (2006): 99.
34 See Gary R. Bunt, Islam in the Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas and Cyber Islamic Environments (London: Pluto Press, 2003).
35 David Sax, Revenge of the Analog, 217.
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the “Four Givings” are also directed towards fostering harmonious relationships. One only needs
to visit any Fo Guang Shan temple to experience the warm hospitality, kindness and generosity
accorded to everyone regardless of class, color or creed. These are core teachings that foster and
nourish a living sense of community that can and should be applied, both online and offline.

We also need to pay attention to other issues that arise with the emergence of online
faith communities. For instance, there is the issue of legitimate religious authority, especially for
religions that are not highly centralized, and even for those that are. When literally anybody can
setup a social media account, the question remains as to who can validly interpret sacred texts
for others, who can rightly issue religious and moral prescriptions, and who are truly competent
to offer spiritual guidance? Given the technology nowadays, virtually anybody can set oneself
up as a religious leader without any legitimate authority, simply by putting up a convincing and
attractive website. Whitaker posed the dilemma that such a situation can present, in the case of
Islam:

...For some this introduces an element of democracy; for others, anarchy.Potentially it opens up

the field for all sorts of new and alternative interpretations of Islam alongside the more traditional

versions. Potentially, too, it can open the eyes of Muslims who are entrenched in their local
brand of Islam to the diversity of their religion in its global form - though that in itself is highly
controversial. *°

In more extreme instances, a kind of “cafeteria religiosity” or self-styled practice of religion
emerges, as we see in certain examples of online religion, including forms of online Buddhism
in the United States. Instead of following the guidance of a particular religious movement,
people design their own religious practices according to what they deem suitable or attractive.
Hence, a kind of personal religion surfaces, often a motley hodgepodge of practices from various
movements. This can then issue into a multi-level crisis of authority, doctrine, practice and
religious identity. Thus, for instance, it has been asked: “Is it necessary to have a teacher to
practice Buddhism effectively?” ¥’

Fo Guang Shan gives an outstanding example in this area by having a clear and singular
focal point in the person of Venerable Master Hsing Yun. Despite its strong presence all over the
world and in the World Wide Web, the millions of devotees maintain an even stronger sense of
unity and connection with a revered religious leader and a respected religious movement. Thanks
to this, they are able to practice Buddhism authentically as part of a real Sangha spread across
the five continents, and not merely as scattered, self-styled students and practitioners of Dharma.
Otherwise, there will only be openness but no real consensus, which is far from an authentic
practice of religion.

Web 3.0: Intuitive Web

The third stage or Web 3.0 in which we are still in is known as the “web of knowledge
connections” or what I would call “intuitive web.” The Internet having reached more than one
billion websites in 2014, the main feature of this third stage is its ability to link, structure and
integrate the overwhelming amount of data available online in order to make it more relevant and
responsive to its users, precisely by becoming more knowledgeable about their users and thus
more ‘“‘user-sensitive.”
36 Brian Whitaker, “Islam at the electronic frontier,” The Guardian, 11 August 2003, https://www.theguardian.com/2003/aug/11/comment.

worlddispatch (accessed 3 April 2017).

37 Richard Hayes, “The Internet as Window into American Buddhism” in American Buddhism: Methods and Findings in Recent Scholarship ed.,
Duncan Rytiken Williams and Christopher S. Queen (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1999), 170.



As such, you may or may not be aware that on the basis of on your standing online
activity, search history, and other personal data that you may (or may not even) volunteer to them
such as age, gender and location, websites such as Google and Facebook automatically filter,
adjust, and refine the contents that it chooses to present to you specifically through the use of very
complex and highly sophisticated “algorithms.” In this way, they are now able to determine, not
just what pages you will likely find useful and interesting or what things to advertise that you
are likely to purchase, but even your sexual orientation, political leanings and religious beliefs
through the rapid and unobtrusive exchange of data packets innocuously and attractively labeled
as “cookies”.

How many of our websites develop or at least make use of the latest algorithms to know
our audiences? Even more importantly, how many of us and our communities have adopted
a Web 3.0 orientation that emphasizes knowing our followers and adapting our strategies and
approaches accordingly? In other words, how open are we to expressing our message in the
language, medium and context of people today, in a manner that remains steeped in tradition but
not stuck in traditional approaches? This is a very crucial matter that we can no longer take for
granted and it has only become more urgent and elusive nowadays with peoples’ attitudes, habits
and beliefs changing rapidly with rapidly changing digital technologies. To begin with, how well
do we actually know our people and their language, medium and context?

An example of development with this kind of orientation is the first International
Congress on Religious Marketing held on April 21-22, 2016 in Madrid, organized by the Order of
Preachers, a group of Roman Catholic priests and friars. The Congress sought to apply the secular
techniques of marketing to communicating faith, enlisting the guidance of seasoned marketing
professionals on how to make use of such techniques in the religious ambit. Some of the ideas
that were surfaced during the Congress are as surprising as they are exciting. For instance, one
professor declared that the time of “encyclicals” or very long, traditional documents has ended.
Such documents and other similar techniques are no longer able to connect with today’s audiences
and so achieve very little and need to be replaced. “The public has changed and because of this,
we need to find new ways, not to sell, but to relate with them.” * The outward technique of
“selling” is only a means to attract and connect on a deeper level.

Well ahead of the discoveries of the International Religious Marketing Congress, Fo
Guang Shan has been using countless means of “selling” Humanistic Buddhism to their audience.
While some critics have faulted this approach of Master Hsing Yun as being too commercial and
materialistic, they cannot deny its effectiveness in imparting Buddhist teachings and drawing
more followers. For instance, the books on Buddhism and other materials that are produced by Fo
Guang Shan are not only cheap and affordable but also reader-friendly and physically appealing.
Aside from books, there are also other items such as musical records and even decorative items
like magnets and coasters that communicate Buddhist lessons through very subtle means. As
these are sold, the Dharma is also shared freely and creatively.

Yet another frontier today is the gamification of religion, although this is often limited
to religious instruction presented in the form of video games that are supposedly more attractive
to today’s youth and aligned with their culture. Values and doctrines are imparted while they
are enjoying in a way that is fun and productive at the same time. However, there are questions

38 José Lorenzo, “¢Adios al tiempo de las enciclicas?,” Vida Nueva, 21-27 January 2017, 20.
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as to its propriety as well as to its ultimate effect as turning religious subjects into games may
lead to banalization instead of appreciation, or foment prejudice, fanaticism and other aggressive
tendencies especially in the case of war-and-conquest themed role playing games.* A more simple
and less-controversial attempt from Christianity is the “Alabaster Bible,” *° which consists more
of pictures than texts and hopes to connect better with the so-called “Instagram generation,”
most of whom belong to Generation Z who are characterized by short bursts of high attention
and a preference for video and images over text.*' One more popular online medium nowadays is
the “meme,” which has been used widely by the social media accounts of different religions. It
consists of a combination of evocative pictures and compact texts, which is then not only attention
catching but also thought-provoking. A likewise expansive frontier for us is the huge marketplace
of “apps” or mobile applications. How many of our religions have developed such applications
with authentic appeal and a real capacity to reach out to their audiences?

These are just some of the ideas and possibilities that are being floated and experimented
these days with regard to using the Internet as tool for communicating and connecting with
people. However, one only needs to visit the Buddha Memorial Center in Kaohsiung to see
all of these possibilities already in place. As a visitor navigates the huge complex, one passes
through the eight pagodas where one learns various aspects of Humanistic Buddhism, presented
by means of the best available technology. Hence, in the form of a pleasant and interesting tour,
the Dharma is communicated through very engaging and effective means. At the Main Hall itself,
highly interactive exhibits not only inform or instruct but also immerse the visitor into the life of
Sakyamuni Buddha, the history of Fo Guang Shan, and other key themes. One will also notice
that even the corridors are filled with colorful paintings of Chan Stories, which is not unlike the
modern memes that are able to deliver their point using just a few words and highly powerful
images. They have likewise developed applications that target people of various ages.

However, more than all these technologies and techniques that change with time, we
need to pay attention not only to Master Hsing Yun’s phenomenal creativity and entrepreneurial
acumen, but also to his open disposition and long vision with regard to the use of technology as
a communicative tool for building consensus and openness. As early as the turn of the century,
Venerable Master was already using slides to propagate the Buddha’s teachings. He was the first
in the Buddhist tradition to use such novel means and thus the pioneer in the modernization of
Dharma propagation.

This fundamental disposition of using the means most suitable to one’s audience is
the concrete expression of one of the “Four Givings,” which is “to give convenience,” just like
the Buddha who “always taught according to the conditions of his disciples, caring for them
as equals.”  In all these attempts and initiatives, the real challenge is not merely to transfer
our religious beliefs to new media but to translate them in a “language” that is truly attractive
and comprehensible to our audiences and at the same time faithful and rooted in our religious
traditions. In this way, it goes more than just the third stage of giving which is the “giving of
language” but goes as far as the fourth stage which is “the giving of heart.” *

39 Miriam Diez Bosch, “La religion digital, ées cool para los jovenes?,” Vida Nueva, 21-27 January 2017, 29.

40 See their website in https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/519726203/alabaster-the-bible-beautiful (accessed 3 April 2017).

41 See “Step Aside Millennials: Gen Z Has Arrived” http://www.ideasindigital.com/step-aside-millennials-gen-z-has-arrived/ (accessed October 7,
2016)

42 Hsing Yun, Humanistic Buddhism: Holding True to the Original Intents of Buddha trans. Miao Guang (Kaohsiung: Fo Guang Cultural Enterprise Co.,
Ltd., 2016), 73.

43 Hsing Yun, Humanistic Buddhism, 313.



In Venerable Master’s own words: “[t]he key lies in spreading information in the most
suitable form in the given extant era... These are all expedient means through which Humanistic
Buddhism holds true to the original intents of Buddha so as to cater to the aptitudes and needs of
all living beings.” * If only people nowadays will adopt such an attitude and disposition of always
“giving convenience,” there will be more effective communication and greater understanding
and harmony among us. This entails understanding my audience first, which is the best way to
make myself understood. What an excellent model, example and embodiment of consensus and
openness is Venerable Master Hsing Yun!

What could be in store in Web 4.0?

Having laid down in perspective the first three stages, what now is in store for us with
regard to the future of the Internet? What will Web 4.0 look like and what threat or promise does
it hold for us, as we strive to build consensus and openness?

As early as now, we find emerging capacities, evolving from Web 3.0’s increasing
capability to link, structure and integrate information, but this time not only online but offline as
well, with the Internet establishing and consolidating its influence in the offline world even more.
Businesses, schools, industries and households will soon be run more online than offline. For
example, we are now using mobile applications like Uber and AirBnB to book transportation or
accommodations. These giant global companies are online but network with offline vehicles and
hotels to link them with clients.

In this way, Aghaei et al. envisage that the coming Web 4.0 will become a “web of
intelligence connections,” or what [ would call the “integrative web.” According to their forecast,
it will be a symbiotic and not just semantic web that will be characterized by a more and more
permeable and seamless “interaction between humans and machines in symbiosis.” ¥ The walls
will blur between online and offline and there will be a true “fusion of horizons” between the
Internet and the world outside of it.

How do we build bridges of consensus and openness between all the inhabitants of the
world’s new largest continent? Between the online world and the offline world? Between the
digital migrants, the digital natives, and the people who do not know how to use computers and
digital technology at all? How do we maintain harmony and integrity between our online and
offline life, especially with respect to our personal identity as well as our moral and religious
practice, inside and outside of the World Wide Web?

Meredith Gould, an expert in the religious use of social media, has suggested that the
distinctions between real and virtual worlds that were helpful when social media was still in its
early stages are not helpful anymore. According to her, “online communities of faith are real to
members who have come to rely on them for inspiration and support...” “ Moreover, she mentions
that in their September 4, 2012 Twitter chat, participants have begun to stop the use of the acronym
IRL (in real life) and there has been a suggestion to substitute it with ITF (in the flesh).*’ In other
words, online human interactions, inclusive of the religious type, may not be physical but they
are personal: involving real people and fostering real relationships. Virtual and digital may not be

44 Hsing Yun, Humanistic Buddhism, 266.

45 Aghaei et al., “Evolution of the World Wide Web: From Web 1.0 to Web 4.0”, 8.

46 Meredith Gould, The Social Media Gospel: Sharing the Good News in New Ways, 2nd ed. (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2015), 30.4
47 lbid.
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physical but they are also real, if not as real as their analog and physical counterparts.

Hence, while it may still be an issue for many digital migrants, it seems that digital
natives no longer find it hard to see the reality of online relationships and their value, with many
families and friends in global diaspora who remain connected through various Internet platforms.
For them, the Internet is not only a “tool” but also a “space” where people can meet and love each
other. Can human relationships really flourish on the Internet and not just through the Internet?
Can the Internet really be home to genuinely human families, communities and even religious
movements? How do we build consensus and openness in this highly digitalized environment
where new challenges will also emerge?

For instance, we now find websites that allow Hindus anywhere in the globe to order
pujas through the Internet from an actual Hindu temple. Traditionally, a puja has three main
components: seeing the deity in the sacred shrine (darshan), puja itself or offering worship in
the form of flowers or food, and afterwards obtaining the blessed offering and consuming it
(prasad). In a virtual puja, the temple webcasts darshan live on the Internet, the worshipper makes
the offering to be made through an online payment facility, and the prasad is shipped from the
temple directly to the worshipper. Will Fo Guang Shan soon have an online branch temple in
cyberspace? We can only be excited and thrilled about the many possibilities, given the boundless
creativity and inspired genius of Venerable Master Hsing Yun.

These are just some of the emerging questions that we need to confront seriously and
answer convincingly without falling into either of two extreme tendencies. On the one hand, there
is the extreme tendency to always insist on physical, offline presence and play down the reality
of non-physical online presence. On the other hand, there is the equally extreme tendency to
overemphasize the reality of non-physical online presence and deny all distinction from physical,
offline presence. Another important Buddhist teaching which is the “Middle Path” can help us to
strike the balance and not fall into either of these dangerous extremes.

Conclusion

If we truly want to build consensus and openness in the context of a highly digitalized
world, we need to confront and address the problem of Internet addiction, which poses a real threat,
not only because of its adverse effects on individuals but also because of the way it impairs and
diminishes their capacity to communicate and relate, both with other people and with themselves.

At the same time, the Internet is not necessarily our enemy but it can also be our very
important ally as we strive to build consensus and openness among people today. This is clearly
shown in the ways in which Fo Guang Shan has been able to harness the many possibilities offered
by the World Wide Web throughout its different stages, guided and inspired by the innovative,
dynamic and creative spirit of Master Hsing Yun. May it serve as an example and inspiration for
us as we look at Web 4.0 in the horizon:

Although there is a certain distance between him and young disciples, not only does Hsing

Yun not reject or dismiss modern technology, but is even hoping to understand and learn
48
more.

48  Zhiying Fu, Bright Star, Luminous Cloud: The Life of A Simple Monk (Hacienda Heights, CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing, 2008) 87.



Bibliography

Aghaei, Sareh, Mohammad Ali Nematbakhsh, and Hadi Khosravi Farsani. “Evolution of the World Wide Web: From
Web 1.0 to Web 4.0.” International Journal of Web & Semantic Technology 3 (2012) http://www.ftsm.ukm.my/ss/
Book/EVOLUTION %200F%20WWW.pdf (accessed 3 April 2017), 1-10.

American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. 5th ed. Arlington, VA:
American Psychiatric Publishing, 2013.

Ang, Peng Hwa and Chee Meng Loh. “Internet Development in Asia.” https://www.isoc.org/inet96/proceedings/h1/
h1_1.htm (accessed 3 April 2017).

Bilton, Nick. “The child, the tablet and the mind.” International New York Times, 2 April 2015, 20.

Bosch, Miriam Diez. “La religion digital, ;es cool para los jovenes?”” Vida Nueva, 21-27 January 2017, 23-30.

Byun, Sookeun et al. “Internet Addiction: Metasynthesis of 19962006 Quantitative Research.” Cyberpsychology and
Behavior 12 (2009): 203-7.

Caplan, Scott. “Preference for Online Social Interaction: A Theory of Problematic Internet Use and Psychosocial Well-
Being.” Communication Research 30 (2003): 625-628.

Eilers, Franz-Josef, SVD. Communicating in Ministry and Mission: An Introduction to Pastoral and Evangelizing
Communication. Manila: Logos Publications Inc., 2009.

Francis. Encyclical Letter on Care for Our Common Home (Laudato Si’). 24 May 2015. Vatican Archive, http://
w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco 20150524 enciclica-laudato-si.html

(accessed 2 May 2017).

Goh, Robbie B. H. “The Internet and Christianity in Asia: Cultural Trends, Structures and Transformations.”
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 29 (2005): 831-48.

Gould, Meredith. The Social Media Gospel: Sharing the Good News in New Ways. 2nd ed. Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 2015.

Hayes, Richard. “The Internet as Window into American Buddhism.” American Buddhism: Methods and Findings in
Recent Scholarship, edited by Duncan Ryiiken Williams and Christopher S. Queen. Richmond: Curzon Press, 1999.

Hsing Yun. Buddhist Perspective on Mind Consciousness. Hacienda Heights, CA: Fo Guang Shan International
Translation Center, 2017.

. Humanistic Buddhism: Holding True to the Original Intents of Buddha. Trans. Miao Guang. Kaohsiung:
Fo Guang Cultural Enterprise Co., Ltd., 2016.

, ed. 365 Days for Travelers: Wisdom from Chinese Literary and Buddhist Classics. Kaohsiung: Fo Guang
Shan Monastery, 2015.

Laney, M.J. “Christian Web Usage: Motives and Desires.” Religion and Cyberspace, edited by M. T. Hojsgaard, and
M. Warburg. London: Routledge, 2005.

Livingstone, Sonia et al. “Maximizing Opportunities and Minimizing Risks for Children Online: The Role of Digital
Skills in Emerging Strategies of Parental Mediation.” Journal of Communication 67 (2017): 82-105.

Lorenzo, José. “;Adios al tiempo de las enciclicas?” Vida Nueva, 21-27 January 2017, 20.
O’Leary, Daniel. “Missing the Point.” The Tablet, 25 January 2014, 8.
Ostrowski, Ally. “Buddha Browsing: American Buddhism and the Internet.” Contemporary Buddhism 7 (2006): 91-103.

Overdorf, Jason. “India: Meet the ‘Internet Hindus.”” PRI/GlobalPost, 18 June 2012 http: //www.pri.org/
stories/2012-06-18/india-meet-internet-hindus (accessed 3 April 2017).

O 4™H HUMANISTIC BUDDHISM YOUTH FORUM



NS I R E - B 5 W

o}
N

Prensky, Mac. “Digital Game-Based Learning.” ACM Computers in Entertainment 1 (2003): 1-4.

Sapadin, Linda. “Fear of Missing Out.” https://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/ 2015/10/12/fear-of-missing-out/
(accessed 3 April 2017).

Sax, David. Revenge of the Analog: Real Things and Why They Matter New York: Public Affairs Publishing, 2016.

Scheifinger, Heinz. “Hinduism and the Internet: A Sociological Study.” PhD Thesis, University of Warwick, Coventry,
England, 2006.

Small, Gary and Gigi Vorgan. “IBrain: Surviving the Technological Alternation of the Modern Mind.” New York:
HarperCollins, 2008.

Steers, Mai-ly N., Robert E. Wickham and Linda K. Acitelli. “Seeing Everyone Else’s Highlight Reels: How Facebook
Usage is Linked to Depressive Symptoms.” Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology 33 (2014): 701-731.

Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More From Technology and Less From Each Other. New York: Basic
Books, 2011.

Whitaker, Brian. “Islam at the electronic frontier.” The Guardian, 11 August 2003, https://www.theguardian.com/2003/
aug/11/comment.worlddispatch (accessed 3 April 2017).

Zhang, L, C. Amos and W.C. McDowell. “A Comparative Study of Internet addiction between the United States and
China.” Cyberpsychology and Behavior 11 (2008): 727-9.

Zhiying Fu. Bright Star, Luminous Cloud: The Life of A Simple Monk. Hacienda Heights, CA: Buddha’s Light
Publishing, 2008.

(Author unnamed). Digital in 2017: Global Overview. We Are Social and Hootsuite, 2017. http://wearesocial.com/sg/
blog/2017/01/digital-in-2017-global-overview (accessed 3 April 2017).

(Author unnamed). “Islam and Technology: The Online Ummah,” The Economist, 18 August 2012, http://www.
economist.com/node/21560541 (accessed 3 April 2017).

(Author unnamed). “Step Aside Millennials: Gen Z Has Arrived” http://www. ideasindigital.com/step-aside-millennials-
gen-z-has-arrived/ (accessed October 7, 2016)

(Author unnamed). Attention Spans. Microsoft Canada, 2015 https://advertising.microsoft.com/en/wwdocs/user/
display/cl/researchreport/31966/en/microsoft-attention-spans-research-report.pdf (accessed 3 April 2017).

(Author unnamed). A 15-Minute Reset: Project Breathe. https://blogs.adobe.com/ conversations/2015/01/project-
breathe.html (accessed 3 April 2017).



Academic Category

“With Dharma”: The Active Efforts of I.B.P.S Manila in
Resolving Prejudice through Culture and Education and

Propagation of the Dharma
Gian Carlo S. Navarro

Abstract

The core intention of this paper is to highlight the immense impact of the active efforts
of I.B.P.S Manila in resolving prejudice through culture and education and propagation of the
Dharma. Culture and Education is the primary tool of human growth, which has a vital impact of
the development of self-knowledge and morality. On the other hand, Dharma is what the Buddha
has thought designed to rearrange the concepts in our minds that intended to show us to open our
hearts to attain wisdom.

Initially, based on the history of the Philippines; as early as Spanish and American
colonization Sino-Filipino interaction has been characterized by massacres, severe legal
restrictions, communal rioting, and legally imposed ghettos. While at present, the Philippine
government is tied up in a widespread but not consistent campaign towards bar “aliens”--Chinese,
which has a substantial share impact on economic life of the country. These endeavors cause the
misconception on Chinese traditions, which led to prejudices.

Secondly, by embedding the Dharma in the hearts of Filipino youths through culture and
fostering their talents through Guang Ming College, hopes and prospects through knowing self
and understanding the dharma is expected in the long run will resolve prejudices.

In conclusion, with the testimonies of my own and my fellow students in Guang Ming
College that the Humanistic Buddhism’s teachings brought in our lives; it is highly requisites to
have the amalgamation of Culture and Education and Dharma Propagation in the advancement
of community since these will be the key on understanding the world in ourselves and ourselves in
the world that will bring unity and harmony to the country and peace and happiness to the people.

Key Words: 1.B.P.S Manila, Prejudices, Culture and Education, Guang Ming College, Self and
Non-self, Dharma

Introduction
“Man is by nature a social animal; an individual who is unsocial naturally and not accidentally is
either beneath our notice or more than human. Society is something that precedes the individual.
Anyone who either cannot lead the common life or is so self-sufficient as not to need to, and
therefore does not partake of society, is either a beast or a god.”
-Aristotle

Human are social beings that share mirror neurons that allow matching each other’s
emotions automatically and unconsciously (Morgan, 2015). Humans have the capacity to
connect emotions to each other, henceforth anticipate and mirror each other’s movements when
in sympathy or in a phase of agreement with one another—when on the same side. We are all
social beings nevertheless of the amount of our belief in individualism. ”We are in the era of
an expressive individualism. In well-off societies, more citizen follow individualist, secular and
post-materialist ‘self-expression’ values” (Taylor, 2007). At present, we believe in a genuineness
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of the individual personality and in moral truth of the subjective experience as individuals and as
groups. However, as humans, we are all social beings. In the fast-paced, modernize turmoil and
indeterminate contemporary day society, in Manila Philippines, stability and peace is needed.
Thus, the International Buddhist Progress Society, Manila (I.B.P.S., Manila) was established
to address the needs of the people. The I.B.P.S manila is the ‘light of dharma’ that propagates
Buddha’s teaching and Humanistic Buddhism which gives energy and light in the Philippines.

To give energy and light to Filipinos, one of the [.B.P.S’s charitable programs is to help
folks in times of natural calamities while respecting the diverse religions and customs. Thus,
it steadily integrated itself into the society and culture of the Philippines. After 15 years of
propagating Buddha’s teaching in the Philippines, with both spiritual energy and congregation of
believers the number of devotees has increased, and the present temple is no longer large enough.
Consequently, under the guidance of Venerable Master Hsing Yun, the [.B.P.S Manila decided to
build a Multi-function I.B.P.S Manila Center with culture and tradition as its principle axes. The
association bestows this Multi-function center in spreading the Buddha’s dharma to benefit all in
the Philippines and in the hope that its work brings to the country unity and harmony and to the
people peace and happiness (“http://www.fgsphilippines.org/fgshistory.htm”, 2010). The I.B.P.S
Manila bears virtuous intents for Filipinos, however carrying out the plans have been a great
challenge due to the imperative impact of the history on Chinese prejudices but through culture
and education and the propagation of Dharma hopes and prospects is expected to solve prejudices
in a long run.

History of Filipino Prejudices against Chinese: Misconceptions on Chinese

Traditions

Anti-Chinese Sentiments, Chinophobia or Sinophobia came from the latin word “Sinae”
which means China and from the Greek word “phobos” means fear; a sentimentality against
China, its people, and its culture (Bill¢, 2015). Way back 9th century, Ethnic Chinese already
sailed in the Philippine Islands. They interacted with the local Filipinos initially commenced
as bartering and item exchanges done on Chinese sampans. The relationship between the two
is supported by a collection of Chinese artefacts that was found along Philippine waters, dating
back 10th century (Zaide, 2011). As early as 1521 when Spaniards arrived in the Philippines,
there are already a significant population of Chinese migrants in the country due to the affiliation
amongst the barangays (city-states) especially in the island of Luzon, and the Ming dynasty
(Constantino, 1975). The first encounter of Spaniards with Chinese people was entirely unpleasant.
This unpleasant encounter was when several Chinese pirates under the headship of Limahong,
supervened to siege the freshly recognized Spanish capital in Manila in 1574. The group attempt
to take over the city of Manila but subsequently they were crumpled and beaten by the cooperative
forces of Spanish and native Filipinos under the leadership of Juan de Salcedo in 1575.

Later on, a Chinese Imperial named Admiral Homolcong went in Manila together
with him is two priests which became Catholic missionaries from Mainland to the Philippines.
Afterwards in May 1603, the official visit was followed by the arrival of Chinese ships in Manila.
The ships bore the official seal of the Ming Empire and Chinese officials which led to the notion
of Spaniards that Chinese had sent a fleet to surmount the nearly defenseless islands (Agoncillio,
2012). Ramparts of Manila were started by Spaniards; later on a Chinese settler in Manila named
Engcang initiated to present his services to the present governor. The governor then declined the
offer because of the mistrust notions to Chinese settlers. Because of the refusal, with the grudge



formulated by anger Engcang established a rebellion and planned annihilation of the Spanish
government. The rebellion rapidly spread among the Chinese residents of Manila and so to the
government officials. The rebellion was swiftly suppressed by the Spaniards, but bloodily ends
with a large number of massacres for the non-Catholic Chinese living in the area. All throughout
the Spaniard Colonization, there was a fast growth of Chinese immigrants that causes the
outnumbering of Spanish colonizers by ten to one. Worse at least one on two instances Chinese
settlers tried to take hold of the power, but these revolts were unsuccessful because it was quickly
stopped by the cooperative forces composed of native Filipinos, Japanese, and Spanish (Blair,
Helen, Robertson, Alexander, 1904).

After the previous horrid early interaction between the early Chinese migrants to the
Spaniards, most ethnic Chinese living in Manila and some Chinese folks living in the rest part of
the Philippines decided to focus only on merchandising items, selling trade and service industry
for them to evade bloodbaths and enforced deportations to China. Subsequently, the Spanish
authorities started hampering the activities of the Chinese immigrants. They confined them to
the Parian near Intramuros where in the place has low chances of employment and worse they
prohibited them from owning lands. As a result, most of the Chinese betrothed themselves in a
small business and some worked as skillful artisans for the Spanish colonial authorities (Ang-See,
2005), until in 1898 the American colonization began.

Skepticisms and sentiments against the Chinese by the Filipinos continued. It did not
remain just an emotional position-- the Americans instituted it. This happened during the term
of office of Rutherfurd B. Hayes of the United States of America. The American Congress then
passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, containing a law suspending the immigration of
Chinese to the United States. Chinese men at that time became the number one labor force of the
United States. In 1899 after the signing of the Treaty of Paris on December 10, 1898 Americans
came to the Philippines and they extended the enforcement of the Chinese Exclusion Act of
1882 in country and integrated it in our Immigration Laws. As a consequence, the Immigration
and Customs officials of the Philippines became strict in the entry of Chinese in our ports. A
lot were deported, predominantly of which were relatives of the old Chinese who came to the
Philippines before the Americans arrived (Soennichsen, 2011). In the Philippines on October 30,
1936 the Congress enacted a law that was seen to be Anti-Chinese; it was the Anti-Dummy Law
under Commonwealth Act 108 that was strengthened by President Ferdinand E. Marcos which he
signed under Presidential Decree 715 on May 28, 1975 (Gyory, 1998).

At present, the dead heat in Scarborough Shoal and Spratly Islands amid Philippines and
China augments to prejudices to Chinese among Filipinos. As a result, movements and campaigns
about boycotting the products of Chinese began in 2012. Hence, people are often seen protesting
in front of the Chinese Embassy (Carpio, 2017). One more reason is the wariness and mistrusts
of products came from China. The Department of Bureau of Food and Drugs (BFAD) in 2008
enacted the imposing of the ban of Chinese products amidst the growth of fears for the safeness of
dairy products made in China. This was when four children died and more than 50,000 have fallen
ill, after drinking milk product made from China. On the later part due to investigations, it was
discovered that the product is contaminated of an industrial chemical ‘melamine’ (Brice, 2008).
Henceforth, it has been founded toys and dolls made in China contain lead which is known to be
hazardous to children. Cosmetic products have been also found to have mercury and lead content
in which can cause skin illnesses like skin cancer (Story, 2007).
The history has an imperative role in understanding the nature of Philippine Sino-phobia
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prejudices which lead to the misconceptions on Chinese traditions. It is not only because through
the endeavors and content analysis they provide that spur some insights of Sino-Filipino interaction
in the last decades, but also for the reason of the position they now live in the minds of Filipinos;
one cannot nevertheless presume Sino-Philippine relations to be affected. The Filipino prejudices
on anti-Sinicism have many likes with the Western anti-Semitism that has been eminent by
many social analysts. A relative consideration of these parallels compromises many prospects
of understanding equally, this particular Philippine situation and the wide-ranging dynamics of
intergroup relations.

Bridging the Gap between Cultures: Establishment of Multifunction 1.B.P.S

Manila Centre

Different Ethnic groups have frequently confronted prejudices because of the unique
cultural backgrounds, in this case the Chinese migrants in Philippines. By the growing attention
on pride of heritage, it becomes gradually more challenging to find one’s position. When society
and Nations develop and be more secure, community will improve and be able to escalate and
accept the diversity of their heritage with increased exposure to the differences, one can also learn
about similarities; the cultural differences are the highlights (Roberts, C. 2016). (Nieto, 1999)
stated that, people are not merely carriers of cultures, languages, and histories. Each one has a
duty to reproduce them as [we] are the products of linguistic-cultural circumstances; [we] are
the actors with a role to resynthesize what have been socialized into and; [we] are the ones who
have the capacity to solve new and emerging problems of existence. Each one is not compelled to
preserve inherited characteristics which are not structurally useful. [ We] are mutually and socially
resolute and creators of human futures bridging gaps for unity and harmony.

Culture with its over-all aspects is the vital constituent of sustainable development. It is
considered as the sector of activity, creative industries and numerous forms of artistic expressions
which makes culture as a powerful contributor to economic development, social stability and
environmental protection. Henceforth, culture is the repository of knowledge, meanings and
values that infuse all aspects of our lives (“UNESCO Culture of Development”, 2010). With these
understandings culture is the stimulant that helps to elevate the spirit and to improve lifestyle.
Hence, culture is a vital factor that will guide to the understanding oneself and others.

Spreading the Dharma through culture, the Fo Guang Shan 1.B.P.S Manila initiated the
establishment of the Multifunction Center in the heart of Manila. Ms. Angela Carlos, director
of the B.L.I.A Philippines said in an interview “This Multi-function Center is built to serve all
the Filipinos. With joint efforts and contribution of many devotees and people passionate about
culture and education, we hope to present this Center to all of you as soon as possible” (Ven. Jau,
2005). With this hope of establishing the building immediately, Ms. Carlos went a lot of effort
to invite the internationally—renowned U Theater to do a production in the Philippines, to make a
major contribution to the fundraising campaign for the construction project of the Multi-function
[.B.P.S Manila Center and purposely to present Chinese culture through performing arts in able
for the natives to appreciate the culture with the hopes of removing the preceding notions of Anti-
Chinese and bridging gaps by accepting the beauty of differences (Ven. Jau, 2005).

In the year 2005, the U Theater finally came to Philippines for their charity performance
of Meeting with Vajrasatta, a creation combining with drama, drum beating, martial art and dance.
As body, words and mind work together harmonically, there would be a metamorphosis innermost



being, as well as a resolute power — which becomes the original strength of “Meeting with
Vajrasattva”. This drama appears that one has conquered external conflicts and doubts, and then
found the real-ego and the truth of “Tao”. In this performance, U’s performers use their bodies
to the ultimate attainment, match with music and time precisely. It is the martial art of drums as
well as the dance of drums (“Taishin Arts Awards”, 2002); this performance is not only for the
construction of the new [.B.P.S Center but also serves us an international event of cultural and
artistic exchange.

Subsequently, after the production Meeting with Vajrasattva a lot of devotees were
inspired such as; Ms. Angelo Carlos (Filipino/ Chinese), she stated

“After watching the performance of the U-Theater, I realized that members of U Theater show
the temperament of Buddhist Practitioners; in addition, they strive to display the philosophy of
life through art and culture. From their routine training program: practicing Taiichi at 6 am, and
meditation at 8 am, beating drums in the afternoon and rehearsing in the late afternoon, even daily
trivia are included in their training program, we can see that their life is in fact as disciplined as
that of Buddhist practitioners” (Ven. Jau, 2005)

Mr. Albert Teh (Filipino/ Chinese), president of Buddha’s Light International Association,
Philippines

“The U Theater's Meeting with Vajrasattva is a performance that integrates theater, drumming,
martial arts and dance, and represents the quintessence of sacred dance. What is the most
remarkable in this performance is that it embodies the incorporation of Buddha s teaching into
art, and enables people to look for the intrinsic meaning of loss, hesitation, fear and struggle
in every dance step and drumbeat. In fact, it is an artistic representation of vicissitudes of life.
From the first scene, “Receiving”, to the last, “One Cudgel Which is not a Cudgel”, Meeting with
Vajrasattva depicts the evolution of the mind confronted with confusion and enlightenment of life,
and explores the ups and downs, as well as disillusion in life, to reveal the pursuit for a simple and
tranquil soul” (Teh, 2005).

By means of combining culture into arts and the Buddhist discipline into performance the
audience had a chance to grasp about the philosophy and vicissitude of life through art and culture
and here will spur the empathetic understanding and sympathetic acceptance to others.

Consequently, the made bridge contact to bring together the U Theater and Fo Guang Shan
Temple was the accumulated merits of collective prayers, involving conception and organization,
a series of agreements, hard work off-stage, performance on-stage and appreciation, as well as the
audience’s participation and appreciation. “This process is all about uniting people’s energies, the
result of which is the construction of the [.B.P.S Center, Manila” said Hong Chien and Ching Hui,
chairperson of Hong’s Foundation for Education and Culture (Chien, Hui, 2005). When a temple
is built with accumulated good merits, it will serve a larger number of people; and it is with a
common ideal, and a common value that these people will unite the power of prayer-praying for
inner calm, and for a better world (Ven. Jau, 2005). With the consensus congregated brought by the
Fo Guang Shan people to U Theater and the openness that [.B.P.S Manila presented to Filipinos
opportunities ascended, with the faith to build good affinities between Filipinos and Chinese and
to help more youths uplifting their lives in accordance with Fo Guang Shan’s objective to foster
talent through education—Guang Ming College was built.
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Bridging the Gap between Cultures: Establishment of Multifunction 1.B.P.S

Fostering Talents through Education: Founding of Guang Ming College

In the year 2014, centered on the objectives of Fo Guang Shan’s to foster talent through
education; and to benefit society through charitable programs with its maxim “Four Givings; to
give others joy, hope, confidence and convenience to all human beings” (Hyun, 2015) and in the
hopes of uplifting and transforming the lives of Filipino youths Fo Guang Shan has set-up free
Performing Arts College in the Philippines. The college is open to all the youths of all faiths.
Helen V. Correa Ed. D. remarked during an interview,

“Although the country is predominantly Catholic, for some, the idea in enrolling in a Buddhist
college may present a challenge. However, there was no obligation for attending students to be a

Buddhist” (“Fo Guang Shan Launches Free College”, 2015).

The mission of the Fo Guang Shan in this sense is not to convert the Filipino youths but solely to
help improving and heartening their lives through Life Education incorporated with philosophy
of the Humanistic Buddhism.

From January 17-19, 2015 Venerable Master Hsing Yun the founder of Fo Guang Shan, visited
the Philippines mainly to meet Pope Francis and to check the progress and development of the
college. Venerable Master said during the interview on Focus Taiwan News Channel, “Americans
used to set up universities in our country, and now we are also able to set up universities in other
countries”. He emphasizes “the promotion of culture and education, especially higher education
for disadvantaged people, are ways that religions can contribute to society” (Lim & Low, 2015).
As the name Guang Ming suggests “J”(guang) means bright and “FB” (ming) means light a
“Bright Light University”, where students will illuminate goodness towards the betterment of
self, others, and the world—transcends the differences between races, culture, and religions.

Guang Ming College (GMC) is the fifth member of Fo Guang Shan International
University Consortium. Being pioneer Humanistic College in the Philippines, it is open to students
of all faiths willing to learn and to mutually respect one another’s races, culture, and religion. The
academe has a vision; “to produce ethical, compassionate, globally competitive, life-long learner,
and agent of societal transformation graduates” and has a mission; “[We] commit ourselves to a
holistic, humanist education towards the betterment of self, others, and the world. It is dedicated
to provide the highest quality of humanistic education and experience towards the well-rounded
development of socially responsible and accountable professionals for societal transformation.
GMC aims to cultivate the innate talents of artistically inclined students through its different
dance, music, and theatrical cultures. With this, they provide full scholarship for all the deserving
students who are successfully chosen to study any of the programs offered regardless of what
backgrounds they have.

Being the Pioneer of Humanistic Buddhist College in the Philippines at the same time
the first Performing Arts School grounded in Life Education, more so, an institution run by
Chinese who handles non-Buddhist students comes from different walks of life, the college had
encountered lots of challenges for the past year. Defying the Anti-Chinese sentiments and bridging
gaps between the differences in culture and traditions among Chinese and Filipino has been a
great test for Fo Guang Shan in this undertaking. However, by the engagement of Fo Guang Shan
in the Philippines for the past years, active efforts have been made to the students of Guang Ming
College hoping to get rid of these prejudices to Chinese in the mind of Filipinos; embedding the



Dharma in their hearts through the teachings of Humanistic Buddhism and sending students to
different activities like forums and seminars in order for them to engage in a place of diversity to
have a better understanding of phenomena that will enable them to open the door for acceptance
of differences.

For Peace: Acceptance of Differences Resolving Prejudices
Last May 31, 2017, the school send me to attend an Inter-Religious Youth Camp entitled
“Angat Kabataan 2017 Youth Camp for Peace”; Angat Kabataan in English literary means
“Uplifting Youth”, one of the lecturer Mrs. Jasmin Galace from Center for Peace Miriam College
said
“Most of us wishes peace and many of us are willing to work for it, contrarily a lot of us do not
even have a clear idea of what peace is. Many describe peace as merely the absence of war. But this
kind of limited conception flops to recognize the constructive and comprehensive effect of peace;
rather it makes war the active force. This notion is as if we defined light as the absence of darkness
or good as the absence of evil, rather than the other way around. Peace is the constructive force,
like light and good, and war is the result of its absence. Peace is life, whereas war is death, at the
same manner peace is light and war is darkness”.

Peace can be find through mutual respect and justice between every individual intended
to secure and protect building of an transnational society in which each one will be able to find
a place of bliss and relish the “share” of the world’s intellectual and material resources (Brock-
Unte, 1985). Peace cannot contain completely just by the absence of armed conflicts nonetheless
it should require mainly progression.

Another lecturer from the peace camp Ms. Bai Rohaniza Sumndad-Usman the founder
of Teach Peace Build Peace Movement said “Mutual respect is established upon the knowledge
of knowing others. This knowledge will be the basis of justice, which is the foundation of the
harmony and unity desirable to form a social order for international society essential for peace”.
By mutual respect both parties will accept and understand differences and by accepting and
understanding differences a harmonious relationship will be develop that will lead to societal
transformation towards peace and progress. Thus, education to attain true knowledge amongst
individuals is a vital key to eliminate the prejudices resonating from ignorance that results to
injustice, disunity and war (Brock-Unte, 1985). However, prejudice has always been a part of
every individual which is the result of Self-centeredness.

. Self-centeredness: From Self to Non-self

Self-centeredness defines by (Wommack, 2012) as the source of all grief. It causes one
person to value and worth themselves more than others; thus, those who are different from them
tend to be seen as inferior or lesser compare to them. He added, “If we are so filled up of ourselves
and our own narrow knowledge, then we are not open to others and to new information”. With
these indolent notions, otiose thoughts and fraudulent predisposition prime to prejudices. Self-
centeredness or some called it as egotism is a common trait in every individual. This plays a
significant role in growth and survival; however, it can be destructive to self (Dambrun & Richard,
2011).

Self can be characterized in two types ‘Independent Self” and ‘Non-Self” (Hyun, 2000).
In Western countries, psychologists have try to understand the psychological functioning of the
self from an ‘idiosyncratic’, individualistic perspective such as (Greenberg et al., 1990; Burke et
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al., 2010) emphasizing, people needs to gratify, preserve and toughen the self. There are several
formulations of the self, and these are formulated on the base of becoming a certain “I” entity
(Shonin et al., 2014). In western psychology, it was seen the significant role for the “self” in an
profusion of subject base relations as (Klein, 2014) stresses; self-awareness, self-affirmation, self-
concept, self-comparison, self-control, self-consistent, self-efficacy, self-fulfillment, self-esteem,
self-determination, self-handicapping, self-identity, self-image, self-perception, self-regulation,
self-reference. Which shows, why people tend to compare and create a barrier when one is not the
same as they are leading to prejudices.

This idea of the individualistic view of self can be traced as early as when Spaniards propagated
Christianity. The so-called Protestantism is reflected to be the denomination most powerful related
to culture and to be exact on the Western distinctive view of self (Oyserman et al., 2002; Cohen
and Hill, 2007). On the other hand, in the East (Kelly, 2008) stated, for more than 2500 years
Buddhists partake in the adaptation of a distinct approach to the idea of the self. According to
(Wallace and Shapiro, 2006; Shonin et al., 2014), Buddhism is distinctive comprising East Asian
Mahayana Buddhism, Vajrayana Buddhism, Southeast Asian Theravada Buddhism and Indo-
Tibetan Mahayana. Their ultimate goal is to stun the agony and conflicts caused by sufferings
such as the difficulties, challenges, and stressors of life (Shiah and Yit, 2012), and one way to
understand these conflicts brought by the delusions and attachments is the Dharma.

The Buddha’s teaching or “Dharma” are meant to attain the true, durable happiness by
continuous cultivation of self-whereas the shift and change from the self-state to the non-self-state
(Dalai Lama, 1995a, 2005). Buddhism embraces that every person’s individuality is delusional
(Giles, 1993) which to each is a self that turns out to not in fact exist (Dalai Lama, 1995b, 2005).
With the fixation of self to the delusional self is the main cause of suffering (Dalai Lama, 1995a).
Suffering is the state of mind in which the body and mind are driven with afflictions (Yun, 2000).
In distinction to the idea of the “self”, the perpetual goal in Buddhism is nirvana (Hyun, 2016),

Nirvana is a ultimate bliss a state of non-self that contains a process of abandoning worldly
things, mainly those for which allure springs from desires and egoisms, whereas sustaining and
enriching the self which termed by (Hwang and Chang, 2009; MacKenzie, 2010) as atama-graha
. This process leads to nirvana--the state of nonself, a state of total liberation (Tsong-Kha-Pa,
2000; Shonin et al., 2014). Nirvana is always our pure, intrinsic nature and the essence of reality
(Hyun, 2000). Conversely, the entire liberation concepts of Buddhism are complex and transcends
Psychology (Tsong-Kha-Pa, 2000). However, theoretical interest has hypothesized that Buddhism
delivers an alternate outlook on self and others and ways to manage one’s daily life. As a matter
of fact, lot of studies have been tried to get the connection of Buddhism to psychology (Wallace
and Shapiro, 2006) and psychotherapy (Shonin et al., 2014), widely held of it which have focused
on the result of meditation such as understanding oneself and others and mindfulness (Brown and
Ryan, 2003; Khoury et al., 2015), improved attention (Sedlmeier et al., 2012; Lippelt et al., 2014),
heightened positive emotion (Fredrickson et al., 2008) and improved emotional stability (Lee et
al., 2015b). Not only are all phenomena being impermanent, but are also devoid on ‘independent
self’. Not having independent self-nature means that all phenomena depend upon other things for
their existence, and would not be able to exist without them (Hyun, 2000). By understanding these
concepts, one may understand that all things are interconnected with each other; that one cannot
exist without the others. Thus, will come to realization that self is not a separate entity but a part
of the whole—the larger [We].
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Il. With Dharma: Realizations between my Self and the World

Guang Ming College is centered in Humanistic Buddhism point of view. With the
Humanistic characteristic, we are all well guided on how to view ourselves in the world and the
world in ourselves. | am now in my 2nd year in the college and recently finished my 3rd unit
of Buddhism which in totality I just completed 9 units studying the Dharma that are included
in our curriculum. With the help of the Dharma I was able to broaden my mind and understand
things with their true nature. Before I entered Guang Ming College, people tend to call me “SCP”
literally means Self-Centered Person maybe because I was too full of myself and too conceited.
I lived in a family where all pressures and expectations are in my hand. My father died early,
I am in my 1st grade in elementary when he passed away. Since my mom did not finished any
bachelor’s degree and I still have two sisters who were attending college, my mom really did all
means to earn money in order to support us. With the efforts, I saw on my mom, I swore to myself
to be always on top at class whatever happens. But this promise I made to myself, developed a
self which doesn’t care.

In the past, I always compete with others, when someone was accelerating in class and get high
scores more than [ did; I considered them as my enemy. I will do all means to defeat them. Because
of this self that doesn’t care, | was able to commit the worst method that I regretted the most, |
cheated. [ was on my 6th grade then, I was not able to review my lessons before the exam so with
the fear of getting a low mark I concise my lectures in a bond paper and hide it on my pocket.
Unfortunately, my teacher saw it and everyone was able to know what I did. As a consequence of
my wrong deed, say “karma”, all the reputations I built--the name, the awards, the hard works I
have received during the entire years were put into trash.

Subsequently, I was bullied and made the center of fun in the class. Since then, I hated and
distrusted everyone. In my 4 years in high school I never had a so called “best friend” 1 do have
friends but they were merely my classmates. | mean, I did not have a troop, group or circle of
friends. During vacant periods and break times, I was always eating my snacks alone, I do my
home works and academic requirements alone and if it’s possible I do not like group works. All
people for me during those times were all cruel, judgmental and unkind. Certainly, I developed
a prejudice mind for all the people. But these notions were resolved when I entered Guang Ming
College and learned about Humanistic Buddhism, the original intents of the Buddha propagated
by compassionate monk Venerable Master Hsing Hyun the founder of Fo Guang Shan.

Humanistic Buddhism as defined by (Hyun, 2001) “What the Buddha has thought, what
human wants, which pacifies body and mind bringing goodness and beauty to life”. Humanistic
Buddhism is a Buddhism needed by humanity that teaches the original intents of the Buddha, to
allow his compassion and wisdom to shine a light for the hope on humanity (Hyun, 2016). Its
essence is refuting superstition and blind faith in order to give inspiration of clarity and wisdom.
Emphasizing self-awareness, self-enlightenment, and self-improvement by posing discernments
into the truth, peace and stability, freedom from fear and sorrow caused by birth and death, and
finally the perfection of life (Hyun, 2005). Given the fact that [ mistrust everyone due to my past
experiences, when Guang Ming college knocks I let them enter in my life by seeing the visions it
promises to the Filipino youth like me.

At first, it is not easy living 24/7 in a place with strong force of diversity. First the students came
from different parts of the Philippines. We have different backgrounds, language and customs that
usually cause misinterpretation. Second the institution is run by Chinese which a typical youth
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like me will quoted them as “Drug Lords, Corrupted Business man, Crook Shark and many more
negative notions about them caused by external factors in society. I did not think of lasting in this
institution, there are many things that I cannot understand. But by learning the Dharma which
literally means for me “seeing the truth”; opening my minds and looking outside the box who
confined me from seeing beyond, I have seen the compassionate heart of Fo Guang People who
are mostly not Filipino but Chinese migrants. They are the ones who supported us from meals,
dorms, clothing and education. They invest on the Filipino youths holding only the hopes of
uplifting and elevating their lives for the their bright future and of the country.

Humanistic Buddhism and the dharma it possesses, has an immense impact on my personality
and how I view things. It enhances my moral ethics by accepting and understanding others. It
inspires me to elevate myself and have faith on myself—because this self is the embodiment of
wisdom and virtue of the Buddha (Hyun, 2000). The truth of Dependent Origination, “All things
are interconnected to each other, All beings are connected as one,; and everything in this world
is related to us” (Hyun, 2008), inspires me to blend in with others instead of seeing my self
and others are separate beings on opposite stances. Even though society might be intricate and
complex; while each human is an individual, we all depend on the conditions of the communities
to exist, just as everything in the universe depends on one another to survive (Hyun, 2016).

I realized that I is a part of a larger we, that my self is a part of the society, that everything is
inter-related to each other. While lives are viewed as separate beings, they are nonetheless unified
as one. The prejudices to Chinese that was created by the throbbing history must put aside and
understand that what the painful past brought to us must serve as a lesson and we must move on.
In order to protect the future, we must take care of the present and that present is nonetheless
now. Through the virtues of kindness, honesty and compassion people can uplift mind free from
worries, doubts, and misconceptions and uncover wisdom. (Hyun, 2005) stated, the worth of
faith lies in widening one’s horizons, to lift up oneself, awakening oneself and fusing the self
and the world. Thus, I recognize that we can unify ourselves with others — “the mind, Buddha
and all living beings are no different from one another” (Hyun, 2016), hitherto both the self and
numerous living beings coexist as one.

Conclusion

Philippines is linked into the history of misconceptions on Chinese traditions such as anti-
Chinese sentiments that initiate the notions of prejudices. Yet, by active efforts of Fo Guang Shan
members, through education and culture and the propagation of dharma; individuals specially
youths will be awaken to the fact that we can harmonize ourselves with rest of the world. The
Dharma helps us to understand and guide us about self-purification, self-management, and self-
education and collective cultivation that maintain mutual respect of people’s conducts, share
values, harmonious social co-existence, loving kindness and continuous growth and development.
By accepting the Dharma in our hearts will help us pursue a life lived in joy in the boundless space
and time, as well as within unlimited connections of ourselves and the phenomena around the
world that will eventually resolve conflicts and prejudices.

Guided with Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s objectives to propagate dharma through
culture; to foster talent through education; to benefit society through charitable works; and to
purify human hearts and minds through Buddhist practice, the [.B.P.S Manila decided to build a
Multi-function I.B.P.S Manila Center with culture and education as the principle axes that became
the center in spreading the Buddha’s dharma to benefit people in the Philippines. This initial action
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lead to the establishment of a Performing Arts school “Guang Ming College” that is centered on
Life Education guided with the principles of Humanistic Buddhism. An academe concerned with
the holistic personal development of the students and deals with the development of personality,
body, spirit, as well as the professional and social aspects of the individuals-- where students
encouraged to understand and apply the Three Acts of Goodness and Four Givings in their daily
lives.

Embedding virtuous seeds in the hearts of the Filipino youths, students realized how the
academe through culture and education, the Dharma and the people flip their lives and remove
the notion of prejudices not just for Chinese but for the diversity and unique characteristics of
different people. As Charles Solano 2nd year theater art’s student of Guang Ming College asserted,

“I learned how to respect the uniqueness and differences of religions and unique characteristics
of people...for this will bring us harmonious society. I am so lucky to be in a Humanistic Buddhist
community where in the basic goal is to promote humanity to human race. I envision to set myself
that I will be a future volunteer promoting peace, equity and humanistic way of life across the
globe. The core value and essence of Humanistic Buddhism pushes me and inspires me to be an
agent of transforming the world into a better place”.

Henceforth, incorporating Arts that we believe as a universal language for all, that will bridge
gaps, transcends differences and promotes mutual understandings as Rizalve Ancajas another 3rd
year student from Guang Ming College stated, “to be an artist that aspires societal development,
cultural equity, and human welfare through the promotion of performing arts. My vision: [to be] a
firm and dignified Humanistic Art bearer for society and humanity that transcends peace through
the works of performance arts and change life through human development with the integration
of Humanistic principles”.

The impact and change that the college brought into our lives is the fruit of righteous
seeds that Venerable Master Hsing Yun together with the I.B.P.S Manila planted in the Philippines
years ago, as Cecilla Manican PhD. a professor in Guang Ming College proclaimed,

“A curriculum that is cut above the rest... aside from developing 21st century learning skills, it
envisions its graduates to have the wisdom and capability not to cause any harm to self and others
through a compassionate heart that has a capacity to lift suffering and give happiness to others”.

With great compassion and wisdom [we] students of Guang Ming College vow to continue the
visions of Fo Guang Shan guided with Humanistic Buddhism principles and the maxim to give
joy, hope, confidence and convenience to others through bridging gaps and resolving conflicts,
accepting and respecting differences among people to make the world a better place for all sentient
beings.

“University is not a place solely for the pursuit of knowledge and truth; it is where great leaders
and virtuous sages of the future are nurtured”
-Venerable Master Hsing Yun
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Protest with Loving-Kindness: A Curious Case of
(Politically) Engaged Buddhism in Malaysia
Tan Chong Yew

Abstract

Some quarters claimed that religion should not be mixed with politics. However, religion
and religious organisations do not operate in a political vacuum. In fact, religious ideals are what
inspired Buddhists who subscribe to principles of Socially Engaged Buddhism to be involved in
politics in the first place, for the sake of all sentient beings. This is also the position upheld by
some great Buddhist teachers, including Fo Guang Shan founder Ven. Master Hsing Yun through
his advocacy of Humanistic Buddhism. In fact, Hsing Yun (2015, p.104) said Buddhists should
not hold on to some sense of moral superiority by divorcing themselves from politics. As street
rallies are becoming increasingly normalised as a form of political expression in Malaysia, this
paper is a semi-ethnographic account and personal reflection on how Socially Engaged Buddhism
is contributing to the discourse on civil disobedience. It will discuss how some elements of
Buddhism in Malaysia has been extended into the realm of political protests by looking at an
informal Buddhist group calling itself “Buddhists for Bersih (B4B)”. Endorsed by a prominent
monk in Malaysia, B4B participated in the two successive Bersih rallies to call for political
reforms in the country. Even though the group is small, it is significant because B4B marked the
Buddhist community’s entry into the contentious politics of the Malaysian civil society for the
first time.

Key Words: Coalition for Free and Fair Election (Bersih), Buddhists for Bersih (B4B), Socially
Engaged Buddhism

Introduction

Malaysia is no stranger to both Socially Engaged Buddhism and street protests. The
thing is Socially Engaged Buddhism in the country has seldom mixed with street protests or
politics until recently. For years, Socially Engaged Buddhists in Malaysia were only found in
mostly “apolitical” humanitarian and environmental activities (the word “apolitical” used here
may also be rather misleading, unless politics is narrowly defined as a contest for state power or
to influence the state). However, there is an interesting development more recently as a segment
of the Malaysian Buddhist community is moving away from this disposition by participating in
the mass demonstrations organised by the Coalition for Free and Fair Elections (Bersih). The
Malaysian Buddhist community’s entry into the politics of protest was facilitated by a group called
“Buddhists for Bersih” (B4B). Even though this group was small, it attracted much attention from
within the larger Malaysian Buddhist community, stimulating debates on whether religion should
mix with politics.

Despite Buddhism’s image as a calm, peaceful and non-worldly religion, an analysis of
the Pali Canon suggested that Buddhism could be treated as a political theory (Moore, 2016). The
religion becomes even more political if non-canonical Buddhist literature such as the Mahavamsa
(The Great Chronicle) and the Milinda Panha (Discourses of King Milinda) are included.
Therefore, it is more beneficial to discuss about the appropriate models of political behaviour
for Buddhists instead of just dismissing the link between Buddhism and politics. While there
are various forms of political Buddhism, including Buddhist nationalism that led to violence
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in countries such as Myanmar and Sri Lanka, it is Socially Engaged Buddhism which gave the
religion a positive image and provided the blueprint for non-violent political actions. Today, it is
a major movement throughout the Buddhist world, “with the exception of those countries where
it is suppressed by an authoritarian government” (King, 2016, p.196).

In this respect, Malaysia is considered somewhat authoritarian despite having certain
democratic attributes such as holding regular elections. For many years, the Malaysian government
has restricted certain fundamental liberties for its people such as the freedom of speech and the
freedom of peaceful assembly. Various laws had been applied to prevent criticisms against the
ruling regime and mass demonstrations from taking place. These included the use of the legislations
such as the Sedition Act against those who are suspected of arousing public disaffection against
the government and the now abolished Internal Security Act, which had previously allowed
the authorities to detain a person without trial. Not surprisingly, there were few mass protests
against the government in Malaysia until a reform movement known as Reformasi was launched
following the sacking of Anwar Ibrahim as the deputy Prime Minister in 1998. However, the
Malaysian Buddhist community continued to tread very carefully on political issues. Even at the
height of Reformasi movement when many Muslims and some Christian groups openly supported
Anwar, Buddhists had generally refrained from getting involved. Therefore, the emergence of
B4B is important because it represented the Malaysian Buddhist community’s break away from
an established social norm.

Research Methods

This paper is a reflective, semi-ethnographic account on B4B derived from a combination
of personal observations, interviews and textual research. Certain insights on this topic came from
my own experience participating in the Bersih 3.0 rally in 2012 and seeing the Buddhist group in
action for myself. For the purpose of this research, I have spoken to some Buddhist community
leaders who started B4B and supported the initiative, even though it is no longer active at the
moment. There are also postings about this group on certain Buddhist community blogs that I
have referred to for the purpose of getting information.

Literature Review

Socially Engaged Buddhists are certainly not averse to using street protests, if necessary,
to heighten public awareness on certain political issues. This has occurred during the Vietnam
War in the 1960s and more recently in Burma during what is known as the Saffron Revolution
in 2007. According to a leading expert on this subject Sallie King (2012 p.207), there are several
ways for Socially Engaged Buddhists to justify itself to more traditional Buddhists. Prominent
Buddhist master Ven. Thich Nhat Hanh argued that Buddhism has always been socially engaged
in its attempts to overcome human suffering. However, some may countered this argument by
highlighting that Buddhism is about escaping samsara, not trying to fix it. They believed it is
impossible to fix samsara, which is intrinsically dukkha. In response, Socially Engaged Buddhists
explained that the problem with samsara should not be equated as a problem with the world.
Rather it should be viewed as our problem with the three poisons of greed, anger and delusion, as
well as our own attachments. They argued that Socially Engaged Buddhism is not a form of social
activism devoid of spirituality. One’s engagement with society is a part of the person’s spiritual
practice.
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King (2012 pp.208-209) listed six of such shared principles. Firstly, it is guided by the principle
of cause-and-effect. Therefore, instead of directing attacking a problem, Socially Engaged
Buddhists preferred to understand the cause of the problem and then try to either remove or
change it. Secondly, they also use the Four Noble Truths as a framework for social analysis to
understand a particular suffering, to uncover the cause of that suffering, coming up with a vision
to end that suffering and implementing the strategies toward that end. Thirdly, engaged Buddhists
also believed in interdependence. Since real-world problems are complex, they understand that
their effort needs to address all the interlocking parts of a social problem.

Socially Engaged Buddhism also means engaged spirituality. One needs to first develop
one’s inner peace before working for world peace. Therefore, compassion and loving-kindness
are a motivation for the actions of an engaged Buddhist. Next is non-violence. This principle can
also be considered as the defining characteristic of Socially Engaged Buddhism that sets it apart
from other forms of Buddhist political engagement. It means that Social Engaged Buddhists reject
any action that is aggressive or violent. Finally, Socially Engaged Buddhism is non-adversarial.
This is encapsulated in the Gandhian principle of “hate the deed but not the doer”. Instead of
being angry at their adversary, Socially Engaged Buddhists try to understand the causes behind
their adversary’s behaviour. Ultimately, the real enemies are greed, hatred and ignorance.

There is also a close relationship between Socially Engaged Buddhism and Humanistic
Buddhism as both concepts complements each other. In fact, scholars of Buddhism noted that it
is almost the same thing with a different name. According to Chandler (2004 p.80), the parallels
between Humanistic Buddhism and engaged Buddhism are obvious as they share the following
characteristics: reform, modernism, secularisation, laicisation and interfaith cooperation.
Therefore, the three great teachers of contemporary Buddhism in Taiwan — Ven. Hsing Yun of
Fo Guang Shan, Ven. Cheng Yen of Tzu Chi Buddhist Merit Society and Ven. Sheng Yen of
Dharma Drum Mountain — may be thought of as representative examples of engaged Buddhism.
On the subject of reform, Socially Engaged Buddhists “seek significantly to alter or even abolish
institutions that uphold inequality, spawn violence, or perpetuate other forms of suffering (ibid
p-79).” While in most cases, their focus of reform is a political or social entity but it can be the
internal reforms of organised Buddhism.

The founder of Fo Guang Shan Buddhist Order Ven. Hsing Yun, who is a leading proponent
of Humanistic Buddhism, said everyone including monks should care about politics if they care
about society. He stressed that Buddhists “cannot hold on to some sense of moral superiority by
divorcing itself from politics”. As long as politics are conducted with compassion and wisdom,
Hsing Yun believed that Buddhists could still show concern for national and international affairs
without craving for power and influence. He explained: “Even the Buddha, himself, once said that
he was ‘one among the group’. Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva travelled to many lands by employing
his thirty-two transformations, and among these were kings, ministers, and great generals. For the
sake of living beings, the bodhisattva used such political backgrounds as tools to help build a pure
land in this world (Hsing 2015 p.105).”

Despite the existence of Socially Engaged Buddhist’s model of directaction and Humanistic
Buddhism’s endorsement for political involvement, they have never been put into practice in
Malaysia until recently. This could be due to various factors, ranging from a strict government
control over the people’s right to protest to a general lack of support for Buddhist organisations to
be directly involved in political issues from within the Malaysian Buddhist community itself. The
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much-respected late Chief Priest of the Theravada Buddhist tradition in Malaysia and Singapore,
Ven. K. Sri Dhammananda (2002, pp.319-320) said the Buddha’s doctrine is neither a “political
philosophy” nor encourages people towards worldly interests. “Its ultimate aim is to put an end
to craving (tanha) that keeps men in bondage to this world. Everything else, including social
reformation, is of a secondary concern”. However, he also pointed out that this does not mean
Buddhists should totally avoid politics. Those who want to be involved in politics should not
misuse religion to gain political powers while monastics should refrain from active involvement
in politics.

According to Samuels (2016, p.270), Buddhist organisations before the 1970s were
more concerned with purifying Buddhism from superstitious elements. Furthermore, Malaysian
Buddhist community are fragmented into the Mahayana, Theravada and Vajrayana traditions.
Although the majority of Buddhists are ethnic Chinese, the Chinese-speaking group tends to
be Mahayanists while the English-educated ones are Theravadins. There are also the smaller
communities or Sinhalese, Thai and Burmese Buddhists in Malaysia. However, all of them started
to feel the need “to speak in a single voice against perceived and real injustices” during the 1970s
and 1980s. In spite of this, they have never transcended a boundary which would directly pit them
against the government, no matter what their grievances may be. This situation is changing after
the ruling coalition Barisan Nasional (BN) lost its two-thirds majority in Parliament and five state
governments in the 2008 general election. Some Buddhist groups are now more vocal in speaking
up on issues affecting the Buddhist community’s religious freedom.

Generally, there are two types of Buddhist associations in Malaysia — those that are
organised along a particular tradition or ethnic group and the non-sectarian ones. For example,
the Malaysian Buddhist Association (MBA) is generally viewed as the umbrella body for all
Chinese-speaking Mahayana temples and organisations, the Vajrayana Buddhist Council of
Malaysia (VBCM) represents all four traditions of Tibetan Buddhism at the national level, and
the Theravada Buddhist Council of Malaysia (TBCM) aims to unite all Theravada Buddhist
organisations and followers in the country. However, it is the non-sectarian ones that are more
politically significant because their growth is closely intertwined with the social and political
development in Malaysia. Beside the diversity of Buddhism in the country, a key issue is the
minority status of Buddhists living in a Muslim-majority country.

Due to the politicisation of ethnicity and religion after the 1969 ethnic riots, Malaysians
are becoming more aware of their cultural differences. Policies favouring the Malays, who
are constitutionally defined as Muslims, after 1969 are forcing the disparate communities of
Buddhists, to think creatively about how to work together. This situation has been described
as “the politics of Buddhist unity and non-sectarianism” (ibid p.269). One of the non-sectarian
Buddhist organisations that emerged in the 1970s is the Young Buddhist Association of Malaysia
(YBAM). Today, it is the leading non-sectarian Buddhist organisation at the forefront of speaking
up for Buddhist interests in Malaysia. Although YBAM claims to be “politically neutral”, it could
not avoid entanglement in politics due to its role as a Buddhist pressure group. The B4B group
can be considered as one of its outgrowths.
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The Malaysian civil society has seen tremendous growth over the years since the Reformasi
Movement was ignited in 1998. Although Reformasi appeared to have gradually declined by the
early 2000s, a combination of political openness and perceived ineffectiveness on the part of
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former Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad Badawi, especially after he won a strong mandate in
the 2004 general election, created a new wave of protests against the government. The Coalition
for a Free and Fair Election or “Bersih”, which means clean in Malay, is one of most important
political reform movements that have emerged in the period. In the run-up to the 2008 general
election, it was at the forefront of calling for reforms in the electoral process. Among others, it
was demanding for the use of indelible ink to prevent fraud, transparency in updating the electoral
roll and a longer campaign period. When its demands fell on deaf ears, Bersih supporters would
take to the streets. There have been a series of five rallies since 2007 and the latest one took place
last year.

Although the first Bersih rally happened in November 2007, the B4B initiative only
started during what is known as the Bersih 3.0 rally, which took place on 28 April 2012. Since
it was supported by many former YBAM leaders, the organisation even came up with a public
statement on 15 April 2012 to openly declare its support for the rally. Stressing that Buddhism
is a “worldly religion”, the statement said: “Buddhists will not only show concern social current
issues, they should also be part and parcel of the movement to promote national stability and
harmony. We are Buddhists, but first and foremost, we are citizens of this country.” When citizens
could no longer safeguard their country, the nation would decline, it added. The statement also
highlighted the Buddhist teaching on the “Four Great Graces”, which include a debt of gratitude
to one’s country. For YBAM, making sure that the country’s development is fair and just through
a reform of the electoral system was a way for one to repay his or her gratitude to the country
(Young Buddhist Association of Malaysia 2012).

YBAM continued to support the electoral reform movement in Bersih 4.0 rally, which
was held three years later in July 2015, under the leadership of its immediate past president Goh
Qing Song. Using the Buddhist concept of Dasa Raja Dharma to justify YBAM’s support for
Bersih, Goh said it “is driven by a value-oriented mind-set for a better governance of the nation,
and not for the cause of supporting an alternative alliance (referring to the opposition parties)”.
The Buddhist youth leader also pointed out that Malaysia has undergone many events in the
recent years, including unfair government policies, corruption, disunity among the people, and an
economic downturn. “The poor leadership qualities and injustice (in) governance practices are to
be blamed for such incidents, which continuously raising anger of the people in the nation,” he
said (“The Jataka ‘Dasa Raja Dharma’” 2015).

According to another Buddhist community leader V.K. Soon (2012), Malaysian Buddhists
need to be seen as “standing up for a cause that we feel is paramount to growth and development
of our young nation” because Buddhists can make a change with their practice of the Buddha
Dharma. According to him, what started off as a Facebook discussion on the lack of Buddhist
representation in Bersih rallies generated a lot of interests and three face-to-face meetings were
held to discuss the matter. Following that, a Buddhists for Bersih Facebook page was created.
Starting with just less than 10 people, the private group grew to 1,000 people in less than a week.
Just before the Bersih 3.0 rally, there were over 2,000 members in the group with about 200 of
them confirming their participation in the event. The Malaysian Network of Engaged Buddhists
(MNEB) was also formed to align Buddhist spiritual practices with their actions during the rally
(See Appendix, Figure 1).

The night before the planned rally, a former YBAM president Liau Kok Meng spoke
about the need for Buddhists to participate in Bersik 3.0 and its implications at the Bodhi Buddhist
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Society in Kuala Lumpur. The Mahayana Buddhist organisation, which is located in Jalan Sultan,
also served as the meeting point for B4B participants on the day of rally. The participants started
their activity on the day with the chanting of 7isarana (Homage to the Three Jewels) and Pancasila
(Five Precepts). They were told not to engage in any acts of violence throughout the protest. In
fact, they were not even allowed to chant and shout like other protestors. Instead, they were to be
quiet during the sit-in and perform metta (loving-kindness) meditation (See Appendix, Figure 2
and 3). Four monastics also joined them in the rally, including Ven. Chi Chern, who is a former
YBAM president. The other three monastics were Ven. Miao Jan, Ven. Kong Yen and Ven. Hu
Yue (Soon 2012).

The B4B initiative was revived again for the Bersih 4.0 rally in August 2015. This time
Bersih is also demanding for the Prime Minister’s resignation for alleged corruption following
revelations that hundreds of million ringgit were deposited into his personal bank accounts.
Another former YBAM president Goh Tay Hock defended B4B’s involvement in the Bersih
protest because he felt Buddhist practices could “make a difference in practical aspect”. He
argued that the Buddhist group set an example to others on how to conduct “non-violent and non-
provocative” acts of public disobedience such as those advocated by the great Indian nationalist
Mahatma Gandhi. Tay Hock said: “We do not yell, make vulgar remarks, personal attack... We
sat, stood and walked calmly making no noise (Ooi 2015).”

According to the former YBAM leader, there are two types of non-violent civil
disobedience. The first type comprises of those that use provocative words, slogans and writings
(in other words, verbal violence) to incite the authorities and police to react with force against
the protestors. In return, this will invoke anger among the public towards the government. “The
emotional basis of this method is anger. This is certainly not in accord with the teaching of
the Buddha,” Tay Hock said. However, B4B practices the second type of non-violent protests
which are not provocative. He claimed that this method is better for Malaysia because rude and
disrespectful manners of protesting against the country’s leaders will not go down well with those
who are conservative. Since opposition groups prefer the provocative method, the presence of
B4B is important because they are showing an alternative non-violent method, which is also non-
provocative (ibid).

Even though B4B only emerged in 2012 but [ believe that seeds for its creation were sown
earlier. From my interviews with several Buddhist community leaders from YBAM and BMSM, [
found a common sentiment among them expressing a concern about the lack of support from the
Malaysian Buddhist community towards Bersih compared to other religious communities. While
this is a factor cannot be discounted, we also need to understand the history of Malaysian Buddhist
community’s struggle for religious freedom since the early 1990s. Of the various issues that the
community had encountered against the government and the ruling party, the dispute surrounding
the construction of Puzhao Buddhist Vihara is one of the most controversial. Although the ground-
breaking ceremony of this vihara was done in January 1991, it was only opened in 2015 due to a
protracted negotiation with the local authorities following fierce opposition from certain leaders
in the ruling party UMNO in the state of Johor.
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Although the local authority in Kluang district had already approved the Puzhao Vihara
project in the early 1990s, its construction was halted after UMNO Youth lodged a protest against
it. The Puzhao Vihara was an initiative of YBAM. It was estimated to cost RM10 million with
most of the funding coming from public donations. To save the project, YBAM leaders held
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several meetings with Johor state government with the help of some Buddhist politicians from
the component parties in the BN ruling coalition such as MCA and Gerakan. It proved to be
a frustrating process. During one of the meetings, there were suggestions from UMNO Youth
representatives that the problem would be solved if the Puzhao Vihara is burnt down. Those who
were involved in the negotiations to revive the project, including former YBAM deputy president
Ang Choo Hong, even received a bullet as death threat (Tan 2014, p.329).

However, to the surprise of many people, the authorities approved the project just prior to
the general election in 2008. However, it has to comply with nine conditions which some people
in the Buddhist community felt to be “unfair” and “illogical”. Among others, the Puzhao Vihara
was prohibited from holding any religious activities and putting up Buddhist statues as part of the
design around its compound. There were heated discussions about the matter on YBAM online
forum. Many of those who posted were clearly upset. One posting suggested that Buddhists
should know about the struggle for Puzhao Vihara as “one of the most important history in
Malaysian Buddhism”. As the general election is approaching, a posting calling upon Buddhists
to vote wisely also appeared on YBAM online forum (ibid p.330). During the election, the BN
which rules Malaysia since independence lost its two-thirds majority in Parliament. In addition
to opposition-controlled Kelantan, the ruling coalition also lost control of the Selangor, Perak,
Penang and Kedah state governments to opposition parties.

The sentiment of the Buddhist community on the Puzhao Vihara controversy is telling
from Goh Qing Song’s speech during the YBAM 45th Anniversary Celebration, which also
doubled as the opening ceremony of the vikara in July 2015. Goh remarked that 45 years is
not long for an organisation but it was “extremely abnormal” to take 25 years to complete the
construction of a vikara. “These 25 years witnessed the selfless contribution by the veterans of
YBAM who fought so hard for the completion of the Puzhao Buddhist Vihara. It represented a
long-term struggle of Buddhists against injustice. It also reflected the deliberate policy of the
Malaysian government of discouraging the development of non-Islamic faiths. All these will be
recorded in history. Nevertheless, we should look forward and move on. We believe that where
there is Dharma, there is a way,” he said (Young Buddhist Association of Malaysia 2015). That
very year YBAM also openly endorsed the Bersih 4.0 rally for the first time.

It must be highlighted that Ven. Chih Chern is also directly involved in the Puzhao Vihara
controversy because he was designated as the first abbot of the monastery. Together with several
other monastics, he attracted attention and set tongues wagging in the Buddhist community when
he attended the Bersih 3.0 rally under the banner of B4B in 2012. Although he did not participate
in the Bersih 4.0 rally in 2015, my informant told me that Chi Chern still supported the Bersih
movement. While the monastic did not appear to be the main driver behind the group, his presence
at the rally has no doubt gave more credibility to B4B. As the first appointed Dharma heir of
Ven. Sheng Yen of Taiwan’s Dharma Drum Mountain, Chi Chern has a strong following among
Chinese Mahayana Buddhist youth in Malaysia. Ordained as a monk by the famed Ven. Chuk Mor
in Malaysia, Chi Chern is also a graduate from the Buddhist Research Institute in Fo Guang Shan,
Taiwan.

Despite the enthusiasm when it first started in 2012, B4B is now practically dormant.
The group which has never been formally structured did not participate in the latest episode of
Bersih rallies which took place on 19 November 2016. One of my informants, a core member
who initiated the group in 2012, explained that he was no longer interested in supporting Bersih.
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He also closed down the MNEB Facebook group which he claimed had become a platform for
advertisements. According to another informant, who is also one of B4B leaders, the group’s
core membership had always been small and it could not even be considered as a movement in
the first place. While some Buddhists opposed the idea of B4B, there were also criticisms from
others who felt that it was not aggressive enough. For the moment, it is unclear whether the B4B
will be revived again. The informant also observed that Buddhists who supported the initiative
are mostly Chinese-speaking Mahayanists while the English-speaking Theravadins tend to stay
on the political sideline.

Discussion

As mentioned earlier, the participation of a Buddhist group in Bersih rallies is already
a turning point in the history of Malaysian Buddhism. All these while, Malaysian Buddhist
organisations were reluctant to even appear as opposing the ruling regime, what more to openly
support a protest movement against the government. In spite of this development, the majority
of Malaysian Buddhists are still traditional. Socially Engaged Buddhism in Malaysia is mostly
confined to the provision of humanitarian aid and environmental preservation — activities which
generally, although not necessarily, eschew political activism. As the Puzhao Vihara controversy
demonstrated, the Buddhist community preferred to be cooperative and maintained an appearance
of being supportive of the government even when their religious rights were eroding. Individual
members of some Buddhist organisations might be concerned about politics but very few will use
direct action or civil disobedience as a tactic to deal with the ruling regime. In this sense, YBAM’s
open support for Bersih in 2015 is remarkable.

However, such act of Buddhist defiance to authorities may be dependent on the personalities
helming YBAM. From my conversation with an informant within the YBAM, I realised that not
everyone in the leadership structure of the Buddhist organisation agreed to its direct involvement
with contentious politics. Former YBAM deputy president Ang Choo Hong, who is currently
BMSM adviser, is believed to be one of those who have reservation about Buddhist organisations
getting involved in politics. There are two possible explanations for this behaviour. Firstly, we can
assume that since most Buddhists are peaceful, they would avoid any form of direct confrontation
with others, including the government. For some Buddhists, religion should be confined to the
spiritual realm and it is incompatible with politics. Secondly, the Buddhist community’s perceived
passivity may be attributed to the fact that a number of its lay leaders and patrons have links
with the ruling regime. For examples, the Second Minister of International Trade and Industry
Ong Ka Chuan is a director of the Yayasan Belia Buddhist Malaysia (Malaysian Buddhist Youth
Foundation) while former MCA president Ong Tee Keat is a vice-president of the Buddhist Light
International Association (BLIA).

As some Buddhist organisations believed that they would benefit more from these
linkages to the government, they would rather not rock the boat. Due to efforts of certain BN
politicians, Buddhist organisations were given land and financial aid. In May 2017, the Buddhist
Missionary Society of Malaysia (BMSM) is allocated with a piece of government-owned land
in the administrative capital of Putrajaya to build its national headquarters and a temple. The
building is slated for completion by August 2018 to serve about 2,000 Buddhists working and
residing in the area. During the ground-breaking ceremony, Ka Chuan said it represented the
government’s commitment to religious freedom. The building of the Buddhist centre is part of
the government’s plan to have a multi-religious enclave in the administrative capital. Next to the
Buddhist centre is a Hindu temple, which is currently under construction. The BMSM has to raise
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about RM8 million to build the two-storey building with a garden rooftop. However, MCA deputy
president Wee Ka Siong, who is a Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department and a Buddhist
himself, announced that his party would donate RM 100,000 for the building (Gan 2017).

All said and done, this does not mean that B4B is a futile effort. More than just making
a political statement of Malaysian Buddhists’ concern for the country, B4B can influence the
discourse on protests in Malaysia because the current mode of civil disobedience is mostly based
on negative emotions, which are hatred and anger. B4B is clearly different from other groups
of protestors who attended the Bersih 3.0 and Bersih 4.0 rallies in 2012 and 2015 respectively.
While others were busy mocking the Elections Commission and Prime Minister Najib Razak,
B4B members meditated and radiated loving-kindness to everyone. By doing this, they are
demonstrating how a non-violent and non-adversarial protest could be done. To show their
patriotism, some B4B participants even covered themselves with the Malaysian flag as they
meditated in the middle of the road. Together with monastics who meditated with them, B4B
managed to attract the attention from other protestors and journalists who were present. Chinese
language newspaper journalists covering the event were particularly curious about what the group
was doing, especially when they realised that a group of monastics, including a prominent monk,
was among them. Many people also posed for photographs with the monastics and B4B members.
In this sense, the group has successfully made its presence felt during the rally. The issue now is
whether the public are aware of (and accept) the logic behind their practices?

Besides the difficulty of educating the public on principles of Socially Engaged Buddhism
in political protests is the fact that Malaysia is a Muslim-majority country. As the religious polemic
of establishing an Islamic state and Islamisation heightens over the years, it is uncertain how the
Muslims will respond to the entry of Malaysian Buddhists into the political arena. They may
either welcome a new spiritually-inspired partner on their quest for justice and human dignity
or see them as competitors. According to King (2012, pp.209-210), Socially Engaged Buddhism
has been criticised of being as form of “Westernised Buddhism”. It cannot be denied that many
engaged Buddhist leaders had been influenced by the West as they adapted Western social sciences
and charitable works of the Christians. However, engaged Buddhists are not passive receivers of
Western thinking. They select what is useful, such as the concept of human rights, and discard
what they found to be problematic, such as the anger in Western demonstrations and excessive
individualism in the West. Therefore, if Socially Engaged Buddhism is to be applied in Malaysian
politics, it must also take into account the local conditions. This is a challenge for local engaged
Buddhists.

Conclusion

As of now, it remains to be seen whether a politically active form of Socially Engaged
Buddhism will emerge out the B4B experience. Beyond the initial enthusiasm of some Buddhists
to support this group, the fact that the attitude among the majority of Malaysian Buddhists is still
conservative cannot be discounted. Holding on to old ways of thinking however is not unique to
the Buddhist community in Malaysia. According to King (2012 p.210), Burmese freedom fighter
Aung San Suu Kyi has stated that one of the greatest obstacles facing the Burmese struggle
for democracy is the traditional interpretation of the Buddhist concept of karma as fate. Many
Burmese believed that their suffering under the military junta is due to their karma and they can
do nothing until that karma plays out. So, they preferred to keep a low profile and wait for change
to happen instead of taking action to change their situation. However, such thinking is contrary to
the Buddha’s teaching that called upon us to avoid passivity and fatalism. While karma connects
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the past to the present, we can use our wisdom to make a choice and take actions for a better
future.

As for B4B, its participants had tried their best to follow the principles of Socially Engaged
Buddhism as closely as possible. Their mode of protest is non-violent and non-provocative at
the same time. This is a fresh departure from the tactics of other Bersih protestors who were
just venting frustration and anger towards the government. In this manner, B4B is introducing
a new standard for civil disobedience in Malaysia. The emergence of this informal Buddhist
group however cannot be viewed distinctly from the various socio-political factors, including
the fact that some Malaysian Buddhists are feeling increasingly insecure of their religious rights.
The challenge is to manage this fear or frustration to ensure that principles of Socially Engaged
Buddhism are not lost in the heat of the moment during a protest. There are also other questions
that need to be discussed. How effective or appropriate is this model of political engagement
in the Malaysian context? Will participating in a few “non-provocative, non-violent protests”
change the situation in Malaysia? What else can the Buddhist community do to improve the
political scenario in the country? Buddhist community leaders need to grapple with these issues
as they navigate Malaysia’s increasingly complex political terrains.

Appendix
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Figure 1: Banner of the Malaysian Network of Engaged Buddhists (MNEB) during the Bersih 3.0 rally (Source: Soon,
2012).
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Figure 2: Some of the B4B participants meditating during the Bersih 3.0 rally in Kuala Lumpur on 28 April 2012
(Picture by Kevin Tan).
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Facilitating Goodness, Encouraging Openness:
The Challenges of Teaching the Three Acts of Goodness
in the Philippines

Allen Dominic G. Quintos

Rosa checks her watch. It’s ten past eight. She and her companions need to be at the pier
to catch the 9:00 am ferry to Mindoro, a province located in Southern Luzon in the Philippines.
If they miss it, they will have to wait for another hour and the already long nine-hour journey
would further be extended to ten. Rosa and the others want to reach their destination as early as
possible so they can rest and prepare for the task ahead. For the next five days, they will be staying
in a school where they will teach high school students. They will not be teaching conventional
subjects though such as Math, Science or English. They will be teaching them something that is
much more important. They will be teaching them how to be good.

Rosa is one of the facilitators of the Three Acts of Goodness, a worldwide advocacy
started by Venerable Master Hsing Yun, the founder of the Taiwan-based Fo Guang Shan Buddhist
order. The Three Acts of Goodness are Do Good Deeds, Speak Good Words and Think Good
Words. In the Philippines, one of the components of the campaign is a school tour where a team
of facilitators go to different parts of the Philippines to share the Three Acts of Goodness through
lectures and workshop-style sessions.

Though universal and secular in flavor, the Three Acts of Goodness is founded on Buddhist
teachings, particularly the teaching on the three karmas of speech, body and mind. Students are
also introduced to the concepts of cause, condition and effect and the lesson is explained through
the metaphor of the seed and is further emphasized through activities and games.

Our actions, speech and thoughts are like causal seeds that lead to future conditions and
effects. When an act, considered as a cause, is done, it produces an effect. The effect produced
may now be viewed as a cause that leads to another effect. Another important factor in the cause
and effect equation is condition. Effects may vary depending on the conditions. For example, the
seed, as a cause, will need other factors such as sunlight and water for it to grow into a beautiful
plant. These secondary factors that lead to an effect are the conditions.

Rosa, like the other facilitators, is a volunteer. She joined the program because she wants
to share the practice of the Three Acts of Goodness, believing that it can change society and
encourage openness among individuals. “I believe that everybody has the potential to be good,”
she said. “I believe that the practice of the Three Acts of Goodness can help bring about a kinder
and more compassionate society.”

It’s only 7:30 in the morning but students are already starting to arrive even though school
doesn’t officially start until 8:00 am. The Three Acts of Goodness sessions usually start with
meditation. The facilitators lead the students to the school’s covered basketball court, the only
space in the compound that is large enough to hold the more than 150 students that Rosa and
company will be teaching that day.
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“Count your breath from one to ten,” Rosa instructs the students, most of which are only
experiencing meditation for the first time. Indeed, one of the biggest challenges of teaching the
Three Acts of Goodness in the Philippines is the fact that, being predominantly Christians, these
students are not familiar with Buddhist practices and teachings. The facilitators are aware of
this from the beginning. When they were in the process of developing the modules to be used
for the sessions, they had to simplify the teachings and avoid the use of difficult terminologies
as much as possible. One of these terminologies is the word karma. In the Philippines, karma
carries a different connotation. It is not unusual to hear Filipinos say, “makarma ka sana!” Loosely
translated, it means, “may karma catch you,” and is usually uttered in reference to someone who
was deemed to have done something bad.

“When you lose count, just go back to one,” Rosa continues. The instruction to focus
on the breath will be useful many times during the day, when the students are already divided
into groups and handled by different facilitators. The facilitators will use it whenever they feel
that students are losing focus inside the classroom. “It helps because it really settles the very
active minds of the students,” Rosa observed. “In the classroom, students usually lose focus but
mindfulness helps them to bring back their focus.”

It’s midday and the temperature has risen to 36 degrees. The situation is not helped by
the lone electrical fan tasked to cool more than 50 people in a room made for 30. Along with the
temperature, Rosa notices her temper rising up and her patience getting shorter as the hours go.
After all, these are high school kids she is teaching. Kids who have very
short attention spans and who are prone to becoming rowdy at the slightest provocation.

At one point, Rosa noticed some girls at the back laughing. “Why are you laughing? What
is so funny?” she asked the girls. They did not answer. Then Rosa noticed that they are looking
at one particular girl. She called on the girl. “Do you have any idea why they are laughing?”” she
asked. The girl was hesitant to answer at first but when Rosa asked her for a second time, she
spoke. “They were laughing at me,” she said. “They were laughing at my looks.” The girl was
short in height, dark-skinned and had curly hair. In a country with citizens obsessed with being tall
and having fair skin just like the Spaniards who colonized then for more than 300 years and the
Hollywood stars they see on TV and movies, being short and having dark skin can get you bullied.

“Why are you laughing at her?”” Rosa asked the girls at the back. “Don’t you realize that
your actions have an effect on your classmate and on yourselves?” The girls did not reply.

One of the main goals of teaching the Three Acts Goodness is to make students realize
that their actions have consequences, that whatever they do, say or think affects not only other
people but themselves. Due to their Christian upbringing, many of these students have preset
beliefs on why people need to be good. Almost all of them believe in a creator god who will
reward them if they do something good and punish them if they do something bad.

There will be more challenges throughout the day. Students leave without even asking
for permission. One student passed out because of the heat and hunger. Then there are those who
are too cool for school. Too cool for lessons on goodness. They don’t talk. They don’t participate.
There were times when Rosa felt she was talking to a wall.
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being open to all kinds of experiences. They really cannot choose their students. And they know
that most of the time, it is the difficult students who need the lessons of the Three Acts of Goodness
the most.

“People are good. You just have to let them know that they can choose to be good,” this is
the mindset that Rosa brings with her every time she teaches The Three Acts of Goodness. “These
kids may look apathetic, some of them may be bullies but [ know deep inside they are kind,” Rosa
said. “I know I am talking to a future Buddha. I know they will make it.”

It’s five in the afternoon. The room is now empty except for Rosa who is gathering her
things. She has just taught for eight hours and she would have to repeat the lessons again for the

next four days.

But now it is time to rest. The seeds have already been planted.
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The Day | Met Consensus and Openness

at Fo Guang Shan
Leo Martin Angelo R. Ocampo

Openness and Consensus are two essential virtues that are becoming more and more
elusive in our world today. Ironically, even with more access to information and better means of
communication, people have only become more closed instead of close to one another. We see
an increasing lack of ability to listen and dialogue at all levels, from war and terrorism on the
international arena to petty conflicts that worsen and tear families and friendships apart. Where
and how do we find openness and consensus? Unexpectedly, I met the two of them earlier this
year when we were privileged to be part of a week-long Educators’ Immersion Program in Taiwan
from May 11-16, 2017.

Our journey started in the beautiful Mabuhay Temple in Manila where we heard some
inspiring words from the Head Abbess, Ven. Yung Guang. She shared with us her own experiences
of travelling with Venerable Master Hsing Yun who taught them not to complain about petty and
unimportant things but appreciate all that is good and beautiful in their travels. That was our “first
lesson” in openness and consensus that would guide us in our trip: to be open to accept all and to
see goodness in everything. After this, we had our first taste of a fully vegetarian meal in the bus
going to the airport. To be frank, I don’t like vegetables that much so this turned out to be my
“first practice” in openness and consensus during the trip and I was not disappointed. The food
was not just tolerable or palatable. It was really delicious! In many ways, our experience that
afternoon was a foretaste of the many more that was to come in Taiwan.

From our first vegetarian meal, it was a week of full vegetarian meals. I never knew it
was possible to cook vegetables in so many mouth-watering ways! One can taste the love and
devotion poured in the preparation of all those meals which were not only pleasing to the palate
but also good for the body and kind to the animals and to the planet itself. I do not remember
ever going hungry throughout the week-long trip which is a testament to the thoughtfulness and
generosity of the people of Fo Guang Shan who made sure that we were always comfortable,
satisfied, and well taken care of.

As an instructor from a Catholic university, I could not describe my awe and admiration
at the great kindness and hospitality with which we were received by our Buddhist friends. We
had studied a lot in Theology School about interreligious dialogue or building harmony with
people of other faiths but this was it, openness and consensus, not just in words or ideas but also
in action!

From the venerable monastics whom we met in Manila, we met countless other venerable
monastics in Taiwan. Each one of them had a lesson to impart, a gift to give, and a story to tell,
especially about Venerable Master Hsing Yun. Their love and admiration for the Founder shines
through in every word and sentence as they narrate their personal encounters and experiences
with him and the ways by which he has promoted Humanistic Buddhism and touched their lives
and the lives of other followers. They toured us around the different institutions of Fo Guang
Shan, including two big universities, a modern media center at the heart of Taipei, as well as other
schools and centers. We were also very fortunate to stay at the Fo Guang Shan headquarters in
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Kaohsiung where we were literally embraced by beautiful and historic structures including the
Buddhist College and other original buildings in the Triple Gem Mountain, the vast and amazing
Buddha Museum, and the newly built modern Sutra Repository.

Thus, from one Mabuhay Temple in Manila, it became a week of seeing many Buddhist
temples and shrines in Taiwan, the climax of which was visiting the majestic and breathtaking Fo
Guang Shan Main Shrine with its three towering golden Buddhas surrounded by thousands more,
together radiating peace, harmony and compassion. Another highlight was Buddha Land and its
countless images of the Buddha imparting happiness and joy to all visitors. We were likewise
struck with wonder and amazement as we gazed at the grand and majestic Buddha statue at the
Buddha Memorial Center, which is the tallest sitting Buddha in the world with its hand raised in
a lotus gesture and its comely face smiling at us like the morning sun.

Amidst all these splendor and beauty, hospitality and generosity, there was a growing
desire in me to see the man behind it all, the simple Buddhist monk who did not only build these
grand and impressive structures but gathered the worldwide movement that is Fo Guang Shan that
has branch temples and members in every part of the world. I was saddened when I was told that
he was still recovering from an illness and prayed for his health. Nevertheless, the hope remained
alive in me that I would get to see him even once during our visit.

One hot afternoon after lunch, we were waiting for the vehicles that would take us back
to our lodgings. Being one of the first in line, I was torn between going first or offering my place
to others “to give convenience,” which is one of the important lessons we were taught. Since it
was very hot and I really wanted to rest, I chose to go first and to my great regret, the next batch
who arrived at our lodgings told us that they had a chance to glimpse Venerable Master as he was
transferred from one building to another. If only I had taken that one golden opportunity “to give
convenience,” then I would have seen him! But I was still too preoccupied with my own comfort
and convenience and needed to learn the meaning of giving first place to others.

The second opportunity came when we were meeting with one of the oldest monastics
in one of the rooms at the Fo Guang Shan head office. She was telling us about her experiences,
especially since she worked very closely with Venerable Master in establishing many of the
schools and institutions we had visited. Inasmuch as we were amazed and touched by her many
stories, it was almost dinnertime and the sweets on the table were competing for my attention.
I was discreetly helping myself to them that I did not even notice the eyes of the people around
me turning towards the door. Master Hsing Yun was passing by outside! And I missed another
chance of seeing him because I was so greedy and selfish.

Our last day in Taiwan came and still I have not seen Venerable Master, yet my hopes were
high since there was a scheduled program where he was expected to receive his latest honorary
doctorate and launch the complete collection of all his works. The program began and I was
excited as I could be, but my enthusiasm slowly wore off as Master Hsing Yun was nowhere in
sight. I was too sad to have seen so many of his works and to have met so many of his followers
and to have heard so many good things about him and yet not be able to see even his shadow. As
the program went on and was nearing its end, I became more desperate, lukewarm and listless that
I almost dozed off, feeling so disappointed that I will not be able to see the Venerable Master.

Then suddenly, there was a thunderous applause in the Sutra Repository. Venerable
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Master had finally come! He was riding on his wheelchair but you could feel his powerful energy
filling the vast space. Everyone in the hall who loved him so much was just so happy to see him!
All of the negative feelings I had earlier simply vanished in his presence and I was filled with a
deep sense of peace, happiness and contentment. He did not even say anything or do anything
but his smile alone was the most eloquent talk I heard in the whole visit. Venerable Master Hsing
Yun himself was openness and consensus, not just in words or ideas, not even just in action, but
also in his flesh!

And later I would realize that all this time that I wanted to see him, he was personally
teaching me three important lessons on openness and consensus. The first is “to give convenience”
or to give others first place. Without this, it would be impossible to listen to others since I
would be too preoccupied with myself. The second lesson is to learn how to limit my greed and
selfishness since these are the roots of most of the conflicts that we can see in the world today.
The third lesson is not to give up easily, since building openness and consensus is not an easy task.
If we are truly committed to achieve it, we need to learn not only to work but also to wait for it to
bear fruit in due time with patience and trust. Indeed, building openness and consensus is not just
about ideas or words, not even just about actions, but about who we are and what kind of persons
we come to be, as I saw and met that day in Venerable Master Hsing Yun.

To the memory of that blessed encounter with Venerable Master Hsing Yun in whom
I encountered openness and consensus in the flesh, I gratefully dedicate this simple poem as a
testimony:

Many miles, one journey.
Many origins, one group.

Many minds, one thought.
Many hearts, one spirit.

Many temples, one worship.
Many schools, one vision.
Many books, one teaching.
Many works, one purpose.

Many tokens, one sincerity.
Many dishes, one devotion.

Many artworks, one beauty.
Many melodies, one song.

%

m Many faiths, one harmony.

= Many roads, one goal.

‘A Many races, one humanity.

IB] Many smiles, one joy.

1%

iﬁ Many faces, one body.

B Many acts, one goodness.

‘EE Many followers, one Venerable Master.

l;\- Many places, one Fo Guang Shan.
124 Many indeed are the Buddhas,

But Buddha is one.
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The Ripple Effect:
From One-Stroke Calligraphies to

Thousands of Opportunities
Katherine Mae G. Sabate

PROLOGUE

1 have read from one of my favorite authors that our dreams do not rely on our own imagination
alone. Our dreams are fruits of all the dreams that have inspired us to dream more and offshoots from all
the encounters, experiences, causes and conditions, which have triggered us to decide, to aspire.

This is a story of Kamilah — a story of how her dreams have developed from a ripple of Venerable
Master's efforts and ambition to reach thousands through a single stroke of his shaking hands, his visually
impaired eyes, and his pure heart that sees and shines through like a moon in a dark night.

It was high noon, Kamilah was walking home from her secondary school in Cavite. Her
sweat flows like a stream inside her hijab. She walked ahead of her friends because she needed to
get home early, like all the days of the week, to help her mother prepare and sell rice cakes. Her
father is a farmer and her mother makes rice cakes everyday and sells it to the whole barangay-
usually, she helps her mother by walking through the whole barangay, sometimes up to the next
town, to sell all the rice cakes her mother had prepared. This is how Kamilah spends her afternoons
everyday.

On this ordinary day, while walking home, she was thinking of her mother’s words before
she left for school that particular morning, “Your father and I might not be able to send you to
college immediately after high school, Kamilah. Since you are the youngest, we cannot afford to
send all three of you to college. Maybe we can wait first for your sister to finish her degree. After
that, maybe, she can be the one to send you to college. We just have to wait three years from now
before she finishes.” Kamilah willingly said “It’s alright” to her mother after hearing this even If
she was a bit heartbroken upon hearing that she cannot pursue college. She wants to be a teacher.
She is consistently part of the Top Ten in her class because she knows she needs to learn more and
more to become a teacher. She wants to teach her fellow Muslims, especially the needy ones in
Mindanao, the ones they left since the war has started in the land.

Kamilah was originally from Lanao but ever since difficult times started in the land, her
father decided to move to her auntie in Cavite, which is three-and-a-half days away, through a big
ship, from the home where Kamilah grew up. Cavite has now become her second home. She met
new friends, and though they have different faiths —she is Muslim and most of them are Catholic,
Kamilah never considered their differences as hindrance to her meaningful relationships with
them.

Various thoughts play in her mind as she walked under the sun in a vast Cavite rice field.
She thinks that, she will, again, be separated to her friends since they all have plans to enroll to a
college in Manila, the central city of the Philippines, a three-hour bus ride from Cavite. She, then,
comforts herself by thinking that she can have more time to help her mother in making and selling
rice cakes. She smiles and tells her heart, “It’s okay”.
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“Kamilah! Kamilah!”, she heard a loud familiar voice across the rice fields. She looks up
and sees her father calling and waving from afar. Kamilah lifts her long skirt and runs swiftly to
him. As she approaches her father, Kamilah sees him holding an orange brochure with pictures of
students in front, which reads, “Guang Ming College”. She reads through and discovers that it is
a school that offers full-scholarship to talented, deserving yet underprivileged students.

Kamilah’s heart beats fast but she suddenly felt a warm, inexplicable gush that rushed
through her.

Kamilah smiled at her father with a new hope.

YEAR ONE: THE ENCOUNTER THAT LEADS TO MANY MORE ENCOUNTERS
Kamilah slowly tries to read the characters framed on the Mabuhay temple walls. She is
practicing her Mandarin.

It has been two months since she enrolled at Guang Ming College. 1t has been two months
of self-motivation not to go home yet, amidst the homesickness and culture shock, because it is
her goal to finish college and become a teacher. It has been two months since she last saw her
parents trying to hide their tears when they left Kamilah to study at the temple.

Kamilah reads the writing on the wall, “Affinity has brought you and I together, With
compassion and unity we shall celebrate our family. {RE B &M (H18 ZIREOCERFT!

Kamilah realizes that she is now getting to know more her third set of “family” — the first
ones were her Muslim friends in Lanao, the second set was her Catholic friends in Cavite, and
now, she is knowing more with new friends learning Buddhism with her. She doesn’t wear hijab
inside her new home. Her parents gave her the permission not to- not because she is denying her
religion but because she accepts and respects that in her new home at Mabuhay temple, Buddhism
is the guiding religion.

Eventually, Kamilah not only gained friends but sisters, who, like her, are away from their
families while learning and growing together under the framework of Humanistic Buddhism and
Life Education. Days are not always a perfect and joyful but what Kamilah soon realizes is that
she is never alone. She has her sisters, especially the ones who takes the same course with her, and
she is blessed enough to have all five of them.

YEAR TWO: (RE)DISCOVERING WITHIN

As a Theatre Arts major, Kamilah has subjects like Philippine Contemporary Theatre,
Theatre History, and so on... Kamilah wandered and wondered through the lessons showing
different cultures and performances of societies and communities.

She remembers how performances are done in her first home in Lanao; she is reminded of
the beauty of the weaving malong that visualizes the symbols of the Badjao culture; she recognizes
how her own history should be carefully amalgamated with her recent experiences for her totality
of becoming whole; and she realizes how important it is not to forget all her previous “homes”
and acknowledge the present- that makes her a culture-bearer of her land and, at the same time,
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an active propagator of the Three Acts of Goodness.
All of these empowers her aspire to become an educator and an artist one day.

One of Kamilah’s experiences was to become part of the production staff for a Pasinaya
Festival, the biggest on-day multi-arts festival in the country organized by the Cultural Center
of the Philippines featuring different performing arts companies, colleges, and communities in
the Philippines. Guang Ming College was part of the Pasinaya performers and, as a Theatre Arts
major; Kamilah was the Stage Manager to a performance entitled, “Emptiness”.

Kamilah has watched several local and international performances before this moment.
Since Guang Ming College is walking-distance away from the Cultural Center of the Philippines,
she has been exposed in ballet, theatre, film and other contemporary productions.

She, then, understands, why “Emptiness” was created to be Guang Ming College’s
performance during the Pasinaya festival — because its concept explains an ideology of Guang-
Ming-College-trained artists; it expresses an identity that is molded in a Humanistic Buddhist
art space; it contains an expression of wisdom that is gained through understanding the nature
of reality — “Emptiness is not nothingness”, the performance exhibits, “...emptying the Self
and collectively welcoming interconnectedness in diversity; embracing the paradox of clinging
to emptiness can never be emptiness; individualistic goalessness is knowing beyond knowing;
letting go of the objective worldview, of the self-being, of the obsession to the ultimate transient
things...” through a contemporary dance. As the Heart Sutra articulates, “...gone, gone beyond,
gone all together beyond, awaken, all hail... then their heart is without hindrance, and since
without hindrance, without fear; escaping upside-down, dream-like thinking, and completely
realizing Nirvana.”

Kamilah becomes conscious of the kind of artist-teacher she would want to be.

YEAR THREE: ENJOYING AND NURTURING COEXISTENCE
In the beginning of the year, Kamilah was given the chance to travel to Taiwan and be
immersed in the culture of Fo Guang Shan, the Buddhist order sponsoring her education.

It was her first time to ride an airplane. It was her first time to experience the feeling of
taking off. Her heart beat fast again, like the inexplicable feeling she had when she first saw the
college brochure, but this time, it was louder than the sound of the engine of the airplane. After a
few heartbeats, she took courage to peep by the window beside her and she was appeased by the
majestic view.

In this particular journey she was amazed how the images read in books is now real in
front of her eyes. She was astounded by the view of Kaohsiung. She experienced the life and
culture in the Fo Guang Shan community. Again, she acquired new brothers and sisters in the Life
and Ch’an Conference where she practiced meditations, had discussions Buddhist literatures,
wrote Sutras, and served as a kitchen staff.

Also in the same year, she had a subject on Asian Theatre, she had the chance to explore on
other Asian traditions, (re)discovering their differences and similarities, especially in connection
with her own. Kamilah had the chance to dress up like an Indian, do the make up like a Beijing
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Opera actor, craft puppets like the Wayang Kulit of Indonesia, and explored more performances
in Asia through films and stage plays.

This year, Kamilah accepts syncretism as her identity.

YEAR FOUR: A FINALE THAT LEADS TO MORE BEGINNINGS
It is Kamilah’s last year at Guang Ming College, “Oh how time flies fast!”, she tells
herself.

As part of the Guang Ming College tradition, the Adulting Ceremony would take place: it
celebrates the coming of adulthood of the young children. This ceremony is observed and practiced
by some of the countries and colleges to recognize the youth’s independence. In Fo Guang Shan, it
is also celebrated by one of the University Consortium members, Nan Hua University in Taiwan.
In GMC’s own version of the Adulting Ceremony is a fusion of elements from the Chinese and
Filipino traditions. Hence, the rituals include the Tea Ceremony and the Gift Giving of Malongs:
tea, is a tonic symbolizing the vow of the students to support and supplement their family as
they become independent. It shows the development of their reliability in supporting their family
and gratitude for their family’s sacrifices, and their up bringing; the malong, a memorable fabric
to Kamilah, is a meaningful representation of the idea of being wrapped with love and care. In
Filipino traditions, a newborn is wrapped in a malong and in some cultures; a malong is used to
wrap a person even in death. Thus, the malong symbolizes the enumerable affection of parents
towards their child. Their warm hugs that made the child feel pleasant and safe at all times. It is
also assumed that the multi-colored design represents the various lessons in life that parents have
inculcated to their child.

The Adulting Ceremony exhibited the wholeness of Kamilah’s “present” self. The
acceptance of her parents of what she had become after three years of her education in GMC is a
huge contribution in Kamilah’s process in accepting other practices aside from what she has been
accustomed to before studying in GMC. The process of pluralism is still on going since learning
hasn’t stopped. There is acceptance, tolerance - there is peace. She is intact. A Muslim Student-
Artist practicing the Three Acts of Goodness of the Humanistic Buddhism faith.

FLIP is another Guang Ming College annual event. It is a recital of Fo Guang Shan
Educational Institutions, which intends to showcase their talents and propagate the Dharma
through their lives that are “flipped” or transformed through the support of the whole Fo Guang
Shan Community. The Guang Ming College scholars are both performers and staff for FLIP.

This specific year, Kamilah is a narrator, a choir member, an overall costume staff, and
a shadow puppeteer for a performance of a recreation of the wisdom-filled short story from
Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s Chan Heart, Chan Art*, “Purify Mind, Purify Land”:

It is a story of a devotee who offers flowers everyday to the Buddha and her brief
conversation with a venerable expressing how she wants to live in a monastery for she is at peace
when she is inside the temple. She has explained how she gets anxious in the realities of the places
outside the monastery for it is filled with troubles. With wisdom, he explains then that when mind
is pure, the land will also be. He then advises the devotee to see the metaphor of the maintaining
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the freshness of the flower to the mind, he makes her understand that “Our living environment is
like the water in a vase and we are the flowers. All we need is continuously purify our bodies and
minds. Changing our dispositions, constantly repenting, examining ourselves, and correcting our
bad habits and faults can we unceasingly absorb the nutrients from nature.”

The devotee tries to understand the wisdom that has been planted to her; she goes back
outside the temple and encounters death, old age and sickness among the crowd. Disturbed at first
until she fully realizes the wisdom that the venerable has shared her and it was to “...make the
bustling market place a place of practice. When practicing Chan, what need is there for waters,
mountains or land? But when you extinguish the fire of the mind, it is cool.” The Chan wisdom
then becomes her tool to focus the mind to be at peace in the midst of troublesome realities.

The performance of “Purify Mind, Purify Land” includes elements of shadow puppets
and live performances of instruments, and of actors. A movement piece was added to establish the
notion of the “bustling market place” that shows old age, sickness, and death — the same worldly
elements that the Buddha has encountered during his time, elements that still exist today that also
prove that the Buddha’s teachings are still relevant in today’s society. A chant is also composed and
sang based from the wisdom in the 365 Days for Travelers book published by Venerable Master
Hsing Yun published in 2015, “When the mind is at peace, the body will naturally be peaceful”.
As a finale, the mudras of Guan Yin are shown in shadows and the whole cast, including the
puppeteers, makes a procession of offering flowers to the Buddha.

For Kamilah, this performance is a culmination of her training as an educator through
storytelling, as an artist/performer, and as propagator of the Humanistic Buddhism principle.

FLIP: Change the World, Benefit Humanity serves as a testimony of how a Guang Ming College
scholar like Kamilah has been transformed to become a humble artist, a compassionate teacher,
and a responsible citizen of the world.

EPILOGUE: A CHAN MIND IS LIKE THE BRIGHT MOON fH B ?E'DS

One of Kamilah’s most memorable encounter as a Guang Ming College scholar was
when she was given a chance to meet the Venerable Master in person during the Life and Ch’an
Conference in Taiwan,

“Great compassion is the heart of the buddhas. Unconditional compassion is used to help sentient
beings.’ The bodhisattva cares about all sentient beings without distinction, whether they are
family or not. We should learn from all buddhas and bodhisattvas to broaden and free love from its
narrowest meaning of loving ourselves and our family to loving everyone in society, our country,
and throughout the world. Through compassion, we must expand the scope of love, purifying it
through wisdom, respecting all that we love, and making sacrifices to fulfill our love. If there can
be love and closeness among all people, how wide the world and universe would be!’”

In Kamilah’s young mind, she has understood the virtues that could make a peaceful
world, a world that respects all sentient beings and a world towards the creation of a Pure Land.
Kamilah — in Muslim it means perfect and complete: her process to perfection is brought about
by all her encounters and experiences that overflowed since Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s vision
in providing education to motivated and talented less fortunate Filipinos rippled and reached

3 Calligraphy of Venerable Master Hsing Yun as part of the FLIP, the Fo Guang Shan Educational Institutions Recital.2017
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her one high noon in the rice field of Cavite; in the present, her completeness is in her journey
in becoming an agent of societal transformation — a propagator of the teachings of Humanistic
Buddhist, a creator, a culture-bearer and teacher of arts that uplifts humanity, and a carrier of
peace within themselves and towards others.

Through the causes and conditions offered by Fo Guang Shan to the Guang Ming College
Scholars, like Kamilah, they are turning our to be advocates transformational performance arts.

“Life is as vast as the universe. It is now for me to explore! With such rare opportunity,
a Filipino youth like me will surely grow. Your heart is so pure that even if you are not always
with me and may be far from me, I always feel that as if you are walking with me in this journey.
What you have showered upon me is the chance to transform my life and reach my dreams...every
endeavor is aimed to benefit the people. Every undertaking is hoped to give confidence and faith
to the people. Every seed sown is nurtured so we may attain happiness and peace. Abide in the

Dharma.”*
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