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Dedication

Thisbook is dedicated to the memory of Sramaneri ka Padma Chhokid. In
the summer of 2006, Venerable Chhokid traveled to the 9" Sakyadhita
International Conference on Buddhist Women in KualaL umpur whereshe
became terminally ill. With great effort and the help of many friends she
made the journey home to Spiti and passed away shortly thereafter at
Y angchen Choling Monastery, high in the Indian Himalayas. Her life of
kindness, courage, and selfless commitment to the Dharma continues to
inspire everyone she knew.
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Introduction

In much of the Buddhist world, Buddhists tend to remain isolated in their
own communities, without much exposure to other peoples and cultures.
Buddhists in multicultural societies such as Malaysia, Singapore, and
Hawai'i, who are experienced in negotiating religious diversity, are the
exceptions. The va uable skills needed to engage meaningful ly with people
of other cultural backgrounds should be available to Buddhists in more
homogenous societies aswell. As the global vill age draws members of the
human family closer together, all aspectsof Buddhist cultural life expand,
demanding greater competency in global economics, health, education,
political organisation, social structures, language, religion, geography,
technology, and psychol ogy.

How can Buddhists, coming fromwidely diverse cultural backgrounds
and experience, learn to communicate more effectively among themselves
and with Buddhists from other traditions and cultural backgrounds? It is
often assumed that Buddhists around the world share the sameideals and
worldviews, but Buddhists from Bangladesh and Mongolia, Burma and
Korea, Austrdia and Nepal have very different life experiences and also
different perceptions of Buddhism. The concept of a monolithic Buddhist
perspective or consensus on any given topic is an illusion, since most
Buddhists have never had the opportunity to sit down and engage in
dialoguewith Buddhistsfrom other countries. Even when Buddhists speak
the same language, the lifestyles of rich and poor, urban and rural, young
and old vary starkly, just asin other world populations. Thereis still much
work to be done to engage Buddhists with different cultural backgrounds
and experience in genuine dialogue with each other.

It may be argued that Buddhists already constitute a global cultural
community. For hundreds of years, long before cell phones, the internet,
and satellite TV, Buddhists have been communicating, trading, sharing
ideas, and exchanging cultural traditions. As Buddhist thought and practise
was transmitted from India to Si Lanka, China, Tibet, Korea, Japan,
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Introduction

Southeast Asia, and around the world, it has been a conduit of culture and
the arts. For al its many cultural and philosophical variations, Buddhism
isacommon thread that links Asian culturestogether andincreasingly links
Asiaand the West. However, the demands of today’ sworld areincreasing
exponentially. Buddhists need to build on these shared cultural links,
expand their thinking, and create entirely new structures to meet these
demands.

Globalisation is not anew phenomenon. Human beings the world over
have been linked by connections of trade, religion, weather, and diseasefor
millions of years. What is new today is the intimate nature of human
beings interrelatednessbrought about by improved means of transportation
and media communication. New technologies allow usto directly engage
with people in other parts of the world in a matter of seconds. The
increasing pace of global discourseand connectivity has brought members
of the human family closer together ascommerceand culture becomemore
interdependent than ever before.

With these interconnections, there are new opportunities for cultural
exchange and human understanding, but huge communications gaps and
misunderstandings al so abound. Differences of language, wealth, religion,
health, geography, and political perspective continueto challenge human
relations. In today’s complex and rapidly changing world, ignorance is
moredangerousthanever. Therefore, fostering cross-cultural education and
dialogue is increasingly critical for human happiness and peace in the
world. As part of the human community, women aso participate in these
increasingly close and frequent exchanges. Intercultural dialogue among
Buddhist women began in earnest with the 1% Sakyadhita International
Conference on Buddhist Women in 1987. Since then, bonds of friendship
and understanding have fostered a profound level of intellectual and
interpersonal dialogue unknown to earlier generations of women. As
participants in Sakyadhita’'s vision of a Buddhist global village, we are
discovering how to best communicate and work to build each other's
strengths.

International discourse generally involves elites with similar values,
education, and experience, and often excludesthe voices of women. At first
glance, it seems nearly impossibl e for peoplefrom vastly different cultural
backgrounds, speaking different languages, raised with different social
norms, and viewing the world from different perspectives to hold a
meaningful conversation. Yet, if the human species is to flourish, it is
essential that people from all strata of society learn to communicate
effectively across cultural boundaries. Intercultural discourseisnot merely
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Introduction

a matter of persond enrichment, it is also essential for addressing the
seriousissuesthat face humankind today: poverty, violence, humanrights,
nuclear power, media ethics, international security, human trafficking,
economic ethics, health, and myriad other pressing concerns.

Any discussion of creatingagl obal multicultural community must begin
by exploring the notion of culture, the set of beliefs and practises that
characterise the way human beings organise themselves into groups. It is
generally acknowledged that cultures are fluid organisms, open to new
influences and changing over time. Cultural differences exist even within
any given society and can be the source of surprise, misunderstanding, and
amusement. For example, in Asian Buddhist languages, there is a clear
difference between a woman and a nun. Asian nuns do not consider
themselveswomen, because of clear distinctions between the identity and
lifestyle of nuns and other women. In Asia, huns and laywomen observe
different social protocols; they are expected to sleep in different areas, eat
at different tables, and behave differently. Transgressing these social
expectations may be perceived asignorant, selfish, ingopropriate, or even
arrogant. In English and other Western languages, however, nuns are
subsumed in the category “women.” In the West, nuns are treated no
differently than other women; for nunsto sleep apart, eat apart, or behave
differently than other women might be perceived as ignorant, selfish,
inappropriate, or even arrogant. In other words, social expectationsinAsia
and the West regarding terminol ogy and behaviour for nunsandwomenin
general arediametric opposites. The Sakyadhitalnternational Conferences
on Buddhist Women, which have brought Buddhist nuns and laywomen
from Asia and the West together since 1987, have been perfect occasions
to explore these cultural dichotomies. In these remarkable gatherings,
Buddhist women are pioneers in learning to negotiate different cultural
expectations in actual practise — exploring, expanding, and transcending
their own cultural horizons.

Another example of cultural diversty is the language used to address
monastics. In Asian Buddhist cultures, the decision to live a renunciant
lifestyleishighly regpected and that respect is expressed in the terms used
to address nuns and monks. To call a renunciant by name without a
qualifier such as “venerable’” or “teacher” sounds very rude in Asian
societies and each Asian has specialised language and protocols for
expressing respect. Traditional Buddhist usage may be perceived
differently in other cultural contexts, however. In Western cultures, the
ideal of social equdity suggeds that everyone be addressed with equal
respect. Although thisideal isnot applied evenly to all membersof Western
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Introduction

societies, by any means, to address a nun or monk as “venerable” may
sound pretenti oustothe Western ear and may even createresentment. Since
words have power and may arouse strong emotions, learning to use
language across cultures is a specia skill that requires mindfulness and
practise. Situations can become even more complicated when dealing with
different levels of ordination and dozens of different languages. At the
Sakyadhita Conferences, Buddhist women have had opportunities to
discuss, reflect, and practise these different forms of address.

Thereareno fixed Buddhist protocols and there are many challengesto
creating terminol ogy that woul d be agreeabletoall. Many English-speaking
Asian Buddhists today use Venerable as a term of address for both nuns
and monks, regardless of their ordination status. One concernisto include
all nuns, regardless of ordination status; another is gender equity. It is not
uncommon to hear bhiksus, male novices, and even laymen addressed as
Venerable, Most V enerable, Mahathero, His Eminence, and His Holiness,
whileordained nuns may be addressed as“ aunties’ or “mothers.” Because
Buddhists are concerned with human suffering, it isimportant to be awvare
of and to question the gender discrimination that is reflected in such
language. L anguageisan important aspect of intercultural communications,
so it is important for Buddhists to practise using language skilfully and
precisely to expand human understanding and express wisdom and
compassion.

Intercultural communication is not simply about language, of course.
Real ms of meaning can be conveyed through music, art, healing practises,
meditation, gestures, and silence. These nonverba means of
communication can be used to advantage in devel oping patience, kindness,
peacefulness, and other qualitiesto help calm and heal our chaotic world.
Sometimessimply seeing awoman address a gathering from amicrophone
canbeacatalyst that inspiresaction and | eadership. Watching thesacrifices
of a compassionate caregiver can prompt someone to give generously or
pursueacareer in public health. Seeingathousand women light candlesfor
world peace can inspire international peacebuilding. These are rea-life
examples of the many benefits that accrued from the 9" Sakyadhita
ConferenceinMalaysia. They demonstratehow anorgani sationcan benefit
its members in countless ways and strengthen their voices.

Skill in communications has enormous implications for interpersonal
relations, aswell asfor labour relations, interfaith dialogue, and diplomacy
among nations. Beginning to see through our assumptions and fixations
about how things areand how they should be —theillusionswe have — and
beginning to feel others’ hopes, dreams, and fears will not only free us
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psychologically, but will also give us a deeper understanding of the
Buddhd s teachings. Fixed mental images about ourselves and others
simply get in the way of awholesome, unfettered, openhearted goproach to
life. With practise, we become more adept at setting aside our personal
interests and working together on issues of importance to all women, all
Buddhists, and all of humanity. Coming together, we begin to realise that
weall drink from the same watersand breathe the same air. When the skies
and waterways become polluted, weall feel the effects. Asahuman beings,
we al suffer the devastating effects of global conflict, exploitation,
poverty, and disease. Aswomen, we devel op empathy and compassion for
the special sufferings of women and children caught in a vicious cycle of
poverty and oppression. As Buddhists, we realise that by purifying our
minds of selfish concern, we can expand the scope of our compassion to
includethe Earth’ ssufferingbillionsand begintowork actively toalleviate
their suffering.

Buddhism originated in a specific cultural context in northern India
more than 2500 years ago, but it has never been limited by ethnic or
cultural identity. The Buddha attracted a following assembly of many
different kinds of people, in which no one was rejected on the basis of
family history. The early Buddhist Sangha broke through boundaries of
gender, caste, and colour, a atime when boundaries were far more rigidly
fixed than today, to create a community of like-minded spiritual friends
(kalyanamitra) travelling the path toward liberation together. Over many
centuries, the Buddhi st teachi ngs spread to many vastly diverselands, until
today it spans the globe, reaching virtualy every country in the world.
Fromtheclassical texts and contexts, the Buddhist teachings and traditions
have been trandlated into many languages and are now available
electronically at the click of amouse. People of many nationalities travel
the globe interpreting the teachings in avast array of cultural settings

Cross-cultural communications have been ongoing for hundreds of
years of Buddhist transmission, requiring new ways to tell the story and
new strategies to express Buddhist values. Today more than ever, as the
Dharma moves beyond boundaries and confronts new cultural biases and
influences, itstransmissionrequiresskilled and knowledgeabl einterpreters.
TheBuddhist principlesof mindf ulness, concentration, wisdom, andloving
kindness are tailor-made for this process and flexible enough to adapt to
circumstances. Practising these principles, Buddhist women can become
agents of social change in a troubled world. By fostering a truly global
perspective, they are valuable partnersin multicultural dialogue, fostering
and encouraging the best in everyone for the good of the world.
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| am very grateful to all thescholars, practitioners, artists, and activists
who have contributed their wealth of knowledge and experience to make
thisbook possible. The book is the result of years of collaboration among
hundreds of women from many different cultural backgrounds, speaking
from their own first-hand experience of living, working, practising, and
communicating across cultures. The essays included here touch on many
aspects of Buddhist culture and Buddhist women’s pioneering efforts to
expand their cultural horizons through travel, education, meditation, and
social activism. The essays document the achievements of women and the
contributionsthey have made, not only to their own families, temples, and
communities, but also to multicultural dialogue internationally.

| would like to express my heartfelt appreciation to the organisers,
assistants, and supporters of the 9" Sakyadhita Conference on Buddhist
Women in Kuala Lumpur in 2006. | especidly wish to thank Bhiksunis
Chang Heng, Lee Terk, and Sing Kan for their courageous leadership and
to all those who collaborated so selflessly to make this conference such a
remarkabl e success. My boundless gratitude goes to Evelyn Diane Cowie,
Becky Paxton, and Christie Y u-Ling Changfor their invaluable friendship,
creativity, cheerfulness, and editorial skills. Without them, this project
would have been impossible. This project has been a global multicultural
endeavour throughout, involving many languages, cultures, and
international communications. Everyone involved has been enriched —
learningto moreeffectively and authentical ly transmit the depth and beauty
of the Buddhist wisdom traditions. We continue in the commitment that
Buddhist women'’ s pioneering efforts will help ensure that these priceless
ancient traditions continue to enrich the global community.
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1
Roots/Routes: Transmitting the Buddhadharma
across Time and Place: Challenges and Implications
for Contemporary Buddhist Women

Sharon A. Suh

We are currently living in an historic moment of time-space compression.
What was once foreign and far away isnow readily available at the click of
a computer mouse, the speed dial of a cell phone and instant text
messaging.' As we become more wireless and immediate in our methods of
communication and are able to travel incredible distances through time and
space, it seems crucial to consider what happens to us when there are fewer
and fewer actual wires, cords, and ties connecting and rooting us to place.
What happens when we travel across borders either as immigrants or
refugeesand have no sense of roots, resources, and identity in the new land?

Certainly globalisation, multiculturalism, transnationalism and hybridity
are terms that have acquired a certain cachet and denote a sense of
sophisticated chic.? Globalisation and wireless connections have enabled us
to encounter a tremendous wealth of diversity in cultures, traditions,
economies, religions, etc. Indeed, one aspect of globalisation and
multiculturalism is the sense of what the Buddha calls interconnectedness
and what Vietnamese Buddhist monk, Thich Nhat Hanh, callsinterbeing.
Y et at the same time, we must interrogate and critique our easy use of the
terms globalisation and multiculturalism, for these terms are deeply tied to
the economic, political and social buying, selling, and control of people,
cultures, objects, and religions. Have globalisation and multiculturalism
really enabled us to interrelate and communicate in meaningful ways that
bring about social, political, religious, and economic justice? Or are most
of us still limited and isolated in our own biases, ignorance, and
individualism, despite the presence of so much diversity? | would like to
offer some critical inquiry into the challenges of thinking about globalism
and multiculturalism and map out the terrain of key issues and questions
that must be asked when addressing women in a global multicultural world.

Let mefirst begin with a simple working definition, for globalisation is
certainly not a monolithic term. In general, globalisation has been
understood in two general ways. “The first and most general isworldwide
interconnectedness... the increasing movement of people, ideas and
knowledge, goodsand services, culture, crime, technology, and more across
international borders.”® The second aspect of globalisation is*the particular
form of economic globalisation prevailing in our world today.”* According
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to ethicist Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, economic globalisation is defined by the
following set of characteristics: “rapid increase in the movement of goods
and services aswell as capital — trade and investment — across international
borders,” privatisation, accelerating commodification of life experiences
and life forms, strategic marketing of Western consumerist ways of life
around the world, commodification of money, and the increasing power of
unaccountable economic players relative to more or less democratic
governments in order to enable these developments.®

Buddhism has historically provided important sol utionsto the problems
of consumption for over 2,500 years, yet | would argue that we still need to
examine what happens to a religion when it can be commodified, object-
ified and transformed into a product for sale on the internet at the click of
amouse. What are the implicationsfor the practitioners of atradition when
its rituals, doctrines and practises are priced for the wealthy and offered
with such catchy titles asBuddhism in a Box? | am often struck by the
immense disparity between the acquisition of Buddhism by the wealthy and
the challenges to practise faced by so many Buddhist women around the
world who have struggled for full participation and recognition as fully
ordained nuns.

In my own work on Asian American Buddhism in the U.S., | ask this
question simply because, when thinking about the construction of global
formsof Buddhism, | am struck by the relative ease with which adominant
culture can borrow, transform, and create a form of Buddhism that often
marginalises the Asian immigrants who brought the Dharmato the U.S. in
the first place. Similarly, it seems that oftentimes the devotional practises
of Buddhism are downplayed and the meditative practises come to be the
defining characteristics of the Buddhist traditions as it travels to different
milieu. When seen through the lens of meditation alone, Buddhist practises
of social engagement and social justice often are overlooked and the
tradition becomes reductionistic and isolationist. Yet there are extensive
networks of international global support through Buddhist institutions such
as Tzu Chi (Ciji) Foundation, based in Taiwan, that have moved across
time, place, and religion to provide relief from natural disasters, public
health epidemics, and poverty. While there are trends toward the
commodification and objectification of Buddhism, we must continually
work to transform the international image of Buddhism to include its
compassionate forms of social engagement: education programmes,
healthcare, disaster relief, movements for political and religious freedoms,
and effortstoward economic justice and inter-religious dial ogue.

It is certainly no secret that many American converts to Buddhism are
quite wealthy upper-middle-class practitioners who wish to challenge the
ill effects of rabid consumerism and, as has often been expressed, the
authoritative Jewish and Christian traditions. Y et, as someone who studies
Buddhism in North America, | am forced to ask what happens when this
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new form of Buddhism develops as “American Buddhism” yet does not
interact, respond, or reflect the concerns of non-racially dominant
Buddhists? In other words, what happens when, in constructing a new form
of Buddhism, the voices of minorities are not heard? In what ways are we
blind to the particular struggles that many Buddhist immigrants encounter
while living in a new land? What damage do we do to the practise of
Buddhism when these voices are continually marginalised in the narrative
of a country’s Buddhist community? In what ways do we perhaps
unintentionally create a Buddhism that is of one colour? While these
guestions are particular to my own experiences in the United States, the
topics of race, diaspora, and gender have also been central themes at the
Sakyadhita conferences.

The introduction of Buddhism to the U.S. hasitsoriginsin the arrival of
Asian immigrants who came to fill a need for cheap labour and continued
with the arrival of such famous Zen masters such as Suzuki Roshi and the
rise of the Beat poets who embraced the free spirit of Zen associated with
the rise of the countercultural movement. | have noticed that many images
of Buddhism in the U.S. tend to overlook the faces and practises of actual
Asian Americans for a more abstracted image of distant monks on the high
Himalayas connecting with the lowlands vialaptopsin commercial sselling
high-speed internet connections. In the long lineage of Orientalist fantasies
of faraway places, the media image of the Buddhist monk comes to
symbolise that which isat firstinaccessible yet desired —the abstract sacred
world. This abstract Other is then brought into the immediate present — for
the sake of the consumer who wishes to have that which is far away right
now. This longing for the Other has been described by philosopher Martha
Nussbaum as Descriptive Romanticism, which not only idealisesbut freezes
the desired Other in atimel ess captivity of our own imaginations and, at the
same time, denigrates what one finds in one’s own culture.® | do not wish
to imply that all American Buddhists lack commitment, but, rather, that in
the United States there are many who perceive Buddhism not so much as
areligion but rather as a commodity that is available for purchase through
mala beads, t-shirts, CDs, and statues.

Certainly, multiculturalism has had its heyday as a feel-good concept,
but depending on time and place, it also sometimes stands for a widening
of vision without the concomitant transformation of perspective and attitude
in the face of difference. In other words, multiculturalism can sometimes be
a catch word that denotes an acceptance of others, so long as that which
defines the multi in multicultural is somewhat assimilated and, in effect,
controlled.

While Buddhism in the U.S. is still at a very young stage of
development, having really grown with the change in Asian immigration
status since the 1965 Immigration and Nationalities Act, it provides a
unique example of the complexities of the global, multicultural nature of
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Buddhism. This is precisely because Buddhism in America is not
monolithic; rather, it consists of both A sian immigrants of the first, second,
third and fourth generations, white Euro-American converts, African
Americans and increasing numbers of Latino practitioners. In addition, all
over theU.S., one can find numerous temples representing Theravada, Zen,
PureLand, Jodo Shinshu, Korean, Chinese, Tibetan, Shingon, and Nichiren
traditionsas neighbours in one city. Now at first glance, it seemsthat indeed
Buddhism in Americaisindeed aglobal and multicultural phenomenon. Y et
there are some critical issues that must be attended to in order to get an
accurate picture of the flourishing of Buddhism in this particular locale.
Currently, various Buddhist communitiesin the U.S. are engaged in the
process of creating a new form or perhaps a new yana of Buddhism —
American Buddhism —yet, despite the multicultural nature of Buddhismin
the United States, the voices that have yet to be adequately heard from and
invited into dialogue and construction of this new yana arethose of non-
white women who are deeply involved in practise.
| would like to share with you some of my recent thinking about women

in Buddhism, thoughts which emerged from a recent conference on
“Women Practising Buddhism: American Experiences” in April of 2005.
My hopeisto show how an examination of Buddhism in the U.S. indicates
that the issues of race cannot be overlooked when theorising about B uddhi st
women in a global and multicultural world. In my own work on Buddhism
in the United States, my reflections and critique come from my own
examination of the Korean American Buddhist communities that have
emerged in the United States since the 1970s. My interest in looking at
Asian American communities involves the context of immigrant lives and
asking how people find resonance in the Buddha’'s teachings to help them
cope with the concerns and issues of living as recent immigrants, such as:

racism;

inability to speak the dominant language;

disadvantaged economic status;

increasing assimilation and acculturation of their children;

difficulty in teaching the Buddhadharma to their children and

inadequate temple resourcesto teach younger children; and

religious marginaisation in their own ethnic group.

Clearly, these issues are global and international concerns. In my talks
on Buddhism in the United States, | often note that we need to bring to the
table the voices of those who have been largely left out of the conversation
so far — minority women. W e need to include women, who are perhaps the
largest supporters of Asian Buddhist temples, in the conversation and the
process of constructing new forms of Buddhism in America. When we do
so, we begin to see how the Buddhist tradition offers immense resources
that help practitioners come to terms with the struggles of everyday living.
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Y et, interestingly, one of the common responsesthat | have heard about the
reasons for not having more Asian American Buddhists included in
conferences and panelsissimply alack of English speaking skills and some
insurmountable cultural divide. | would respond that, as technologically
advanced aswe are, we can certainly spend the time and resources to bring
in interpreters. When we lose the critical voicesof Asian American women,
we misrepresent and misconstrue the Buddhist tradition and recreate forms
of racial discrimination where Asian American voices and practises are not
considered valid enough to construct the new American Buddhism.

Moving from the U.S.-specific context to the international context, we
need to further question what we mean by global, multicultural Buddhist
traditions. Whose voices make up these communities and whose voices are
left out? When thinking about Buddhism from a global perspective, | often
think about the women in Buddhist countries who are struggling for full
ordination status, legal recognition, access to education, political freedom,
and national independence, who may be jailed for vocalising their views.
| think of women struggling to feed their children. Thelist of women who
are struggling in the international context goes on and, without
organisations like Sakyadhita, many of these struggles would be localised,
without the global support necessary to forge real change.

Interestingly, many contemporary feminist scholars of Buddhism
maintain that women are responsible for transforming and revitalising the
Buddhist communitiesto make them gender equitable. Although the active
presence of women in Buddhism has been well documented, there is often
an assumption that the transformative work is done primarily by Euro-
American women. This assumption results in a separation between Asian
forms of Buddhism, also known as “traditiona” Buddhisms, and what is
commonly understood to be a more gender-liberated Buddhist community.
“Traditional Buddhism” has come to denote that which is “Other,”
“foreign,” and “ unassimilatable.” Consequently, the contributions of Asian
women to the development of gender-equitable Buddhism are often
overlooked.

| would like to raise the following questions for us to consider:

What groups of individuals constitute the concept of a nation and
what forms of Buddhism are considered authentic?

Where do diasporic Buddhist communities fit in their own new
homelands?

How can attending to the needs of ethnic Sanghas in all nations
challenge our understanding of what it means to be Buddhist?
What are the various ways that women in Buddhism have resisted
both patriarchal and racial forms of oppression?

What can we learn about Buddhism and feminism when we learn to
listen to women who are deeply engaged in the D harma, but whose
voices have yet to be heard?
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Although the majority of Buddhist Dharma teachers have historically
come from Asia, most of their students have been white Euro-Americans
converts. The process of conversion has been well documented in works on
American Buddhism, but there is little written about the Asian American
Buddhist women in the United Stateswho have helped transplant and, as a
result, transformed the tradition. Women do much of the work of
maintaining and transmitting Buddhist traditionsto younger generationsin
Asian American Buddhist communities. Therefore, we need to focus
attention on the specific work done by Asian A merican women in diverse
communities of Buddhists, such as the Cambodian, Chinese, Japanese,
Korean, Thai, and Vietnamese Sanghas.

The Asian American women | am speaking about are largely laywomen.
Their primary form of practise is lay devotion rather than meditation. This
is another reason why their presence is often effaced in discussions of
American Buddhism. Western Buddhist feminists often overlook
laywomen’s devotional practises, in spite of the fact that they have long
argued for the equality of women in this over 2500-year-old religion. Most
books on American Buddhist women reflect a fascination with meditation
at the expense of lay devotion. Non-meditative practises are characterised
as “popular religion” and, therefore, as | ess authentic forms of Buddhism.
The problem with this hierarchy of practises is that for most Asian
American lay Buddhist women, devotional practises are their main forms
of practise. Hence, Asian A merican women'’s practises are devalued as | ess
worthwhile endeavours. | argue for a reconceptualisation of Buddhist
practise. We need to take seriously the centrality of lay devotion in
Buddhist women's lives. If we fail to do so, we distort the nature of
Buddhism in America. Additionally, valuing meditation over lay devotion
reinforces a mind-body dichotomy that values the mind, which is the locus
of meditation, over the body, which is the locus of devotional practises such
as bowing.

In thinking about globalisation, multiculturalism, and Buddhism, we
need to look at the centrality of religion in diasporic communities and its
intersections with race, immigration, ethnicity, culture, and politica and
economic contexts. In particular, we also need to address how immigrant
religious institutions often serve as the primary sources of: preserving
ethnic identities, offering social and economic safety nets, and mediating
the experience of relocation, resettlement, and acculturation.

The traditional view of the role of religion in the lives of immigrants to
the U.S. have stressed assimilation and the melting pot image where
culturesof origin and ethnicities have been subsumed under the category of
one of three religions in the U.S. — Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish. This
view fit the reality of the time prior to the 1960s, when most newcomers
were white ethnics of European origin and became thoroughly incorporated
into American life within a generation or two. But for those immigrants,
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particularly from Asia, who wereallowed to enter following theamendment
of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, the paradigm of
assimilation was not and is not necessarily appropriate, precisely because
race is not completely assimilable. For many non-dominant communities,
race and religion are inextricably linked. To accurately understand and
examine Asian American communities in North America, it is imperative
to note that race matters.

| would like to conclude with the assertion that, in theorising
globalisation and multiculturalism, we must be willing to acknowl edge that
the transmission of the Dharma across time and place, and the power and
ability to define new forms of Buddhism, cannot rest in the hands of the few
with most resources. Rather, we must acknowledge and make an effort to
include the diversity of voices and forms of practises that make up the
multiple Sanghas internationally so that we can avoid a reductionist and
commodified form of Buddhism.
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Pioneering Buddhist Women
across Cultures

Hema Goonatilake

Buddhi st women through the centuries have been challenging patriarchy in
different cultures and in different ways. These challenges began with
Pajapati Gotamt in the sixth century BCE and continue up to the present
day. This paper reviews the challenges to patriarchy offered by these
pioneering women as model s relevant to contemporary times.

Demonstration to Win Equal Rightsin theMonastic Order

Pajapati Gotami, the Buddha' s own aunt, wasthe first Buddhist woman
to challenge institutionalised patriarchy. Her request to be admitted to the
Buddhist order was declined by the Buddha three times. A determined
Pajapati Gotami™ and her retinue of royal women cut off their hair, donned
saffron-col oured robes, and wal ked nearly ahundred milesto stage thefirst
recorded women’ sdemongtrationto winequal rightsinthe monasticorder.
When they arrived in Vaisali wherethe Buddha wasresiding at that time,
Ananda, the Buddha' s attendant and disciple, saw Pajapati Gotami with
swollen feet, all covered with dust and crying outside the gateway and
pleaded with the Buddha to grant the women admission to the order. The
Buddha conceded that the spiritual potential of women and menis equal.
Heagreedtoadmit Pajapati Gotamt, but reportedly declared that, with the
entry of nuns, the order would last just 500 years. According to the
Bhikkhuni~ Khandhaka of the Cullavagga, the Buddha decreed eight
important observances (attha garudhamma) before Gotami™ was given
permission to enter the order. The first of these eight special observances
is that a bhikkhuni- ordained even for a hundred years should make
salutation to a bhikkhu who has just been initiated. In the Cullavagga
record, Pajapati Gotami alone received higher ordination by accepting
those observances. The rest of the royal women were ordained by monks,
however, not by the Buddha, and there is no evidence that they agreed to
abide by the eight observances." Yet, it cannot be denied that these rules
involve the subordination of nunsto monks.

Although Gotami reportedly accepted the eight special observances
imposed on her “like agarland of jasmineflowers,” she did not hesitate to
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register her defiance. Thisiswell attested by a passage in which, on alater
occasion, she requested the Buddha to withdraw the first and most
offensive of the eight. Inits place, she enjoined himto institute a protocol
between nuns and monks of greeting and paying respect according to
seniority, similar to the protocol observed among monks. The Buddha is
said to have rejected her request, pointing out that the followers of other
religioussectswerenot in thehabit of honouring and salutingwomen. This
request by Gotami is the first recorded institutional protest against male
supremacy in the Buddhist order and perhaps the first such protest
anywhere.

Pioneering Poets

The admission of women into the monastic order opened up new avenues
for women. Women whose lives had been restricted to the roles of wives,
mothers, tenders of the household, and caretakers of the sick got the
opportunity to serve as teachers and spiritual masters. The Therigatha, a
Pali text, contains 522 poetic expressionsof joy uttered by thetheris(elder
nuns) who attained liberation after having long been victimised by
oppressive husbands and societal expectations for women. The fact that
these verses were included in the Theravada canon demonstrates that the
literary contributions of thetheri's were recogni sed as outstanding. These
poetic expressions of the spiritual experiences of the theri's during the
Buddhd s time are recognised as among the first poetic expressions hy
women in literary history.?

The First Woman Ambassador

Theri Sanghamittais the first recorded female ambassador in history. In
the third century BCE, she was commissioned as an envoy by a head of
state — her father, the Indian Emperor Asoka—to travel to Sri Lankato
meet another head of state, King Devanampiya Tissa.® In 306 BCE, Thera
Mahinda, Emperor Asoka sson, arrivedin Sri Lankaand delivered hisfirst
talk in Anuradhapurato an audience headed by King Devanampiya Tissa.
Thefirsttogainthefirst stageof attainment (sotapatti) after listeningtothe
Buddhd steachings expounded by TheraM ahindawere not monks, but the
royal women in the audience. Anula, the wife of the king's younger
brother, and her entourage then informed Thera M ahinda that they wished
to enter the monastic order. He suggested that the king send a message to
his father, asking him to send his sister to perform the ordination.
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Consequently, Emperor Asoka arranged for his daughter Thert
Sanghamitta, a bhikkhunt, to sail to Sri Lanka along with 16 other nuns
carrying a branch of the bodhi tree under which the Buddha attained
enlightenment. The subsequent ordination of Anula and her entourage by
Sanghamitta and her colleagues marked the beginning of the bhikkhuni
order in Sri Lanka and heralded a new erafor women.

From that time on, Sri Lankan bhikkhunis helped create and shape the
religious and cultural landscape of Sri Lanka. Their religious influence
continued for centuries, up to the eleventh century, when the bhikkhuni
order disappeared after an invasion from South Indiathat destroyed all the
monasterieson theisland.* Thereisevidenceto suggest that nuns possessed
their own version of the Vinaya and their own distinctive traditions of
interpretation.® There al so existed an unbroken succession of nunteachers
beginning from the time of Sanghamitta. This succession of teachers had
no links with theline of teachers among the monks.®

Pioneer Feminist Historiographers

It has been argued that the Dipavamsa (The Island’s Chronicle), the first
historical document of Sri Lanka (indeed, for South Asia) was written by
bhikkhuni s duringthe fourth century CE.” Thelater chronideMahavamsa
(The Great Chronicle), written in the sixth century by the monk
Mahanama, though based on the earlier Dipavamsa, totally ignores the
detailed descriptions of the development and expansion of the bhikkhuni
order to other parts of the country and the spiritual and intellectual
attainments of the nuns.

Another matter of central interest isthe variant narratives regarding the
Sri Lankan nunsin thetwo chronicles. The atainment of sotapatti (stream
enterer) by Anula and her attendants, “the first case of the attainment of a
stage of sanctification which occurredin Sri Lanka,” appearsin Chapter 12
of the Dipavamsa, but does not appear in the Mahavamsa. The later
chronicle gives only a partid, mae-only history of the religious and
cultural development of the country. The Dipavamsa chronicle, afourth-
century “nuns’ tale,” isthusthe earliest example of arecorded “her story”
in Sri Lanka, and perhaps anywhere in the world.?
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Historical Journeys by Women

Similarly, although the event is not mentioned in the Mahavamsa, the
Dipavamsa describes travel s made by nuns to foreign countries to spread
the Buddhadharma.’ Two nuns, Sivalaand Mahaniha, spread Buddhismin
Jambudvipa (India) in the first century CE. A Sanskrit inscription found
in Nagarjunakonda, a well-established centre of Mahayana learning in
SouthIndia, alsorefersto nunsfrom Tamrapanni (Sri Lanka) who engaged
in spreading Buddhism there.*

Themost significant travelsmade by Sri Lankan nunsare not mentioned
in any of the Sri Lankan records, but only in Chinese sources. According
to the Pi-chiu-ni-chuan (Biographies of Buddhist of Nuns) compiled by
Pao-chang in 520 CE and the biographers of Gunavarman and
Sanghavarman, two teams of Sinhalese nuns travelled to Nanjing, China,
inthefifth century. Thefirst delegation, headed by Devasara(Tie-suo-luo),
arrived in 429 CE and the second in 433 CE. The Sri Lankan bhikkhuni's
conducted a higher ordination at Nanlin Monastery to more than 300
Chinese nuns who, until then, had received ordination only from monks.
Thetravels made by thesetwoteams of Sri Lankan bhikkhunisto Nanjing,
China, in the fifth century CE perhaps are the longest recorded travel by
women anywhere, up to that time.™*

Empress Wu of China

Empress Wu Zetian (625-705 CE), the only female monarch in Chinese
history, is credited for her preeminent contributions to the devel opment of
Buddhism during the Tang Dynasty in China. She was portrayed as
autocratic and ruthless by some historians and admired by others. She
challenged traditional Confucian roles for women, and in gaining power,
behavedin specifically maleways. At the age of 14, she became known for
her wit, intelligence, and beauty. Shewas recruitedto the court of Emperor
Taizong and soon became his favourite concubine. Wu became a nun for
awhile after the emperor’ s death, then returned to the imperial palace and
became the favourite concubine and eventually the wife of Emperor
Gaozong, son of Emperor Taizong. When the emperor’s health failed,
through a series of manipul ations, she assumed full power over the empire.
Because Confucian ideol ogy did not permit awomanto ascend the throne,
Wu' syoungest son was placed on the throne, while she made decisionsin
his name.**
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Wu led an aggressive campaign to challenge Confucian beliefs against
women gaining paositions of authority. In 690, when her youngest son left
the throne, Wu Zetian was declared empress of China. She succeeded in
changing the traditional male power dructures at court and tried to
establish a new dynasty that gave power to women. She declared that the
ideal ruler was onewhoruled like amother doesover her children. In order
to elevate the position of women, she commissioned scholars to write
biographies of famous women and also raised the position of women by
offering them high political posts. Although she was ruthlessin her quest
for power, her rule proved to be benign. She found the most competent
people to run the government, regardless of their birth, and sought to
eliminate nepotism, bribery, and corruption. She revitalised the
examination system whereby government officials were sdected by merit
and initiated the practise of personally interviewing candidates to identify
the most talented candidates. She encouraged initiative and rewarded those
who offered sound advice. She promoted public works projectsto improve
irrigation and increase agricultural production, and reduced taxes for
farmers.

During her reign, Empress Wu favoured Buddhism over Daoism asthe
state religion. She moved the court from Xian to the old capital of Loyang
and invited China' smost gifted architects to build Buddhist temples. She
financed the construction of huge monastic centres and many of the finest
Buddhist cave sculptures were created during her reign. The 17-metre
seated statue of Vairocana Buddha that was carved into the Thousand
Buddha Cavesat Loyang is said to resemblethe empress.

TheWorld’'sFirst Female Astronomer

Sondok became the sole ruler of the Korean Buddhist kingdom of Shillain
632 CE, a the age of 22. She learned about stars from the royal
astronomers during her childhood years. At the age of 15, she hoped to
discuss astronomy with Lin Fang, the ambassador from China, who was
al'so an astronomer, but he was reluctant, because he considered woman’'s
place to be in the home and not in the scientific world. He told Sondok,
“Surely you cannot imaginethat | would converseon such aserioussubject
with a young lady? It would be unnatural and wholly against the laws of
propriety.”*?

Lin Fang convinced Sondok’s faher, the king, to introduce a new
official calendar, claimingthat the Chinese Sui cal endar was superior to the
Korean one. When a solar eclipse was about to occur, Sonduk cal culated
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thetimethat it would occur, thereby provingthat the cal culationsaccording
to the Chinesecal endar werewrong. Thisangered the Chinese ambassador,
who lashed out at Sondok, saying, “Astronomy is not for women. Go do
something female like look after silkworms.” The king consequently
forbade Sondok to study the moon and stars. At the age of 15, inamessage
she placed in her grandmother'sancestral jar, Sondok wrote, “Will we ever
know the truth about the stars? | am too young to venture atheory about our
universe. | only know that | want to understand more deeply. | want to
know all I can know. Why should it be forbidden?’*

One of Sonduk’s special contributions to science was the construction
of Chonsongdae Observatory. For many years, she begged her father to
build this observatory, so that she could view the stars more closely.
Chonsongdae Observatory was built according to her design, using
365 stones, one for each day of the year. The tower was built on a
platform of twelve tiles, one for each of the twelve months, and
had 27 levels, representing that the fact that Sonduk was the 27" ruler of
the Shilla Dynasty. Chonsongdae Observatory is 29 feet high and is still
standingtoday, the ol dest remai ning astronomical observatory in East Asia.

Sondok was the king' s eldest daughter and ascended the thronein 632,
after the king died. Queen Sondok was the first woman to become the
gueen of a Korean kingdom. She became the most famous queen of
aKorean state and revitalised Buddhism during her 14-year reign. Among
the Buddhist temples and cave sculptures she built was Hwangnyong
Pagoda, one of the other famous constructions of Korea. The ninetiers of
the pagoda symbolised Shilla's ambition to conquer nine other East Asian
nations and to protect the kingdom from foreigninvasions. Unfortunately,
thisfamous construction was destroyed during the Mongol invasion in the
13" century. Today, she is perhaps best known for the cultural impact of
her reign.

Sondok was also skilledin foreign rel ationsand defence strategies. Her
reign was a violent one, marked by rebellions and conflicts in the
nei ghbouring kingdoms of Paekche and Koguryo. King Mu of Pagkche had
plans to destroy Shillaand the kingdom of K oguryo was strong enough to
defeat even the forces of the emperor of Tang China. When Koguryo and
Paekche allied against Shilla, Sonduk sought help from the rulers of the
Tang Dynasty and, withthem, initiated plansto unify theK orean peninsula
under Shilla rule. Sondok also sent many students to China to study,
including Korean monks who studied Buddhism in China and returned to
promote the study of Buddhism in Korea during her reign. Throughout the
kingdom, many women were heads of families, since matrilineal lines of
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descent existed alongside patrilineal lines. The status of women was
elevated, with women in positions as advisers and regents during this
period, and their statusremained relatively high until the 15" century, when
Confucian ideology, which placed women in a subordinate postion,
became dominant.

Women's Contributionsto Himalayan History

In the seventh century, Bhrikuti Devi of Nepal changed the course of
Himalayan history by introducing Buddhism to Tibet and constructing the
first templesin Tibet and Bhutan. It wasthe wish of the Tibetan king Srong
btsan sgam po to advance his country diplomatically and culturally by
marrying princesses from Nepal and China where Buddhist arts and
architecture flourished at the time. When the king of Nepal gave his
daughter Bhrikuti in marriage to the Tibetan king in the early seventh
century, he sent a splendid image of Aksobhya Buddha, a sandalwood
image of Tara, and several other Buddhist images as part of her dowry.
The princess travelled to Tibet with a team of sculptors, artists, painters,
and Buddhist teachers headed by a monk named Silamanju. Tibetologists
have confirmed that this team strongly influenced the sculpture, painting,
and architectural design of the Jokhang Temple and the 999 rooms of the
Potalain Lhasa."®

In the eleventh century, a Sri Lankan yogini named Chandramali
travelled to Tibet and translated six tantric texts from Sanskrit to Tibetan,
works that have been incorporated in the Tibetan Tripitaka (bKa' ‘ gyur).*®
Chandramal i s contribution to the development of the Tibetan Tripitaka
appearsto be greater than those of Ananda Sri and Pruthvibandhu, two Sri
Lanka monks whose tranglations are also included in the Tibetan
Tripitaka.

Pioneering Women of Southeast Asa

During the seventh century, a daring Mon woman named Camadevi |eft
her husband behind in the Mon principality of Lavapura and made the
arduous journey to rule Haripunjaya and K helanga (today’ s Lamphun and
Lampangin Thailand), two Mon principalitiesthat predatethe Tai kingdom
of Chiang Mai. Because she was pregnant at the time, Camadevi’s
decision to travel alone, rather than under the protection of her husband,
represented a defiance of social norms and an example of bold political
leadership. One of the most significant events in the founding of
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Haripunjaya was Camadevi’s enshrining of relics at the ceti of Wat
Phradhatu. Thiseventisrecorded inthe Camadevivamsa (The History of
the Lineage of Camadevi) by Bodhiramsa, a monk who made efforts to
restore Wat Phradhatu in Haripunjaya during the 14" century.*®

In the twelfth century, Indradevi, wife of King Jayavarman VII of
Cambodia, guided her husband to rule the first empire in Southeast Asia
guided by Buddhist principles. She is the first documented woman
scholar and poet of Southeast Asia. The 102 poems Indradevi composed
in Sanskrit are included among women’' s most significant contributionsto
world literature. In Cambodia today, she is revered as the symbol of
scholarship.*®

In the 14" century, a woman named Keo is credited with introducing
Buddhism to Laos. Keo, the daughter of the Cambodian king Jayavarman
Paramesvara, was given in marriageto FaNgum, the first ruler of the Lao
kingdom. When Queen K eo foundthat the peopl e of the Lao kingdom made
human sacrifices, she requested her father to take steps to introduce
Buddhismto Laos. Her father therefore sent three of his Sri Lankan monk
advisors to Laos from Cambodia, along with a precious Buddha image
called Praban that had been given to him by a Sri Lankan king. The
Theravada form of Buddhism flourished in Laos from that time on. The
ancient capital of Luang Praban is named after the Praban Buddha image,
which remains the palladium of Laos.?

Buddhist Women’s Contemporary Heritage

Buddhist women’ srich history continuesto unfold today through Buddhist
women's activism. One objective of this activism has been an effort to
restore ordination for nuns in countries where it was not previously
available. In Nepal, for example, Theravada Buddhism was reintroduced
by the Burmese monk U Chandra Mani Mahatherain 1931. Immediately
thereafter, three nuns named Ratnapali, Dhammapal T, and Sanghapal T
organised an ordination for women to receive ten precepts. Morerecently,
Ven. Dhammavati becamethe first bhikkhuni in Nepal in recent times by
receiving full ordinationin Los Angelesin 1998. Since then, she hasbeen
at the forefront of Buddhist social service and, as president of the Nepal
Bhikkhuni~ Sangha, has especially worked for the welfare of women.
Education has been a cornerstone of effortsto benefit Buddhist women.
Inthelate 1930s, threebhikkhunisnamed Thich Nu Dieu Khong, ThichNu
The Quan, and Thich Nu Nhu Thanh began to promote the education of
nunsinVietnam. In Taiwan, the artist and scholar Bhikkhuni Shig Hiuwan
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founded the Institute of Sino-Indian Buddhist Studies in the 1970s and
Huafan University in the 1980s. Bhikkhuni Cheng-yen (Zhengyen),
founder of Tzu Chi (Ciji) Foundation, Taiwan's largest charity
organisation, has also promoted education in Taiwan by establishing Tzu
Chi Medical College.

The nuns of Tibet have also pursued educationin their struggle to keep
their Buddhist traditions alive in exile in India. The first community to be
established was Mahayana Buddhist Nunnery, founded in Dalhousie in
1962 to accommodate nuns escapi ng fromthe Chinese occupation of Tibet.
Other nuns' communities, including Ganden Choeling and Jamyang
Chdling in Dharamsala, Jangchub Choeling in Mundgod, and Kopan
Monastery in Nepal, have gradually been established and now offer
Buddhist education programmes for nuns.

Sakyadhita’s Contribution to the Revival of the Bhikkhuni Order

Bhikkhuni~ Karma L ekshe Tsomo, together with AyyaK hema, initiated the
Sakyadhita International Association of Buddhist Women in 1987.
This organisation was the impetus for the restoration of the Theravada
bhikkhuni~ order after nearly a thousand years. In 1996, Bhikkhuni
Kusuma from Sri Lanka blazed the trail by receiving full ordination
in Sarnath, India, along with nine other Sri Lankan nuns. Bhikkhuni
ordinations have been conducted in Sri Lanka since 1998 and ongoing
training programmes are being offered to ensure the continuity of the
bhikkhuni™ lineage there. Bhikkhuni Dhammananda from Thailand made
history by receiving bhikkhuni ordination in Sri Lanka and isworking to
institute the bhikkhuni order in Thailand’s conservative Theravada
tradition. Other pioneering Buddhist women havecontributed greatly to the
spread of Buddhism in Western countries, including BhikkhunisTenzin
Palmo, KarunaDharma, Pema Chédron, and Jampa Tsedroen, to namejust
afew.

These pioneering Buddhist women - then and now - have challenged the
religious and social establishment by demonstrating their intellectual
courage and integrity, each within her own cultura context. These women
have become models by living Buddhism in their day-to-day lives and
responding to the prevailing socio-cultural and political realities around
them. Thelir lives and achievements provide adiversity of modelstoinspire
Buddhist women to act in the world in ways that extend beyond the purely
spiritud. By stepping beyond conventional roles to embody Buddhist
values, they become exemplars for contemporary society.
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3
Korean Buddhist Women's Reflections
onthe8" Sakyadhita Conference

Bongak Sunim

The 8" Sakyadhitalnternational Conference on Buddhist Women in 2004
was a catalyst for significant changes for Buddhist women in Korea. The
National Bhiksuni Assembly of the Korean Buddhist Jogye Order
(representing more than 80 percent of Korean Buddhists) hosted the event
at Joongang Sangha University in Seoul. This large event required almost
two years of preparation and major funding from both government and
private sources. The National Bhiksunt Assembly of the Korean Buddhist
Jogye Order took the leadership in the planning and execution of the
conference and, with the dedication and sacrifices of many staff members
and volunteers, achieved a resounding success. The Korean Buddhist
community had never organised such alargeinternational gatheringbefore,
so it was difficult to predict the attendance. Ultimately, 1,800 participants
from home and abroad packed the conference venue for the opening
ceremony on June 27. The fine weather that Sunday was a propitious
beginning. As if by the blessings of the Buddha, the monsoon rains
mysteriously stopped and a typhoon headed our way changed its path just
before the conference began. Pleasant and comfortable weather continued
throughout the conference period.

Crowning the great success of the conference was a three-day temple
pilgrimage tour — an especially good opportunity for participants to get a
first-hand experience of Korean Buddhist education and practise. On the
pilgrimageto Haeinsa, Bulguksa, Seoknamsa, Unmunsa, and Bongnyungsa,
international participants gained direct knowledge of authentic Korean
Buddhist culture and history that they could share with others. Korean
participants felt very proud of the Korean Buddhist traditions they have
worked so hard to preserve. Wherever | went after the conference, | heard
peoplesaying, “AsaBuddhist, | wasreally happy and proud that | wasable
to be part of Sakyadhita.”

Historically, Korean Buddhism suffered persecution for more than 500
years under the Chosun Dynasty (1392-1910). Buddhist women, in
particular, experienced great difficulties. At the time, Buddhist women
were seriously marginalised in society and bhiksunis (fully ordained
Buddhist nuns) were treated as pariahs. Following this period of decline,
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K orean Buddhism was then faced with state-promoted Japanese Buddhism
under the Japanese occupation (1910-1945), the Korean War in 1950, and
internal conflicts over the marriage of clergy. From 1947 on, there was an
effort to recover renunciant Buddhism from the influences of shamanism
and secularised K orean Buddhism and to recover an authentic tradition of
Seon Buddhist monastic culture. This Bongam Temple Movement, named
after the Soen (Zen) temple whereit occurred, was followed by areform
movement from within Buddhism to safeguard celibate monasticism. In
1954, the Korean Sangha collectively staged a campaign to recover the
Buddha's fundamental spirit of renunciation. Concurrently with Korean
society in general, the Korean Buddhist world underwent a transition
toward modernisation. During the 1960s, many different, |oosely organised
Buddhist orders became integrated into a more unified whole.

In line with these reforms within the Bhiksu Sangha, the winds of
change al so began to arise within the Bhiksuni Sangha. Buddhist women,
both bhiksuni's and laywomen, supported the Bhiksu Sangha clean-up
campaign and showed unusual devotion in bringing to life the spirit of
renunciation. Through all this, the Korean Bhiksuni Sangha developed
gradually alongside the Bhiksu Sangha. After the Korean war, the
Bhiksuni Sangha was finally able to establish Buddhist institutes and
seminaries for education and practise, thanks to the efforts of bhiksuni
elders.

In 1994, the Buddhist Sangha, already suffering from a series of
ideol ogi cal conflictsand adaptationsoccasi oned by thereforms, confronted
the need for further reforms in monastic education and practise. These
transitions and adjustments have contributed to the evolution of Korean
Buddhism. All the challenges the tradition has faced throughout history
have given riseto the gability evident in contemporary Korean Buddhism.

Today, Korean bhiksunis receive opportunities for education and
practise that are equal to those of bhiksus, without discrimination. The 8"
SakyadhitaConference reawakened usall to thistradition of equal practise
and education within Korean Buddhism and was a good opportunity for
Koreans to expand our horizons to learn more about global Buddhism, as
well asto present our own pricel ess K orean Buddhi st tradition to Buddhists
from around the world. In unison, Korean Buddhists agree that the 8"
Sakyadhita Conference was a great gift to Korean Buddhism, which has
been marred by conflicts and tribulations since the 1994 Buddhist
reformation. It did not come asa surprise when the Sakyadhita Conference
in 2004 was selected as one of the ten most influential Buddhist news
events of theyear.
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One of the greatest benefits of the 8" Sakyadhita in Korea was that
parti ci pants from many different countries were able to share their various
traditions, cultures, and friendship. Sakyadhita has become a forum for
Buddhist women throughout the word to strengthen their ties of trust and
understanding. As a means to promote friendship and cross-cultural
understanding, Korean Buddhists set up exhibitions of temple cuisine,
chado (the Way of Tea), calligraphy, carving, monastic robes (kashaya),
and traditional Korean paper crafts. We also organised cultural
performances of Buddhist music, including songs in sign language by
women from various religions. An elderly bhiksuni from a rural area of
Koreatold me, “I have never experienced so many wonderful sights and
foods during my wholelife as a bhiksuni.” A laywoman told me she felt
like she wasin heaven for several days. She was so excited and delighted,
she expressed her hope that such a conference could be held every year.

Many forward-looking changes have taken place in Korean Buddhism
since the 8" Sakyadhita Conference. Within the Jogye Order, therearetwo
affiliated organisations that speak for Buddhist women: the Buddhist
Women' s Development I nstitute representing Buddhi st laywomen and the
National Bhiksuni Assembly representing Buddhist nuns. In 2003, the
Buddhist Women’ sDevelopment I ngtitute began aprogrammetoselect 108
outstanding female Buddhists of the year. This programme recognises
exemplary women Buddhists in different professions and segments of
society and encourages them to work with a sense of responsibility and
pride as Buddhists. The selection of 108 Buddhist women also helps
establish a network of women professionad s who are deeply committed to
thewelfare of women inthe Buddhist community. The Buddhist Women’s
Development Institute also helps Buddhist women develop as |eaders by
promoting the status of Buddhist women and transforming society’s
perception of them. As part of their efforts, the Institute arranges lectures
on gender equality, women's leadership, preparation for marriage,
education for women practitioners, women in the sttras, and confronting
discrimination inside and outside Buddhist institutions.

The potential of Korean Buddhist women was recognised with the
unanimous election of Kim Uijeong as president of the lay Buddhist
division of the Korean Buddhist Jogye Order in 2005. This organisation
has 20 million membersfrom around the country and thiswasthefirst time
in the organisation’ s 50-year history that awoman has been elected tothis
post. This election is an indication of the improved satus of Buddhist
women in Korea. The organisation is now actively involved in realising
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gender equality in the home and insociety at large, based onthe principles
of compassion and wisdom.

Meanwhile, the National Bhiksuni Assembly of the Korean Buddhist
Jogye Order has launched new activities to help globalise Korean
Buddhism. In May 2006, the organisation's president, Bhiksuni
Myeong Seong, attended an international Buddhist conference at
Mahachulalongkorn University in Thail and on the occasion of Vesak. The
National Bhiksuni~ Assembly wants to help revive the Bhiksuni Sangha
around the world. The Assembly intends to systemise the ordination
ceremony and host discussionsin preparation for rebuilding the Bhiksunt
Sangha in countries around the world. Senior members of the Assembly
visited the president of the Korean Buddhist Jogye Order, Bhiksu Ji Kwan,
beforethey left for Thailand and requested the Headquarters of the Jogye
Order of Korean Buddhismto support the Korean Bhiksuni Sanghainthis
endeavour. In response, the president pledged the order’s support for her
efforts. Aspart of theV esak festivities, Bhiksuni Myeong Seong delivered
congratulatory remarks on behalf of Korean Buddhists. Sunjae bhiksuni's
who cook and study traditional temple food, organised two photo
exhibitions that illustrated the daily lives of bhiksuni's at Unmun Temple
and Korean temple cuising and bhiksuni's sang Buddhist hymns at the
opening ceremony.

As Buddhist cultural exchanges become increasngly frequent,
bhiksunis are playing central roles. For example, the 27" Korea-Japan
Buddhist Culture Exchange Conference, held at Zenkoji TempleinNagano
Prefecture from May 17 to 19, 2006, brought 40 nuns from both countries
together for an officia exchange for the first time. Zenkoji, a Japanese
temple that is famous for an image of Amitabha crafted in the Korean
kingdom of Baekje (18 BCE-660 CE), has been honoured as the site of
enlightenment for as many as 300 nuns of the Jodo (Pure Land) lineage
and currently has the largest number of nuns of any temple in Japan. At
the conclusion of the conference, when Korean and Japanese nuns
exchanged gifts and ideas, Bhiksuni Myeong Seong emphasised the
important role that bhiksunis can play in continuing Buddhist cultural
dialogue. Takatukasa Seigyoku, the co-abbot of Zenkoji, responded by
saying that, athough the Jodo Order in Japan has only 300 nuns,
continuous exchanges and cooperation between K orean and Japanese nuns
would be of great benefit in the development of nuns in Japan. The 8"
SakyadhitaConference encouraged Korean nunsto take amoreactiverole
in Buddhist cultural exchanges and was an opportunity for them to
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reevaluate their roles and responsibilities in developing Buddhism
internationally.

Domedtically, the Assembly is now establishing an advisory council of
bhiksuni™ elders. The Jogye Order is planning to institute a system to
recognise bhiksuni's who have practised more than 40 years. Another
result of efforts to recognise the Bhiksuni Sangha was a conference on
“The Practise Tradition of Korean Bhiksunis,” held on June 1, 2006. This
conference helped shed light on the lives and practise of bhiksunis,
including their valuable contributions to protecting temple grounds, from
the Three Kingdoms Period until the present day.

Another indication of increasing gender equity is the number of nuns
who hold official positions within the Jogye Order. Bhiksuni Takyun
Sunim has been working as president of the Department of Cultural Affairs
since 2003 and a bhiksuni- named Sungjung Sunim was recently appointed
asasenior officia inthe Department for the Protection of Regulations. The
Central Council of the Jogye Order has proposed revisionsto the Sanjoong
Genera Assembly Regulations and the Regulationsfor Election of Central
Council Members in the Constitution and Ordinances of the Jogye Order
to safeguard against gender inequalities.

The purpose of al these effortsis to create amore equitabl e education
and practise environment for bhiksus and bhiksunis and to realiseequality
in the management of the Jogye Order. On one hand, these efforts promote
unity among bhiksunis and improve their status. On the other hand, these
effortsare agreat contribution to promoting the status of Buddhist women
in Korean society as a whole. These advances are significant not only for
Korean Buddhist women, but also for Buddhist women around the world,
awakening them to the importance of their activities and helping them
garner support fromthe wider society. | believe all this progressisaresult
of new understandings prompted by the 8" Sakyadhita Conference.

Another great achievement was the pilgrimage of Samsohoe, an
association of Buddhist bhiksunis, Catholic sisters, and women from the
Won Buddhist traditions who participated in the cultural events of the 8"
Sakyadhita Conference. The association was established to practise love
and compassion in daily life, transcending religious barriers. In February
2006, members of Samsohoewent on a 19-day pilgrimage with theresolve
of bringing together K orean femal e ascetics and touching the hearts of the
K orean people. Highli ghtsof the Samshohoe pil grimageincluded meetings
withHisHolinessthe Dalai Lamain Indiaand HisHoliness Pope Benedict
in Rome. In India, H.H. the Dalai Lama encouraged members by saying,
“Women are the origin of al lives.” He expressed his appreciation that
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female practitioners of Korean religions had united to deepen their
understanding of each other and act in harmony together. The pilgrimage
was a valuable lesson that destroying the walls between religions is an
important mission for our times and away toward peace. | strongly believe
that the 8" Sakyadhita Conference inspired this historically significant
pilgrimage.

Another significant fruit of the 8"Sakyadhita Conference wasthat all
theyoung bhiksunisat Joongang SanghaUniversty gained insight into the
international character of Buddhist women as they prepared for and
participated in the conference. They had a rare opportunity to meet
Buddhist nuns and laywomen from around the world. Undoubtedly, the
Sakyadhita Conference awakened themto what Buddhist women cando in
the future.
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Transforming Differences into Strengths:
The Case of Buddhists in Singapore

Ai-Girl Tan

From about the 1940s, there has been continuous discourse on the
importance of intercultural education, intercultural studies, and
multicultural communities. The essence of multiculturalismisto establish
good and respectful values among individuals of various backgrounds for
the sake of world peace, harmony, and humanity. Advocates of
multiculturalism accept socio-cultural, biological, geographical, religious,
spiritud, linguistic, and other differences as positive variations.
Adopting a non-discriminatory, inclusionary model, they call for an
awareness of thetraditions and social practicesthat diverse cultures useto
give meaning and direction for living.? The well-being of each individual
is fostered within her/his socio-cultural, personal, and historical context.
Multiculturalismattemptsto bridge differenceswithin and between groups
living in the same society® by recognising human diversity as a source of
societal richness.* Members of a pluralistic society are encouraged to
recognise their interconnectedness, interdependence, and inclusvity, and
to create a safe community where people are able to preserve their rights
and dignity and to freely express different viewpoints.®

Acquiring multicultural competencies is important for achieving
positive individual, professional, communal, and societal outcomes.
Multicultural competencies can be acquired only if individuals are awvare
of the assumptions, values, beliefs, cusoms, traditions, and biases of their
own and other groups. Understandingtheworldviewsof culturally different
individualsis key. Through effective inter-group communication, ® the art
of communications of different groups can be understood in an open
manner.” At the organisational level, specific guidelines, policies, and
vision statements should be outlined to infuse multicultural features and
skills into the training curricula® assessment,” and intervention
programmes.’® In schools, human diversity should be incorporated into all
activities.™ When individuals are given the opportunities to study multiple
cultures, they are likely to develop multiple perspectives in life. The
multicultural programmes should helpindividual s educate themselvesand
othersabout waystointegrate broad and conflicting bodies of information,
and make sound judgements based on human respect and honesty.
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Singapor € s M ultiethnic, Multilingual, and M ultirdigious Society

Singapore gained independence from British colonisation on August 9,
1965, and spent a short period of co-existence under the Maaysian
constitution. Singapore has a strategic position in Southeast Asa and a
special historical connection with Malaysia. As such, Singapore retains
Malay asthenational language, identifies Englishastheworkinglanguage,
and affirms all ethnic languages as compulsory mother tongues to be
learned in schools. Singaporeisanisland country of 699 square kilometres
situated above the equator, at the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula,
strategically located along mgor air and shipping routes between China,
Japan, Australia, and the Indian subcontinent.

Today, Singapore's multiethnic population of 4.24 million includes
Chinese (76.2 percent), Malays (13.8 percent), Indians (8.3 percent), and
others (1.7 percent)*? The population is young (median age: 35.7 years),
with 20.1 percent between 0 and 14 yearsold, 71.9 percent between 15 and
64 years old, and 8 percent above 65 years old. Since independence in
1965, Singaporehasattained ahigh standard of living, with sustained social
stability, economic growth, education, and health care services. The total
dependency ratio per one hundred residents in Singapore is 39.1, much
lower than in neighbouring countries (e.g., Malaysia and New Zealand,
around 50), but compatible with those in Australia, Japan, and Korea
(between 30 and 40). Literacy in Singapore ishigh (94.6 percent) for those
who are 15 yearsold and above. The mean years of schooling in Singapore
are 8.8. The unemployment rate (seasonally adjusted) isrelatively healthy
(4.3 percent) and the annual inflation rate is rather low (1.7 percent).
Nearly all residents (93 percent) own their residences. Out of one thousand
persons, there are 112 private car owners and 911 mobile phone
subscribers. Various ethnic groups contribute to Singapore’s linguistic,
religious, and cultural diversity. Because English isnot a native language
for any of the major ethnic groups, it is regarded as a “neutral” language
that can serve inter-ethnic communication “best.”

Managing diversity isanimportant national agendain Singapore. Three
guidelineswereidentified to treat human diversity as sources of credtivity:
promoting mutual understanding of each other’s beliefs, customs and
habits; promoting mutual accommodation by tolerating each other’'s
customs; and promoting mutud learning.® Constitutiondly, every ethnic
or community group is permitted to preserve its heritage and develop its
own character within the national framework. Hindu temples stand
alongside Buddhi st temples and M uslimmosques; the Singaporean festival
calendar includes Shivaratri, the Buddha's birthday, |d-al-Fitr, and
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Christmas. Every religious group is allowed to enjoy freedom of worship,
with a condition that the members of each group respect the freedom of
worship of other religious groups.

Framework and Strategies

| regard transf orming dif ferencesinto strengthsas acreativeactivity. Inthis
creative activity, a person with substantial support from his’her socio-
cultural environment possesses opportunitiesto transformhis/her different
competencies into strengths and hence to assume new roles and
responsibilities. The person, social institutions, and culture are three open
systems.* Individuals, being open systems, interact with social institutions
and cultureto devel op positive minds, behaviours, and perceptions, and to
communicate their views wisely to others. Good communication and
leadership are two essentia components of competency.”® Other
components of competency include general intelligence, intrinsic
motivation, domain-specific skills and expertise, creative skills and
expertise, and persona characteristics such as perseverance, love,
openness, kindness, conscience, andhumour.*® Culture preservesvariations
of positive values, behaviours, cognitions, feelings, and emotions. Social
institutions identify desirable and sustainable variationsto be transmitted
to individuals by various means.

| propose a framework for transforming differences into strengths in
multicultural communities. | outlineprinciplesfor transforming differences
and suggest strategiesto cultivate positive perceptions of difference. | a'so
delineate roles and responsibilities for Buddhist women to facilitate this
transformative process.

The following are general guiding principles for transforming
differences in multicultural communities:

Acknowledging differences (biological, psychological, socio-
ecological and cultural) as part of life.

Taking group similarities (across and within) as resources to
generate a dynamic flow of thoughts and behaviour.

Managingdifferences (for example, of belief, custom, language,
and values) by identifying one common interest and taking this
as aunifying force.
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Working with diversity by introducing “flat” or “horizontal”
structures of responsibility.

Creating open, safe, and trustful environments to elicit similar
or different voices, opinions, comments, and feedback.

Constructing opportunities to facilitate networking among
ordained and lay Buddhists, such as regular small group
meetings, and residential support groups.

Accepting differences in abilities within and across ethnic
groups, and using multiple criteriato identify talents and gifts
of each individual.

Articulating different styles of learning, thinking, and coping,
and taking styles as preferences, not as abilities.

Fostering awareness of insignificant differencesbetween gender
groups (for example, women and men have both limitationsand
strengths).

Acknowledging every person’s potential to be excellent in one
or more domains; collectively, as acommunity, identifying the
excellent self and building a pool of multi-excellent talents.

Participating wholeheartedly in al religious activities,
respecting one’s own and others' cultural practices, religious
ceremonies, and linguistic usages.

Using multiple strategies to work with differences positively
(for example, like ajigsaw, every person’s contribution is part
of thewhol e contribution); problem-based | earningto elicit self-
directed and collaborativelearningopportunities; team teaching
to organise two or more experts for the same theme of
discussion; peer tutoring to help the less fortunate, and so on.

Strategies for Cultivating Positive Per ceptions of Differences

Cultivating positive perceptions of differences is a prerequisite for
increasing our repertoire of behaviour, emotion, and cognition for total
well-bei ng. Inthe broaden-and-build model, it hasbeen shown that positive
emotions broaden the person’s attention and behavioural repertoire, and
thereby build social, intellectual, and physical resources to buffer stress.*’
People with positive affects likely use postive appraisal and problem-
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focused coping.’® Below are some suggested strategies for cultivating
positive perceptions of differences and cultivating strengths.

The first strategy is to articulate similarities between gender groups.
Searching for similarities can be an effective strategy to cultivate positive
perceptionsof differences. For example, the gender-similarities hypothesis
suggeststhat there are more similariti es between femal e and mal e persons
than the relatively insignificant differences between them.™ This strategy
to articulate similarities between gender groups is important for Buddhist
women, especialy those who still hold misconceptions about male
advantages in attaining the highest level of self-cultivation.

About 2500 years ago, Prince Siddhartha Gautama taught the
framework for liberation from suffering by being with suffering and being
able to transform it into happiness. His philosophy and practicality were
reformative, revolutionary, creative, innovative, and humane. He saw
strengthsin every person, with the potential to achieve the highest level of
spiritual attainment. He regarded highly the abilities of both men and
women. The practical interrelatedness and inclusivity among those living
in communities following the teachings of the Buddha are based on non-
violent and peaceful val ues such as love, compassion, and wisdom. The
inauguration of the order of nuns was evidence of these values.”

The second strategy is to emphasise openness, self-discipline, and
balance. Being open is indispensable for constructive experiences. The
personwhoisopentoall experiencesisaware of hig'her feelings, attitudes,
and priorities, and becomes more realistic in dealing with new people,
situations, and problems. Hence, the personlivesfully, ismoretrusting and
less fearful of emotiond reactions, and becomes more comfortable in
society. Self-discipline is essential to this process: for cultivating positive
conduct, training in a positive mindset, and making compassionate
contributions to others. One can alleviate unavoidable suffering by
constructing meaning in life through love, humour, and conscience.”*
Balance is essential for moderating extremes of thought, emotion, and
action. Balance is more likely to be achieved when people are fully open
to their own and others' experiences, and able to maintain a flow of
constructive, creative interactions.

The third strategy isto develop a repertoire of balanced and focused
strengths through good practices. Buddhist meditation, for instance, is a
unique way to develop calm and cultivate wisdom, which facilitates total
wellnessin a comprehensive health care context.?” With the ultimate aim
to attain nibbana, meditators can, along the journey of their practise,
maintain a satisfactory level of health care awareness. Meditation as a
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relaxation techniqueisrecommended for occupational stressmanagement,
coping with depression, and improving cognitive performances, such as
metacognition,?® self-reflection, and insight.

Thefourth strategy isto cultivate profound happiness. The ultimateaim
of transforming differences into strengthsis to attain profound happiness
or total well-bei ng, conceptualised asliberationfrom suffering. The person
is determined, self-regulated, and self-disciplined. The individua is the
agent of his/her own self-transformation by willing to eliminate the
suffering that results from craving (tanha) and by developing penetrative
wisdom. S/he is ready to transform negative states of mind to positive
ones.*

Attaining happiness involves control, menta development, and
liberation of the body, speech, and mind. A moderatelifestyle, free of over-
indulgence and scarcity, is a prerequisite for cultivating good conduct and
a healthy mind. Living alife of moderation, a person can investigate the
degree to which happiness facilitates or impairs creativity and cognitive
functioning.?® The practise acknowledges the reality of change (anicca),
pain (dukkha), no enduring self (anatta), actions and consequences
(kamma), and the path towar ds liberation (nibbana). Happiness highlights
self-realisation, or the degree to which a person is fully functioning.?
Meditation is an effective technique for attaining profound happiness. In
meditation, a person trains his’her mind to be familiar with positive mental
states and wholesome qualities such as compassion, generosity, and
wisdom.

The Case of Buddhistsin Singapore: Good Practices

Buddhist devotees make up about 18 percent of the total Singapore
population. Inthe past two decades, the number of Buddhists hasincreased
(e.g., among Chinese from 39.4 percent in 1990 to 53.6 percent in 2000).
Buddhist communities in Singapore are multlingual, multiethnic, and
multitraditional (e.g., Mahayana and Theravada).

Singaporean society expects dl religious organisations to take part in
inter-religiousacti viti es. In providing community-based support, Buddhist
organisations co-operate with other spiritual, non-profit, and wefare
organisations. Dialogue among different religious groups helps establish a
common platform for understanding and socia well-being.

In recent years, reforms have been made in Buddhist education for
Sangha and laity in academically inclined Buddhist communities. Issues
raised in the reforms include: increasing professionalism among Sangha
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members; identifying effective and creative pedagogies from the Buddhi st
scriptures; incorporation of thinking, learning, and classroom management
strategies from other disciplines; establishing socially and culturally
relevant Dharma studies curricula; and establishing support groups for
parents with children with behavioural issues. Workshops and evening
classes on teacher education have been organi sed on an ad hoc basisand an
intensive search for counselling professonals is underway. Retreats,
seminars, talks, and conferences are organised to raise public awareness of
the benefits of Buddhist teachings and practices.

Several English-speaking Tibetan and Chinese Mahayana Buddhist
groups provide end-of-life care and in-patient care servicesat hospicesand
palliative wards. Lama Zopa Rinpoche has visited Amitabha Buddhist
Centre several times to guide new hospice volunteers. Bright Vision
Hospicewasthefirst community hospital led by a Buddhist nunto provide
end-of-lifecarein Singapore. Bright Vision Hospiceand MettaHome Care
are staffed by devotees inclined to Chinese Mahayana practices. The
Buddhist Fellowship, San'Y ou Counsd ling Centre, and Singapore Buddhi st
Federation hope to establish a network of spiritual support groupsfor end-
of-life care.

Singapore aspires to be an international Buddhist education hub. The
establishment of the Brahm Institute, a non-profit education institute, is
encouraging. Themultilingual competenciesof Singaporeanscan be useful
for tranglating Buddhist texts.

New Facets of Buddhism

The success of Singapore lies in its pragmatic, dynamic, and pluralistic
approach. For nearly one century, Singapore Buddhist communities have
benefited from the excellent work of renowned masters such as Shing Y un,
Sheng Y en, and Y in Shun, and numerousBuddhist educational ingitutions
in East Asia and Southeast Asia. In recent years, the establishment of
English-gpeaking groups from outside Asia, by such teachers as Ajahn
Brahm, Sangye Khadro, and Tenzin Palmo, has provided inspiration for
Buddhist practise and world peace. These new movements are generating
interest in Buddhism as a way of life among young, educated, English-
speaking Buddhists in Sngapore. Teachers, mentd health care
professionals, and others are integrating Buddhist ethics™® and meditation
practicesinto their work.

Buddhists today have the opportunity to be educated at mainstream
institutions of higher education and also community-based Buddhist
institutions. Some women in Singapore have become nuns or committed

32



Transforming Differences Into Strengths: The Case Of Buddhists In Singapore

themselves to working full-time in Buddhist monasteries after obtaining
Bachelor’ sdegreesin various fiel ds. Some of these women have assumed
lay leadership roles in Buddhist organisations. In this way, Buddhism in
Singapore serves as a platform for reinventing culture.”®

In a global society connected by information technology, Buddhist
women in Singapore are exposed to a variety of Buddhist traditions.
Buddhism in this new environment emerges in multiple facets: as a
personal practise, a socialy engaged activity, and a knowledge base for
new techniques and codes of ethics in mental health. These new
opportunities challenge the Buddhist community to establish structuresto
facilitate change toward the goal of total well-being and liberation.

Thefirst responsibility for Buddhist womenin Singaporeisto convince
themselves and others that they have ample opportunities to develop
competencies and to share and teach Buddhism. Buddhist women need to
develop positive perceptions of their own potential and to construct
stimulating environmentsfor learning and practisng Buddhism. Inahighly
intellectual and rel atively gender-equal society, Buddhist women need to
feel empowered to adopt teaching rolesin society.

The second responsibility of Buddhist women is to adopt |eadership
roles. Building confidence, Buddhist women can become role models for
others, especially women. Livingin arelatively affluent society, Buddhist
women in Singapore should be encouraged to become researchers and
advocates of positive change, not only within their loca Buddhist
communities, but also in theinternational Buddhist community and human
society asawhadle.

Buddhist education in Singapore currently focuses on basc and
intermediate Buddhist teachings. Buddhist organisations need to combine
their energies, build sophisticated infrastructures, and generate high quality
progranmes for Buddhist education, research, as well as innovative,
meaningful community programmes. Buddhi st womenin Singapore should
be encouraged to sharetheir competence, not only in community projects,
but alsoin scholarly research, policymaking, and national and international
conferences.

Living in fast-paced Sngaporean society, many Buddhist women are
professonally trained. Efforts are needed to organise them socially and
spiritually. Hence, the third responsibility of Buddhist women is to
establish networks of careto support each others’ spiritua growth, Dharma
study, and meditationthrough seminars, regul ar meetings, conferences, and
publications. As a form of community service, professional Buddhist
women should be encouraged to use their expertise to assist less
advantaged women.
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The fourth responsibility of Buddhist women isto lend their services,
skills, and expertise to improve community education, health care, and
socio-economic structures. Singaporean Buddhist women can use their
language competencies to assist in tranglation, interpretation, and sharing
of Dharma practices in the international community. They must be
proactive in initiating dialogue and sharing information about sensitive
issues, such as the head scarf issue and the adoption of girls in Buddhist
temples.

Ingeneral, thechallengeisto transform differencesinto strengthsin the
global multicultural community. Singapore’ sBuddhist community isacase
study in how certain principles and strategies can be used to transform
differencesinto strengths. The challengefor everyone, especially Buddhist
women, is to reflect on our roles and responsibilities to create peaceful
multicultural communities for the good of humanity.
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5
Women's Spirituality, Sensuality,and Sources
of Sustenance: A Cross-Cultural

Psychological Exploration

Julie Thomas

Long ago, in an age where there was nothing else, some monks,
impressed by the offerings and devotions of Princess Moon of
Wisdom (Tara), said to her:

“If you pray that your deeds accord with the teachings,
Then indeed on that account you will change your form to that of a man,
Asis befitting.”

Her reply to these monks after much discourse was:

“In thislife there is no such distinction as ‘male’ and ‘female,’
Neither of ‘self-identity,” a‘person’ nor any perception (of such),
And therefore attachment to ideas of ‘male’ and ‘female’ is
quite worthless.

W eak-minded worldlings are always deluded by this.”*

Asisevident from thisinterchange, historically in male-dominated cultures
women have struggled with the ways in which they have been viewed,
portrayed, and treated. This, in turn, has had a continuing impact on how
women view themselves and their own potential, and the manner in which
they treat other women. | will approach this issue by examining four
stereotypes of women: woman as virgin, woman as wife and consort,
woman as mother and the great mother, and, finally, women as gaining
insight and inspiration from yogini's past and present.

Woman asVirgin

A chaste woman or a virgin is honoured and even becomes an object of
adoration, for her purity and her sexual innocence, for example, the Virgin
Mary. Yet, at the same time, even undercover, such as in the habit of a
nun, her fully blossomed body becomes a source of trepidation and
anxiety to those around her. Her sensuality and attractiveness are often
viewed with suspicion. Or, she may be viewed as an object of lust and a
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commodity that can be used or abused to sell aimost anything. Bollywood,
Hollywood, and popular culture abound with such images.

At the same time, women are also considered weak and inferior. Thisis
evident in religious texts, where women are depicted as impure,
subordinate, as unnecessary distractions, objects of revulsion, or obstacles
to men’s liberation. For example:

Furthermore, these unclean (female bodies)

Are not found without paying a price.

In order to obtain them, | exhaust myself

And (in future) will be injured in the hells.

Women are ever the root of ruin, and of loss of substance; when
men are to be controlled by women how can they gain happiness?
... A ' woman isthe destruction of destructions in this world and the
next; hence one must ever avoid women if he desires happiness for
himself.2

During his teachings on these texts in recent years, H.H. the 14" Dalai
Lama has pointed out that these statements need to be read in context, in
view of the time period in which they were made and the audience of
monks. Regardless, some of these negative attitudes toward women still
persist today.

In order to combat this attitude of suspicion regarding their physical
attractiveness, women spiritual seekers over the centuries have resorted to
renouncing their beauty in various ways. The classic story of Karaikkal
Ammaiyar, the Shiva bhakti woman saint (a bronze statue dates her to the
Chola period, circa 1050) illustrates this. Recognising that a young and
beautiful woman is a contested socia entity, she sought to renounce her
body and transformed it into the socially undesirable form of a ghoul.
Further, she sought to witness the Lord’s dance of destruction at the
cremation ground (popularly viewed as an inauspicious arena) and to
subsequently live there:

She has shriveled breasts

And bulging veins,

In place of white teeth empty cavities gape.

With ruddy hair on her belly,

A pair of fangs, knobby ankles and |ong shins

The demon-woman wails at the desol ate cremation ground
Where our lord,

whose hanging matted hair

blowsin all eight directions,
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Dances among the flames and

refreshes his limbs.*

The other classic story is that of the Japanese nun Eshun (1362-
ca.1430).° Eshun was a beautiful woman who never married, refusing to
even consider it. When she was past the age of thirty, she approached her
older brother Ryoan Emyo, awell-known monk who founded the templ e of
Saijoji, and asked him to ordain her. He refused saying, “If | ordain you or
other women, the monks would be corrupted by your presence.” He added
that this life was only meant for the “daijobu” ones, that is, those who are
heroic, noble, grand, and, of course, manly! In response, Eshun went home
and cut off her hair. She then picked up a hot poker from the kitchen fire
and scarred her face in several places. She put on plain clothes and returned
to the monastery to see her brother who, upon seeing her this way, relented
and allowed her to practise there. She continued to face much harassment
from the monks, however, despite her disfigurement, until she finally
immolated herself on a pyre.

Both these incidents ironically reveal the difficulty men have in
controlling feelings of lust and attachment and taking responsibility for
them. Yet in patriarchal cultures, the onus is always on women to “prove”
their purity, spiritual resolve, and non-attachment to the body. The onusis
never on men to understand and deal appropriately with their male
sexuality. Men’ s failure to accept responsibility for their sexuality leads to
women’s accounts of sexual abuse that have historically been ignored,
ridiculed, or worse. The woman herself becomes a target of suspicion, asin
Sigmund Freud’ s famous (or infamous) seduction theory. Freud’s clients
consisted primarily of Victorian women who disclosed to him their
accounts of sexual abuse. Freud initially believed these women and
postulated that the origin of their hysteria lay in their sexual abuse as
children, confident that the father wasresponsible. Freud later retracted this
theory, however. He was still persuaded that seduction played a significant
role in the etiology of hysteria, but instead of acknowledging the impact of
sexual abuse on these women’s emotional and mental states, he postulated
that the women’s communications were coded messages — distorted,
censored, and meaningfully disguised. In short, he reformulated his theory
to say that the women had, in essence, fantasised their accounts of abuse;
this, in turn, exacerbated their “neurosis’ or “hysteria.”® This tendency to
blame the victim for her abuse is something that has persisted in societies
across the world, perpetuated by both men and women.
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Woman as Wife and Consort

As aconsort and a wife, awoman may gain a measure of respectability as
being the “better half” or as a necessity to raise the kundalini energies to
attain divine bliss. Y et, her purity, honour, and fidelity are still questioned.
The story of Sita and Draupadi as depicted in the Ramayana and
M ahabharata epics, respectively, illustrates this.

In Indian culture, Sita is considered to be the epitome of chastity,
fidelity, and purity. She is abducted by the evil demon Ravana and
subsequently rescued by her husband Rama, with the help of Hanuman, the
monkey god, and Lakshman, Rama’s brother. The fact that Sita had lived
in another man’s palace, however, causes some to doubt her chastity. She
isobliged to undergo atest by fire. She sitsin afire, but emerges unharmed
and is therefore absolved of all charges. In the original version of the
Ramayana, however, after Rama and Sita return to Kosala capital of
Ayodhya, rumours that Sita committed adultery while a captive of Ravana
continueto spread and people therefore begin to disrespect her. As aresult,
Rama, who has become king, decides to banish Sita, who is now pregnant,
from his kingdom. While wandering in the forest, she meets a sage named
Valmiki, who later becomes the author of the Ramayana. In Valmiki's
ashram, Sita gives birth to the twin sons of Rama, hamed Lav and Kush.
These two children learn from Valmiki to sing the Ramayana asa poem and
then go everywhere telling people Rama’s story. When they arrive at
Rama’s court and tell him the story, Rama recognises his sons and brings
back his wife Sita. Sita decides to prove her loyalty to Rama by asking
Mother Earth to swallow her if she was loyal to Rama. Mother Earth
testifies to her loyalty by opening up to swallow her and Sita disappearsinto
earth. Rama subsequently jumps into the river and ends his life, followed
by many others.

The other classic story is that of Draupadi, an extremely beautiful,
intelligent, and virtuous woman whose body smellslike afreshly blooming
lotus. There are few women in Hindu mythology who are aggressive and
speak their mind in a world of men. Draupadi is one of them. She is
considered by many to be the first feminist in Indian mythology. She is
married to five Pandavas and given away at a dice game by the oldest,
Y udhisthira, without being consulted. She is then dragged forcibly into
court by her long black hair. Raging with anger, Draupadi appeals to the
assembly to raise their voices against such gross injustice, but no one says
asingle word. The Pandavas also sit in silence, with their heads downcast.
Draupadi asks, “What right did Y udhisthira have to put me at stake while
gambling?” Again, no one speaks. Duryodhana, one of the Kuru brothers,
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becomes very angry at Draupadi. He orders his younger brother Dussashan
to forcibly remove Draupadi’s clothes in the midst of the assembly. Even
then, no one protests. Out of desperation, Draupadi appeals to Krishna.
Immediately Draupadi’s sari begins increasing in length. Dussashan
becomes tired of pulling at her sari, which never comesto an end. At last,
completely exhausted, he falls down unconscious. This story demonstrates
that, when all else fails, it is a woman’s faith that sustains her, not her
husband, even if she has five of them!

Religious texts frequently include unfavourable portrayals of wives. In
fact, the ordinary word for “woman” or “wife” in Tibetan is kye men (skyes
dman), which means “low born.” The Ugradatta-pariprccha states: “...
Three other thoughts are these: that a wife must be regarded as an obstacle
to virtue, to meditation and to wisdom. And yet three more: she is a thief,
amurderer or aguardian of hell.”’

Women’semotional nature, “instability,” and wrath arealso feared. The
“dark feminine” is seen as adestructive force that could unleash havoc and
confusion. For a woman to gain or be given power is very threatening to
traditional patriarchal social systems. This is evident in traditional
relationships, marriages, and institutions around the world, including in the
United States, where the possibility of electing awoman to the highest post
of government is only arecent phenomenon. Historically, therefore, women
have been seen as needing to be controlled and subjugated to the more
rational, logical steadfastness of the male. The descent of the Ganges as
needing to be modulated by Shivaisagood illustration of this point. Ganga
was a goddess residing in heaven, but was brought down to earth in the
form of ariver to provide salvation to the ancestors of King Bhagirath. Itis
said that not only did Ganga save King B hagirath’s ancestors, but she also
provided a means of purification for the entire population of human beings
on earth. Yet, when Gangaincarnated on the Earth, Shivawas requested to
capture her in his hair to modulate her power and to alay fears that she
would be so powerful asto flood the whole Earth.

Ironically, however, when evil forces need to be controlled, it is often
a woman who is called upon, such as Kali, the fierce form of Durga, or
female protectors like Palden Lhamo, who is considered to be the wrathful
form of Saraswati’, the goddess of learning, eloquent speech, and music. In
such cases, it is understood that a woman can have both a peaceful and a
wrathful side, and the latter manifests only to subdue negativity and evil
forces. These protectors are often called upon, by both men and women, to
achieve peace and harmony.
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Woman as M other and Great Mother

It is as a mother, however, that a woman often (re-)gains the status of
veneration. Her ability to “ give birth to” accords her a unique status. Sheis
now viewed as caring, compassionate, and willing to sacrifice her own
needs for the well being of others. Her sexuality at this point can now be
overlooked and even forgiven!

The Fifth Dalai Lama’'s poem to his mother is a beautiful rendition of
the qualities of a mother and his great love for his own mother:

O holy and wise being, who

Carried me in your womb for ten months

Without any concern for your own hardships,

My all-kind mother, | acknowledge my debt to you.

He describes the loving kindness of his mother when he was a newborn, a
toddler, and so on, and continues:

Y ou ran to save me when

| walked toward fire, and

Flew like an eagle when | fell into water,

O compassionate one, great dakini, my all-kind mother.

I knew no fear or shame, so you taught me with gentle prods;

I knew not good from bad, so you spoke of these to me.

Y ou even taught me to ride horses and to play with good friends.
O compassionate one, great dakini, my all-kind mother.

When occasionally we had to part from one another

Y ou cried tears of sadness at our parting,

And while apart your heart beat always with concern for my safety.
O compassionate one, great dakini’, my all-kind mother....%

Although one can point out individual cases of mothers not having done
this, it is fair to say that in both Asia and the West, mothers are accorded
special status.

In some cases, even without literally having given birth, a woman can
become the object of devotion, due to her mother-like qualities. For
example, in addition to giving birth, Mother Mary is considered to be the
Great Mother and is known to offer protectionto all who seek refugein her.
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Mother Teresa's selfless devotion to the poor, destitute, and orphaned in
Indiaislegendary. Mata Amritanandamayi, asanyasini who hasan ashram
near Trivandrum, the capital of Kerala, is affectionately referred to as the
“hugging mother.” She literally embraces every human being with great
warmth and compassion, just as a mother would embrace her only child.
And lest we get trapped into thinking that these qualities are restricted to
women, His Holiness the Dalai Lamais considered aliving embodiment of
Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva of compassionate. He isknown throughout
theworld for hisselflessdedication to thewelfare and peaceful co-existence
of all sentient beings.

Woman as Past and M odern-day YoginT

How do women, lay and ordained, view themselves in light of these
contradictory images and expectations? How do | view myself as a woman
—avirgin, sex object, consort, mother, terrifier, yogini? Am | onewith them
or separate from them? Or am | simply an aggregate of all of them?

On reviewing the clinical literature, one finds that out of every 100
people, approximately 13 men and 21 women develop depression at some
point in their life.® While there are many reasons for the higher frequency
of depression in women, it is very striking to note that depressed women
very often report a very critical and negative sense of self that they cling
very tightly to. Very often this negative view of themselvesis based on the
contradictory and confused messages they have received about being a
woman. As long as she replays in her mind these negative, contradictory
messages she keeps herself stuck in adepressed rut. Y oung adolescent girls
are also known to suffer from eating disorders at a much higher rate than
young men, a condition that frequently occurs together with other disorders,
such as depression.”® As Mary Pipher discusses in her book Reviving
Ophelia, young women around adolescence, in their desire to fit in and be
seen as attractive to the opposite sex, begin to lose their voices and
authenticity. Many young girls begin to lose their self-confidence and self-
esteem as they use external criteria of a patriarchal culture to define
themselves. Hence an examination of how we, aswomen, view ourselvesis
very critical for our own healing.

Bhiksuni Tenzin Palmo, a contemporary Buddhist nun whose
remarkable life story is documented by Vicki Mackenzie in Cave in the
Snow, points out some of women'’s natural strengths:

1. Sharpness, clarity, intuitiveforce, associated with prajfiaparamita
(Perfection of Wisdom), who is represented in female form.
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2. The nurturing, soft, gentle qualities associated with women,
qualities that make it easier to develop bodhicitta, the
compassionate wish to liberate all beings from suffering.
Compassion and wisdom combined are necessary to attain
enlightenment.

3. The ability to respond quickly to those in distress.
4. The ability to generate tummo, the mystic heat, quickly."

She dismissesthe weaknesses that have been traditionally postulated by men
as lacking any real merit:

1. The curse of the menstrual cycle.

2. Thenotion of awoman’svolatility.

3. Attachment to physical comfort and worldly objects.

4. The need for home and family.*
Tenzin Palmo points out that, for women who long to fulfil their deepest
spiritual yearnings, the real obstacles are the chauvinistic attitudes of

patriarchal culture. KarmaL ekshe Tsomo points out the following examples
of gender discrimination:

1. The difficulty women face in accessing qualified teachers, a
quality religious education, and adequate educational facilities.

2. Negative portrayals of women in religious texts.

3. Women’s lack of equal access to full ordination.*®

Although some progress has been made on these points, there’s still along
way to go. To thislist | would add:

1. The predominance of male teachers, some of whom who still hold
sexist attitudes.

2. Sexual exploitation of women in the guise of it being a tantric
practise.

3. The lack of accountability of male teachers with respect to their
ethical conduct.

4. Women'’s internalisation of negative attitudes toward women.
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As a psychologist and Buddhist practitioner, | would like to examine this
last point further — the way we view oursel ves as women and the views we
hold of other woman. As long as we view ourselves as inferior, incapabl e,
and incompetent, wewill engagein aself-fulfilling prophecy. It isimportant
for us, as women, to realise that at the ultimate level, as Tara affirmed in
her earlier quote, one’s form does not prevent one from attaining full
enlightenment.

Like several other lamas, themuch-loved lama Kalu Rimpoche affirmed:
“Regardless of whether you are a man or a woman, if you have faith,
confidence and intelligence, if you have compassion and wisdom, you can
become enlightened. The reason for this total equality of opportunity is the
nature of mind itself, which is neither male nor female. There is no such
thing as the intrinsic nature of one person’s mind being better than someone
else’s. On the ultimate level, the empty, clear, and unimpeded nature of
mind exhibits no limiting qualities such as maleness or femaleness,
superiority or inferiority.”** An old lama from K angyur, when asked if a
woman could achieve enlightenment, was adamant: “On the outside there
is difference but the heart is the same. What is enlightenment but the heart
knowing itself?”

Women need to question why we do not recognise and “own” our own
potential. In this context, we need to examine the self that we so strongly
cling to. Does this self really exist in the way we believe it does? What
would happen if we began to loosen our grip on this self? What is the true
nature of the self? Why do we often end up becoming our own worst
enemies?

In addition, we need to examine our attitudes and beliefs towards other
women, including ways in which women create divisions among ourselves
based on sexism, racism, ageism, classism, and heterosexism. Women need
to evaluate and begin to recognise the ways we may consciously or
unconsciously participate in the beliefs of the patriarchal culture. If we
define ourselves using the lens of patriarchy, we may contribute to the
subjugation of each other and engage in afierce, never-ending competition
among ourselves. These habits, imbibed from patriarchal attitudes, may |ead
to jealousy, hostility, disparagement, and control of women by women in
relationships between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, sisters, and
friends, even Dharma friends.

Ironically, these tendencies help oil the wheel of the patriarchal machine
and keep it moving forward. It istime for women to recognise this and take
ownership inredefining how we view ourselves and our own potential. This
does not minimise the very real obstacles women face on the conventional
level or deny the necessity of continuing to push forward in a united voice
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for change. Recognising the obstacles women face, on a conventional level,
Tara made this vow: “There are many who wish to gain enlightenment in
a man’s form, and there are but few who wish to work for the welfare of
sentient beings in a female form. Therefore may I, in a female body, work
for the welfare of beings right until Samsara has been emptied.” ™

It may aso help to remind men that the patriarchal system also ends up
restricting their own potential. Very often, in a desire to disassociate
themselvesfrom what is considered feminine, men separatethemselvesfrom
thevery qualitiesthat make them human, such as compassion, vulnerability,
and the ability to communicate and express feelings effectively. The greater
frequency of problemsassociated with men, such as addictions and violence,
stem in part from men’s fear of intimacy, characterised by some as “male
relational dread.”'® The patriarchal system thus enslaves both men and
women. To free ourselves, men and women must cooperate and work
together to overcome the oppressive nature of the patriarchal system.

In conclusion, | would like to acknowledge the tremendous contributions
that monastics of all traditions, including Western Buddhist nuns, have
made in moving Buddhist women forward. Without their dedication and
persistence, the current global exchange among Buddhist women of
different cultures would not be possible. | would also like to honour the
founding mother of Buddhism, Mahaprajapati Gautami, who was
Sakyamuni Buddha's aunt, nurse, and stepmother. She was the first
ordained nun, the founder of the first order of Buddhist nuns, the first|eader
of the great bhiksuni assembly, and the first woman Buddhist teacher."” Y et
very rarely do we hear her name or see her image in the Buddhist literature.
Vaddhesi, who was M ahaprajapati’s nurse, exemplifies in a poem the
tremendous persistence women have shown, despite the struggles and
challenges they face, and the tremendous solace and strength women have
received from female monastics in accomplishing their goal:

It was twenty-five years
Since | left home,
And | hadn’t had a moment’ s peace.

Uneasy at heart,

Steeped in longing for pleasure,
| held out my arms and cried out
As| entered the monastery.

| went up to a nun
| thought I could trust.
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She taught me the Dharma,

The elements of body and mind,
The nature of perception,

And earth, water, fire and wind.

| heard her words

And sat down beside her.

Now | have entered

The six realms of sacred knowledge:
I know | have lived before,

The eye of heaven is pure,

and | know the minds of others.

| have great magic powers

And have annihilated

All the obsessions of the mind.

The Buddha' s teaching has been done.™®

In light of the varied conflictsthat are dividing our world today, | would like
to end with the first verse of the peace prayer of St. Francis of Assisi, which
beautifully illuminates our common goal as spiritual practitioners,
irrespective of gender, race, age, class, nationality, or religion:

Lord [Buddha], make me an instrument of your peace.
Where thereis hatred, let me sow love.

Where thereisinjury, pardon.

Where there is discord, unity.

Where there is doubt, faith.

Where thereiserror, truth.

Where thereis despair, hope.

Where there is sadness, joy.

Where there is darkness, light.
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6
Beyond Caste, Sexism, and Racism:
Re-establishing Buddhadharmain
the Land of the Buddha

Dharmacharini Jnanasuri and Dharmacharini Karunamaya

On October 14, 1956, in Nagpur, central India, a half million people
followed Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar and converted from Hinduism to
Buddhism. In the weeks that followed, many millions of others also
converted. Thiswasthe beginning of the mass conversionsto Buddhism of
people who were formerly known as “untouchables’ in the Indian caste
system. It adso represented the reintroduction of the Buddhadharma to
India, theland of its birth, after more than 700 years of virtual extinction.

To be born an “untouchable” literally means that even one’'s touch is
deemed polluting to a caste Hindu. “Untouchables’ are born outside the
Hindu caste system, the oldest form of socia stratification and
hierarchically ordered inequality in the world. Technically, after Indian
independencefrom Britainin1947, discrimination on thebasisof castewas
madeillegal. But even now, in many areas of India deep-seated prejudices
and inhumane customs continue to exist. For thisreason, members of these
communities refer to themselves as Dalits, literally meaning “broken
peopl€e” or “the oppressed.”*

Caste Discrimination Today

Today, the number of Dalits exceeds 160 million; Dalits themselves
estimate the number to be over 260 million. Most Dalitslive precariously
at the margins of Indian life, ostracised by much of society and relegated
tothebottom of India’ s caste system. Inaformof social apartheid, they are
routinegly assigned menial and poorly paidjobs, such asremovers of human
and animal waste, street sweepers, scavengers, gravediggers, cobblers, and
leather workers, and are often forced to work as bonded labourers and in
similar degrading conditions. Consigned to the lowest stratum of soci ety,
they are often harassed, abused, and persecuted, especially if they attempt
to better their living conditions or assert their rights. Although the
government has passed | egid ation to protect the rightsof Scheduled Castes
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and Tribes, only aminority of Dalits have benefited from these provisions.
Whole villagesin India still practise caste segregation.

Today, 57 yearsafter Indianindependence, transgressionsagainst Dalits,
including rape, assault, and murder, are still so common that they arerarely
reported by newspapers. In 1979, the Indian government approved the
International Covenant on Civic and Poalitical Rights (ICCPR). Y et more
than 20 years later, the United Nation’s Committee on the Elimination of
Racia Discrimination (CERD) reported that entrenched discrimination
against Dalits continues in severe violation of human rights. For example,
after the 2004 tsunami, some Dalits who suffered from the tragedy were
refused access to health care and relief services because of ther
“untouchable” status.” As a result of continuing transgressions against
members of thiscommunity, in 1999 Brad Adams, Asiadirector of Human
Rights Watch, petitioned the Indian government for equitabl e treatment of
the Dalit community.?

Origins of the Caste System

The Manusnrti, the Laws of Manu, a Sanskrit text compiled around the
first century CE, dividessociety intofour maindivisions, or varnas, which
were then divided into thousands of sub-castes. Each caste and sub-caste
has its own set of duties and practises exclusion, to different degrees,
against castes and sub-castes lower than itself. Today, even Indians who
practise other religions, such as Christianity, Sikhism, Ilam, or Buddhism,
may adhereto caste identities when seeking marriage partners. Over time,
these divisions becameinstitutionalised and peoplewho were not members
of these castes were marginalised and excluded from society. Thus,
Dalitsare considered ritually impure and may be denied entry into temples
andreligiousfestival's, and access to drinking water, toil ets, and el ectricity.
From 1998 to 2002, recorded atrocities against Dalits rose from 7,445 to
33,507.* Innumerabl e other atrocities went unreported and most caseswent
unpunished.

Caste discrimination is linked with illiteracy, aienation, and extreme
poverty. The vast mgjority of India's estimated 20 to 60 million bonded
labourersare Dalits. Dalit children are frequently sold into bondage to pay
off debts owed to caste creditors. Members of the Dalit community are
barred from entering temples and from using upper-caste water taps,
requiring them to travel long distances to get water. Poverty and illiteracy
are endemic in Dalit communities; only asmall percentage have accessto
safe drinking water, electricity, and sanitation facilities.
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The Situation for Women

Gender discrimination isanissue that affectsall Indian women, creating a
two-fold challenge for Dalit women.® According to Hindu tradition, a
woman must serve her father when she is young, her husband after she
marries, and her son later in life. The widespread preference for male
childrenisan indication of the deval uation women face even from thetime
of their birth. The high incidence of female feticide and even female
infanticide, despite the fact that they are illegal, has started to skew the
ratios of males to femalesin various areas of India.

Dalit women find themselves the victims of gender discrimination and
castediscrimination simultaneously, with rape and other forms of violence
used as means of intimidation against lower caste women.® In 2000, the
U.N. Committee for Elimination of Discrimination Against Women cited
concern for the growth of violence against Dalit women. In spite of
legislation, numerous social injustices continue to pose major obstaclesfor
Dalit women. For instance, between 2000 and 2001, the Home Ministry
reported a 16.5 increase in the incidence of rape in India, perpetrated
primarily by caste gangs on Dalit and low-caste women. Despiteincreased
awareness of women's issues and efforts to empower women in Indian
society, patterns of dual discrimination continue to keep Dalit women the
poorest and most frequently victimised of the dispossessed.

Dr. Ambedkar and Buddhism

The origin of this modern mass conversion to Buddhism can be traced to
the life and work of Bhimrao Ambedkar (1891-1956). Despite being born
into an “untouchable” family, Ambedkar earned doctorates from the
London School of Economics and Columbia University, sponsored by the
Mahargaof Baroda. He becamethefirst law minister of independent India
and was largely responsible for drafting the Indian Constitution.
Throughout his life, he was a tireless advocate of human rights and
participated in a range of acts of civil disobedience to that end. He
especidly championed the rights of the oppressed, including women. In
1950, he resigned his ministerial position over the Nehru cabinet’ s refusal
to pass a bill protecting women’ srights.

There came atime when Ambedkar realised that theonly way to befree
of the pernicious effects of the caste system wasto changereligions. At one
point, he declared, “Though | wasborn a Hindu, | will not die a Hindu.””
After exploringtheworld'sdifferentreligionsfor many years, heeventually
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chose Buddhi sm asbeing most suited to hel pingtheformer “ untouchables.”
He contended that “to remain in Hinduism and to attempt to abolish caste
system is like sweetening poison.”® Finally, on October 14, 1956, he
converted to Buddhism, along with 400,000 followers. Successive waves
of Dalit conversions followed. Unfortunately, six weeks after his very
public acceptance of Buddhism, Dr Ambedkar died and left these new
Buddhist converts without |eadership or guidance. Buddhism among the
Dalitsat thistime wasless areligious or spiritual conviction than asocial
statement or aspiration of freedom from oppression. Often, it became
entangled with political activity.

The Story of Dhar macharini Jnanasuri

On July 1, 1942, | was born into a very poor and “untouchable” (Mahar)
family in Nagpur. The city of Nagpur is famous as the place of Dr.
Ambedkar’sconversion. In those days, the life of the “untouchables’ was
worse than the life of an animal. Members of this community enjoyed no
human rights and were shown no humanity. They were restricted from any
participation in education, trade, or finance. They were allowed to hold
neither money or land, so they had no source of livelihood. They were not
permitted to touch a high caste Hindu and could not allow their shadow to
fall over one, since even their shadow was considered polluting. All they
could do was servethose who belonged to the high castes and eat what was
left on their plates. Such a miserable lot was the life of these
“untouchables.”

Ambedkar took birth into “untouchable” community and, after facing
many struggles, was able to complete his education. Even though he was
highly qualified, he faced much ill treatment from the upper castes and it
was due to these experiencesthat he began his career asasocial reformer.
He assured members of his community that they were human beings and
therefore had theright to live as human beings. It was my good fortune that
my father was involved with Dr. Ambedkar’ ssocial welfare activities. As
aresult, frommy childhood, | learned to do socia work inthe community.
In my childhood, | also faced prgudice and mistreatment. In schooal, the
upper-caste teachers were always biased against low-caste students. Even
at a young age, | was affected by my teachers abuse. Because of my
poverty and torn clothes, the teachers and other students used to make fun
of me. Although | was good in studies, | was suppressed and never
appreciated.
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As | was growing up, conversions away from Hinduism to other
religionsbecame morecommon. Dr. Ambedkar decidedtoleave behindthe
inequalities of Hinduism and convert to Buddhism. It wasmy great fortune
to be part of the historical event of conversion that took place on October
14,1956, in Nagpur. Even after morethan 50 years, | till clearly remember
the events of the day when U Chandramani led Dr. Ambedkar in accepting
the teachings of the Buddha. Dr. Ambedkar then turned to the huge crowd
of people and led them in also accepting the Buddhadharma. No one knew
exactly what Buddhism meant, but everyone was sure that, as Buddhists,
they would be seen as equals and no longer treated unfairly. Sadly, even
after converting to Buddhism and feeling that we had achieved some
equality, caste Hindus ill reverted to their old perceptions at times and
treated us with prejudice.

At that time, | was about 13 years old. In schoadl, we ill had tofaceill
treatment from the teachers. We wereliving in apoor slum areain Nagpur
at the time. In the slum, | used to teach poor and illiterate people how to
chant the Tisarana Panchasil g, the three refuges and five precepts. Even at
that young age, | was abl e to explain the meaning to them.

Only six weeks after the conversion ceremony, Dr. Ambedkar passed
away. Thiswas a big shock to his huge numbers of followers, for they no
longer had anyoneto guide themin how to follow the Buddhadharma We
|ooked to the book he had written, The Buddha and his Dharma, and to the
22 vows about how to be a Buddhist that he had explained to us during the
conversion ceremony. Thewhole Buddhist community wasleftindisarray,
without aclear direction. Many peoplereverted to Hinduism, because they
had so little understanding of the Dharma.

In 1979, Bhante Sangharakshita’'s Trailokya Boudha Mahasangha
(TBMSG) came into existence. Asthe Indian branch of the Friends of the
Western Buddhist Order (FWBO), this organisation has been active ever
since, in both teaching the Dharma and promoting humanitarian work in
Maharashtra and other states of India. We felt that this organisation could
provide proper guidance through Dharma retreats. In 1982, | had the
opportunity to participatein such aretreat in Aurangabad. Meditation and
Dharmastudy werethe main focus. Fromthisexperience, | cameto believe
that this group had the right focus in teaching and guiding people on the
Buddhd's path. From that time onward, | have practised Buddhism
continuously.

In 1987, | became adharmacharini  (an ordained member of our order)
and was given the name Jnanasuri. Since that time | have been engaged in
hel ping women to become aware of the Dharma. The path has not a ways
been easy for me, because | had to be aware of my own family
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responsibilities while also being engaged in practising the Dharma and
organising Buddhist activities.

Indiais amale-dominated society where women are dependent on their
husbands. It isvery difficult for awoman to be independent of her husband
and to make her own decisions. This makes it more difficult for women to
leave their homes and families to attend Dharma retreats. But today,
through perseverance and skilful negotiations, many women manage totake
partin retreats and other Dharmaactivities. These women are al so engaged
intrying to spread the Dharma, in their own way. Many women have come
forward to join the order of dharmacharinis and to help in improving
conditions for their Dharma sisters. Women still lag far behind men in
numbers and devel opment, but the situation is slowly improving.

Today separate women's retreats and Dharma classes are led by
dharmacharinisand other committed women. M any women have benefited
greatly from Dharma classes and discussions. Today it is clear to see that
many women are deepening and broadening their understanding of the
Dharma.

In the last few years, there has been a great increase in demand for
Buddhist retreats. In our activities, we try to respond to the needs of dl
sorts of women, whether they are educated, illiterate, poor or rich, from
urban and rural areas. All participate in the same retreats together. These
womenarekeenly interested inlearning more about the Buddhadharmaand
indevelopingtheir understandingthrough meditationand reflection. Indian
dharmacharinishavereceivedinval uable help fromforeigndharmacharini
sisterswho have devoted their lives to benefiting us. Here | would like to
expressmy gratitude tothem. It isbecause of them that weIndian Buddhist
women are now realising our dream of having our own independent
women'’ s retreat centre.

Conclusions

We have seen that, although there have been effortsand even legislation
to eradicate castediscriminationin India, dbuses continueto thisday. Inits
report on caste and discrimination, Human Rights Watch made a
recommendation to the United Nations, asking that U.N. agencies actively
address caste discriminationin India, through “programmes and strategies
designed to curb abuse and encourage accountability.”*® When the Indian
government submitted itsfirst report to the Committee for Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 2000, the Committee raised
many questions on the plight of Dalit women. Noting that Dalit women

56



Beyond Caste, Sexism, and Racism

seem to be as yet an unaddressed sector, the Committee asked for various
particular measures. The report concluded: “The Committee is concerned
withthe continuing discrimination, including violence, suffered by women
of the Dalit community, despite the passage of the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act of 1989. The Committee
considersthat widespread poverty, such social practicesasthe caste system
and son preference, as reflected in a high incidence of violence against
women, significant gender disparities and an adverse sex ratio,
present major obstacles to theimplementation of the Convention.”** At the
time of the mass conversions, Dr. Ambedkar stated that for discrimination
to be completely eradicated thewhol e of Indianeeded to become Buddhist.

In India generally, there is a growing awareness of the challenging
issues facing women in al levels of Indian society. A new women'’s trust
was established in 2004, called the Arya TaraMahilaTrust. Theaim of the
trust is to empower women, especially those from impoverished
backgrounds, to hel pthemselvesand their communities. Thetrust doesthis
by supporting women, both through humanitarian work and Dharma
activities.

It isestimated that thisyear, to coincidewith the 50-year anniversary of
the conversions, up to one million people will convert to Buddhism. Itis
very important that Buddhists have thefreedomto practise thar faith with
dignity, and without discrimination. The weight of cultural and social
conditioningiseven morestacked agai nst women, particularly womenfrom
Dalit backgrounds. Itisvita that women, too, have the freedom and dignity
to practise Buddhism. Thereis still much to be done.
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7
What's Buddhism Have To Do
With Black Women?

Zenju Earthlyn M. Manuel

She walks through the gate,
Heavy footed,
Gazing out from the darkness of skin,
Seeing no church pews,
She sits chanting,
Why have | come without knowing whose house | have entered?

At the ruins of an ancient temple | removed my sandals, outside, near an
open space where the door used to be. Sporting dredocks and sweaty
brown skin, | stepped insidethe ruins, planting my flat wide feet inthe mix
of dung and mud. It was 1995, Tamil Nadu, India. Therein thetemple that
had only onewall and the sky asits ceiling, | wondered what it must have
been like a thousand years ago to chant there, to sit in silencelistening to
cow bells and wooden wagons. | faced a crumbling limestone statue of
Shakti, and despite the fact that she had no eyes, no nose, and chipped lips,
| could feel theripples of her presence throughout the centuries. Although
| had been practising Nichiren Buddhism for seven years, | felt in that
moment, in that temple, a sense that | had been introduced to Dharma, the
teachings of the Buddha a hundred thousand million kal pas ago.
Whether that is true or not, | do experience meeting the Dharma as
something that you don’t do once. It occurs as often asone isawakened to
the suffering and joy of life. So, sometimes | say that | first heard the
Dharmafrom my mother, when she said something like thisat atime when
| was disappointed by church members, “Y ou can't look at other peopl€' s
livesand decide if you are going to pray or not.” In other words, if | judge
a spiritua or religious practise by its people, | would never practise,
because there are no perfect people. Human beings are human beings and
other people havevery littleto do with how far I go down achosen path of
awakening. On the other hand, | might say that Martin Luther King, Jr. was
my first Dharmateacher. His message of non-violence and peace sank deep
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into my eleven-year old heart, especidly at atimewhen four little girlsmy
age had been bombed to death.

Giventhat, | would say that | didn’t go out of the way of my life to meet
the Dharma, but that it met me at the door of my own suffering. When it
came knocking to take up full residencein my life, | actually ran the other
way. | was afraid of something so new and different from the Black church
| wasraisedin. | told theteachersthat | did not have any roomfor chanting,
sitting down after work, or altars that were Japanese. Still the teachers
didn’t go away, bringing me candles, incense, and books to read. | had met
my match. They were more stubborn than | could ever imagine. But it
wasn’ ttheir persistence that kept me still long enough toinvitethe Dharma
in. It wasthe fact that | never sent the teachers away, because | recogni sed
the innate kindness and compassion of the Buddha' s words they shared. |
recognised the teachings as something | had been yearning to hear. |
recognised the bodhisattvas sitting next to me... not their faces, but their
sincere intentions for aworld of peace.

Immediately upon accepting the path of the Buddha, | began to see the
depth of suffering withinand around me. It was almost unbearable, causing
meto doubt the teachings, meaning | had taken on something that might get
the best of me. But with the help of many teachers, | began to seethat both
suffering and joy would be the material used in practising the teachings.
My life would serve as the ground in which Buddhism would come alive.

Today, the Soto Zen that | practise is felt in my body. | can feel the
healing that is taking place by how | seelife, with the curiosity of a child.
I can feel the chants grace my thick lips and my southern Louisiana
ancestors knowing that all is well with their daughter chanting in Pali,
Sanskrit, ancient Chinese, and Japanese. It is all very natural to me. |
welcome the Dharma as it has welcomed me long before | was born.
However, no matter how much | welcome the teachings as a way of life,
there are many complex questions about taking on apractise that hasyet to
become part of the everyday lives of black peoplein the United States or
elsewhere.

So, when | mentioned to my younger sister that | was exploring being a
Zen priest she asked, “What's Buddhism got to do with black people,
anyway?’ Although Sakyamuni Buddha s teachings came from the earth
of ancient India, | knew in the moment when she asked the question, that
the teachings had everything to do with me and with every other suffering
living being. Of course, she wanted to know how | came to explore being
aZen priest, when sheknew measadevout Christian, acourageouswarrior
of the black civil rights movement, and a dedicated Pan-Africanist. She
knew meinmy Afro, African headwraps, Africanjewellery, reading aoud
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poetry to her by black poets such as Langston Hughes, Nikki Giovanni,
Margaret Walker, and Gwendol yn Brooks. Instead of watching television
on some evenings, we would actually perform the poetry for one another,
sitting on our twin beds, speaking through the words of the poetsabout our
experiences of being young, black, and female. She needed to know how
| was going to help her by being a Zen pried. In that moment, | couldn’t
find away to convey to her that much of what | experienced in being black
was much like what the Buddhataught.

When | was thirteen, | remember one evening our family was sitting at
the dinner table at our home in southern California. My older and younger
sisters were in their places with me somewhere in the middle, and my
parents each at one end of the table. Something was especially strange
about the taste and texture of the meat we were eating. Not being big on
meat asachild, | remember frowning and asking what kind of meat wasit.
My father proudly saidin histhick Creole accent, “Possum. | caught it in
the backyard.” | didn’t know what a possum was, but | stopped eating the
meat because it was caught and killed in theyard | played in daily. Y, |
could see my father’s pride at bringing something to our bare table. Life
was hitting us hard at the time, as my parents were ageingwith three teens,
my mother 55 years old and my father 73. It wouldn’t be long before we
received our first bag of food for Thanksgiving from a welfare office. It
would be our last bag, because we could not stand the humiliation. We
would never speak of those hard timesagain, because it was frightening to
talk about being black without anything — not having.

Regardlessof that period in my lifeasachild, | never thought of myself
as poor. Poor was being without food. Poor was being without a house,
without shoes. If we had those things, then everything was fine. If we did
not have them, someone in the neighbourhood, a church member, or a
relative would see that we had what we needed. Aslong as someone else
had them, wedid. Thiswas how generosity was expressed in the 1950s and
1960s among black people, most of whom were new arrivals from the
southern region of the United States. When someone from the church
shared with us, it was a generosity filled with compassion, giving because
they understood or because they were in the same circumstance. Maybe
they only had one dollar, but they would give fifty cents to someone, just
becausethey had adollar. It was not giving because of feeling guilty about
having more than the other; it was giving to be giving, without any praise.
Most often there were no expectations of receiving because of what was
given.

A communal sense of having and giving were essential to our surviva,
an insurance that no one would be left behind. This expression of
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generosity, based on beinginterrel ated, waswhat the Buddhataught. It was
generosity, or dana, one of six paramitas, based in the compassion that |
experienced long ago in my community. Therefore, the teachings of
Buddhawere relevant to my black experience of life and were not odd to
me.

However, in my early years of practising, the Buddhist rituals were
different than what | had been accustomed to in church. Without
communion, baptism, the singing, praising God out loud, and talking back
to the minister, it wasdifficult to believe that therewas any religion going
on inside the Buddhist environment. | had been accustomed to religious
servicesthat included agoal of soul revival. Asachild | enjoyed attending
revival meetings held to bring souls to Christ. Inthese ceremonies, which
could last for weeks, the weeping and wailing | heard around me was
evidence of people being touched or rejoined to spirit. | remember sitting
under ahuge green circustent inthe heat of summer in LosAngeles. Asmy
family and | walked into the revival meeting, | could smell the hay used as
flooring. | loved that smell, because | knew it meant we were about to be
rejuvenated. The revival meeting was the time to rededicate ourselves as
black people; it wasatimetotruly facewhat it meant to live aspiritual life.
It was a time to become conscious of that life. Under the sway of night
lights hanging in the tent, we were brought back from soul-geeping, from
despair, from our feeling stuck and not growing asblack people. In thissoul
revival we recalled happiness, as we celebrated the act of renewal in song
and baptism. In essence, we lived again. We flourished.

Would a practise steeped in the Dharma do the same? Better yet, is a
Buddhist practise meant to do the same? Both of these questions are
important to the exploration of the Buddha' steachingsin thelives of black
people.

Havinglivedinsideoppression, African Americans have experiencesof
being dominated, dienated, and isolated through a systematic
dehumanising process. This way of living has created a longing to be
rejoined with a larger humanity that has been denied or taken away. In
these circumstances, there is arecognition that we can resign oursdves to
limitations and inferiority in ways that lead us on journeys of salvation,
seeking enchantment and finding ways to survive.

Historically, we have been svimming to shore ever since the Middle
Passage in which we came to be slaves in this country. The Middle
Passage, for Africans who became slaves, was ajourney of horrors from
Africa across the Atlantic Ocean, to the so-called New World. The shore
we searched for was metaphorically the ground on which we might stand
as human beings. In seeking this ground, we came across Christi anity.
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Why Christianity? Perhaps the sermon by the character Baby Suggsin
Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved could explain some if it. In the story, the
character Baby Suggs gave a sermon that was not about heaven, hell, and
sinning, but about the beauty of being God's people. In the story,
spiritudity existed in gathering places among the trees. This spirituality
was a commitment to each other’ s well-being and joy. It was a sharing of
freedom within community. Morrison named Baby Suggs an unchurched
preacher, “uncalled, unrobed, unanointed, [letting her] great heart beat in
the presence of the slave community. Baby Suggs message was, ‘In this
hereplace, weflesh; fleshthat weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet
in grass. Loveit. Love it hard.”” Sugg’'s sermon of self-acceptance was a
kind of spirituality that hel ped the peopleto embrace their spirits, despite
dehumanising social conditions. It was a spirituality that co-existed
alongside efforts toward liberation from suffering.

This type of spirituality in the novel Beloved was born of a lived
experienceof avery. Although Christianity brought adi sempowerment to
slaves that couldn’t be seen until later years, Christianity also brought a
spirit of dignity and asense of being divine that the slaves recognised from
their African past. Despite the intent of slave masters to use the Bible to
coerceslavesinto compliant behaviour, slaveswere creative in bringingan
African spirit to theteachings of the Bible. By bringing their African spirit,
slaves used the Bibleto resist the master and forged a path by which they
survived. In essence, the conditions of davery did not completely cut the
slaves off from their ultimate source of the meaning of God, religion, and
moral understanding. Through great ingenuity, slavesbrought together the
Christian meaning of God with African Buddha nature, so to speak.

| came to Buddhism with a sense of a community that strives together.
I camefrom abackground of being connected to human beings through our
souls as sisters and brothers. | came with a sense of dedication and
commitment to serving others, to be like Harriet Tubman, to be like
Sojourner Truth. However, it was the truckload of life's suffering that
prevailed above heritage in my choosing the path of Dharma.

Upon entering the path of the Buddha's teachings, | grieved the
communal sense of African-American-influenced Christianity, whichwas
based on a shared higory of dehumanisation, specifically Slavery. Being a
Christian, in my sensibility, was being black, and therefore entering the
Buddhist path at one time felt like leaving the African American
community. Whereas the Soto Zen tradition in which | practise offers
Sangha, meaning community, it isacommunity that hardly pays attention
to the impact of davery in relationship to the practise. So, | have asked
myself, “What would make a Buddhist community feel like hometo black
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people?’ | suspect that areligiouspractise embraced by African Americans
would have deep rituals and teachings filled with compassion, love, and
wisdom. The practise would be inclusive of all people, creating both an
individual and collective experience. Most important, the practise would
have a quest to end suffering, especialy dehumanisation, by saving all
beings. In this way, one can see how African Americans could easily
embrace the Buddha s teachings.

Y et, thereisno Dharmagate marked for black peopleonly. Still, wecan
acknowledge that there is a history between the people of the African
diasporaand theteachingsof the Buddha. Although Europeanliteratureand
perspectiveson thehistory of Buddhismisextensive, littleto none hasbeen
doneon thelink between Africans, African Americans, and the Buddha. In
my bones| know something ismissing. Thereis an awareness on my part
that the Buddha' steachings affect thelives of those who suffer oppression,
such asthe black Tamil Indians, Dalits, and the Untouchables— held down
by a caste system. Additionally, Nagarjuna, the great scholar of the
Mahayanateachings, espoused the freedom of enlightenment to the black
Indians of southern ancient India. And because Buddhism spoke of
liberation, | assume that it did not flourish in a country where ancient
Hinduism, thetraditional religion, supported the caste system. At the same
time, when the Buddha spoke of the great rivers, the Ganges, the Y amuna,
the Aciravati, the Sarabhu and the Mahi, giving up their former names and
identitieswhen they reach the great ocean, he was expounding the teaching
of liberation. Imagine what this might have meant to the lower castes.
Although it is speculative that ancient Indiais where Africans connected
withthe Buddhadueto suppression or lost history, considering Africans as
part of the Buddhist movement from its beginningsis a crucial and valid
historical perspective to unearth.

However, for certain, as early as 1950, and in the 1960s and 1970s, a
few African Americans and people of African descent crossed the
illusionary boundary of religious practices popul ated by black people, such
as southern Baptist churches, African Methodist churches, Pentecostal
churches, and the like, to explore apractise based on Sakyamuni Buddha's
teachings. Their courage and innocence pried open the unfamiliar Dharma
gate for black people to consider what the Buddha taught. Imagine going
to a foreign land, a temple in your own country, without knowing the
language and the customs, then deciding to stay and make the place your
home. At the same time, imagine that there is something familiar about the
land that reminds you of yourself. So, you stay, and the first language you
learn is chanting and/or breathing. You learn the customs of lighting
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incense and candles, bowing and sitting down. There you stay for years,
until some of the confusion becomes clear.

Many pioneer African American practitioners and practitioners of
African descent have been practising with great patience from 15 to 20 or
even 30 years, yet the black community has heard littlefrom them. Despite
the fact there are several publications available with the voices of
practitioners of colour, these works have limited distribution. Therefore,
I would like to widen the gate by presenting the voices of four African
American women who have entered the gate. Since they are black women,
it is important to consider that these Dharma practitioners came with a
historical experience of suffering affected by slavery in the United States.
Therefore, their perspectives on ending suffering, in relationship to the
Buddhd steachings, contribute to the ever-evolving practise of peace and
liberation.

Each of these Dharma sistersis areflection of mein that sheisover 50
yearsold and has been practising compassion, love, and wisdom for more
thantenyears. They are Dharmasistersthat have sat in the pain and waked
inthejoy of their lives, willing to faceall of what isbrought to their tables.
In talking with them, there was arealisation that the nature of our lives has
yet to befully revealed and that sharing how we practiseisliberation from
what has already been said about black women. If theworld understood the
suffering of black women, women living indark bodiesall over the planet,
then the world would understand the depth of the human condition. We
would understand what the Buddha meant when he said there is suffering.

There were many questions to ask my friends, but for a start | asked
them what in your life brought you to the path of Dharma? And, why have
you stayed? Presented here is a paraphrase of their actual words.

Shahara Godfrey

How to live black and female is a challenge. | am engaged and responded
to in the world as a black woman. | entered the path of Dharma with that
challenge. That challengeincludesdealing withinequality, racism, sexism,
and being rendered invisible. Asamother, it also includesdealingwith my
daughter, who is also black and femae. With that chalenge, | needed a
path of freedom — a path older than God. | needed a place of no doors, no
borders. | do go to church, but | needed something internal to sustain me
over thelong haul. Eventualy, | saw aflyer for aretreat |ed by two African
American Dharma teachers that said, “Black people do you want to be

65



Zenju Earthlyn M. Manuel

free?” | answered by attending that retreat, formally beginning my
commitment to practise.

| have stayed on the path of Dharma because, in practising freedom, one
needs refuge. When, finaly, | amnot being engaged, by others or myself,
as a black woman, in that freedom, | will need refuge in the Buddha,
Dharma, Sangha. Knowing that | can be freein the midst of inequality and
invisibility, and have amind as vast as the sky, is reason enough to stay.

Bola Cofidd

When | realised through therapy and other healing processes that suffering
was caused by me, it was clear that | needed a practise that woul d turn me
toward my life. At the time | fully entered the path of Dharma, | was
challenged with my participation in a Ph.D. programme. Being in that
programme brought up fear, shame, confusion, and asense of overwhelm.
I knew it was something — something about “me.” A therapist said, “Y our
body is dying to meet you.” This meant | had disconnected from my
emotions and therefore my body. | was avoiding the suffering.

| had always been attracted to meditation. But on the path of Dharma,
meditation allowed me to deal with my mind, not making life a “big
unmanageable thing,” but rather life as body and breath. When | breathe,
I immediately know wherel am. | am open to who | am in the breath. | can
trust something bigger than “me.”

| have stayed on the path of Dharma, because the breath iswhere | can
get beyond the construction of being a black woman, daughter, friend,
healer, and so on. | get to practise compassion, which is a sober and true
way of dealing with emotions. In the past, when | felt unworthy inthe Ph.D.
process, | would be on the floor, because | couldn’t hold thisfeeling. Now,
I know | can start over where | am. | sit: mind goes, | breathe, and start all
over again, in the moment.

Anita Carse

When | entered thepath of Dharma, | wasn’t aware of my ownlife. | wasn't
living my life. There were many distractions, including relationships with
my family. | was unhappy and | knew it was time to make a change.
Asan atist, | always thought about going to art school, but was afraid
that | wouldlose my lovefor art. So, inthe midst of my unhappinessinlife,
| decided to go to art school and explore the fear of it. It was through art
that | began to sit. Art became a practise, an endless process of coming to
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the centre of my life. Although | began sitting meditation at home, without
the distractions of an established Sangha, | later joined a community of
Buddhist practitioners for a period of time. However, with a sitting
meditation practise at home, combined with the discipline of practisingart,
| was able to walk a path filled with the substance of my life and beyond.

Eventually, the unhappiness, the suffering in my life, al began to ease.
| found new ways of relating to family and friends. | began letting go of old
ways, views, and patterns of being in the world. Thiswasliberation, but it
put me in the space of asking, “Now, who am |1? Who am | without this or
that?’ | was lost without the things that | let go of. It was terrifying, an
endless journey.

Yet, I’ ve stayed on the path of Dharma, because| am lessrestless. I'm
in areging place, because | don’t have to choose this or that. The path of
Dharma is a difficult rigour, but also a nourishing rigour. | have to be
honest with myself on this path and not play little tricks with myself.

Being an African American woman is part of the work, but is not the
issue for me. Struggle around identity is exhausting because it is such an
issue in the world. Today, | can connect with everything in the world that
isso infinite— suffering as human beings. And yet, being on the path gives
me a way to trust and still acknowledge the complexities and textures of
life.

Noliwe Alexander

When | entered the path of Dharma, | wanted a clearer way of living in the
world, away to approach life through love. At the time, there was much
sufferinginmy life. | would ask, ‘* Why is thishappening to me? | realised
that, in some way, the suffering was about things | was holding onto.
Mostly, | was holding onto suffering.

As | began sitting meditation, it became clear that much of how |
suffered was being attached to the outcome of my striving, projecting into
the future, and attempting to control all agpects of life. Over time, there
were no more pity parties, no more asking why this is happening to me.
Being in the present became away of walking on the planet with alighter
step. | could catch my breath every day, through good and bad. | can look
at what isaffecting mein the present. I'm happier than in the past. | have
a son and he has said that | am happier because of my practise of
meditation. It has given him adifferent perspective of how to walk in this
world.
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I’ve stayed on the path of Dharma because | have more to learn, more
to learn about the Buddha' s teachings. | need to understand more how the
teachings apply to life.

We are not done. There are many other questions to ask. And there are
questionsthat have beenasked, but thereisno answer. Wearedark women,
having been rooted in the earth. We are not dark women, having flown into
the sky. We have tasted nectar that we' ve called liberation. We cannot pass
it on, for it isin our veins, only to be seen through our eyes after along
time sitting.

Notes

1 Forexample, see Angel Kyodo Williams, Being Black: Zen and theArt of Living with Fearlessness
and Grace (New York: Penguin Compass, 2002); Jan Willis, Dreaming Me: From Baptist to
Buddhist, An African American Woman's Spiritual Journey (New Y ork: Riverhead Books, 2002);
Marianne Dresser. Buddhist Women on the Edge: Contemporary Per spectives from the Western
Frontier (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 1996); Jarvis Jay Masters, Finding Freedom: Writings
from Death Row (Junction City, CA: Padma Publishing, 1997); and Sumi D. Loundon, Blue Jean
Buddha: Voices of Young Buddhists (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2001).
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Losing Ground in Gender Equality in a Multicultural

Society: Buddhist Women's Experience in Nepal

Sumon K. Tuladhar

Observers have pointed out that Buddhist women generally experience
less discrimination and have more freedom than women in many other
cultures, but still face constraints and inequalities:

In theory, Buddhism is egalitarian, affirming that all sentient beings
have equal potential to achieve perfect enlightenment. Because the
goal of Buddhism is the transformation of consciousness, and
consciousness has no gender, there should be no bar to women’s
equal participationin Buddhist practise. Thisegalitarian ideal is not
aways readized in Buddhist societies, however. It can be
convincingly argued that women in Buddhist soci eties enjoy greater
social freedom than women in many other societies, yet they do not
enjoy full equality in Buddhist societies or institutions.

In this essay, | endeavour to show that, despite their unique religious
freedom, Buddhist women in Nepa are currently accommodating
themselvesto Hindu culture as practised in Nepal, resulting in aloss of their
freedom and statusin society.

Nepal is rich in cultural and ethnic diversity. The 1991 census and
subsequent research shows that there are around 60 caste and ethnic groups
and 19 spoken languages. Ethnic groups are identified by caste, ethnicity,
language, and religion. The constitution of Nepal recognises this diversity
and prohibits all forms of discrimination based on caste, creed, sex, or
religion. The state is committed to the promotion of multiculturaism.
However, minority cultures and religions continue to suffer losses in the
natural process of accommodation to the dominant culture.

Hinduism is the predominant religion in Nepal, but a diversity of other
religious groups also exists. The population is 10.74 percent Buddhist, 4.2
percent Muslim, 3.6 percent Kirat, and 0.45 percent Christian. On the basis
of inscriptions and epigraphic evidence, Buddhism in Nepal can be traced
back to well before the fourth century CE, when the majority of the
population was Buddhist. However, a majority of the country’srulers have
been from a Hindu religious background. Since the Licchavi era (879 CE),
there ishistorica evidence that rulersapplied many strategies to implement
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the caste system based on Hindu philosophy. These strategies were
successfully implemented subsequent to the reign of King Jayasthiti Malla
(1372-1395), who divided Newar society into 64 different caste groups. In
the 18" century, Prithvi Narayan Shah unified several separate states and
established Nepal as a single country. He not only unified the states, but he
also introduced Hindu Khasa imperialism into Kathmandu, where the
population was predominantly made up of Buddhist Newars.? Drastic social
assimilation started to take place under this royal imperialism. With the
imposition of direct rule by the Rana Dynasty (1846-1951), the rulers
clamped down on Buddhist society and religion so tightly that the Buddhist
monasteries (Baha and Bahi) started to loose their assets. Buddhist monks
were expelled from the country and those who preached Buddhism were
threatened with expulsion.

In 1950, democracy dawned in Nepal. People experienced abrief period
of political and religious freedom. However, in the 1960s, King M ahendra
began to clamp down on the non-Hindus once again and declared Nepal to
be aHindu state. Thiswas confirmed by the new constitution brought about
by the 1990 revolution. Needless to say, religious beliefs and cultural
traditions are always influenced by political events, the economic situation
of the country, and changing course of history. Nepal is a typical example
of the acculturation of Buddhist socio-cultural practices to the mainstream
religion.

The status of women islow in Nepal, regardless of religious affiliation.
One of the most telling statistics is the maternal mortality level at 475 per
100,000.> Women represent only 7.5 percent of those in civil service
positions, including the health sector, despite the fact that 90 percent of
women are involved in agriculture, the mainstay of the economy, and earn
about 50 percent of the household income. Anthropological studies have
shown that the status of women is generally lower in the terai regions and
higher in the hill communities, which includes people of Tibeto-Burmese
stock in northern and eastern Nepal. The majority of hill communities were
originally Buddhist and gradually adjusted to the predominantly Hindu
culture, due to state policy that decrees one country, one language, and one
religion.

Although Buddhism is quite progressive in terms of gender parity,
Buddhist women in Nepal, as in many other countries, have lost ground in
gaining gender equality. When it comes to women, the Buddhist virtue of
generosity seemsto come to a standstill. The relationship between political
power centres and Buddhist institutions is a crucial factor here. Early
Buddhist thinkers developed a theory that linked kingship and the Sangha.
The vihara, the main hub of Buddhist activity, lent legitimacy to aruler’s
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claim to power and fashioned rules to avoid conflict between Buddhist
society and state power. T. T. Lewis notes that in the case of Newari
Buddhism, the tradition had to adapt itself to Brahmanical society, which
diminished Buddhism’ sability to maintain textual ly-defined hierarchies and
its classical ideological distinctiveness.*

Despite thefact that the Buddhawas born in Nepal, Buddhism in Nepal
has witnessed many ups and downs. Inscriptions dating to the Licchavi era
(c. 450-c. 750) reveal that Mahayana Buddhism was very popular in the
Kathmandu Valley during this period. During the twelfth century,
Vajrayana or Buddhist tantra, a branch of Mahayana, flourished
throughout the valley. There is evidence that even the royal families
embraced Buddhism. The famous account of the Nepali princess Bhrikuti
Devi and her marriage to the Tibetan king Songtsan Gampo in the seventh
century testifies that Buddhism enjoyed widespread popularity. When
the princess was married to the Tibetan king, she took Nepali Buddhist
artifacts with her to Tibet as her dowry. She also took Nepali artists with her
to build a Nepali-style stupa in Tibet. As Lewis recounts, Newari artisans
are said to have erected the Tsuglakhang, the first and most central Buddhist
temple in Lhasa. In the fifteenth century, the reputation of Newar artisans
had spread so widely that the Mongolian kings of China summoned a
Newari artist named Arniko to Peking to build temples and make images for
them. In many monasteriesin Tibet, the mantra “om mani padme hum” has
been found inscribed in Newari script, called Ranjana Lipi. From these
records, it is evident that Nepali artisans were instrumental in the spread of
Buddhism to Tibet. Even today, Tibetans and Newar Buddhists regard each
other as close cousins, with Buddhism the common link. These transnational
relations were possible because of the royal family’s strong devotion to
Buddhism. Among the most important figure in these relations was Bhrikuti
Devi, whose image is enshrined in the important Jokhang Temple of Lhasa.

In Nepal, three different sects of Buddhism exist side-by-side:
Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana. Mahayana Buddhism advocates
the ideal of the bodhisattva, who embodies wisdom and compassion,
whereas Vajrayana advocates the rituals of kriya and charya tantra and
presents lucid explanations of Buddhist philosophy. For example, during the
vrata ritual, the priest tells a story that teaches the eight Buddhist precepts.
Another common ritual is the Guru Mandala Puja, a symbolic offering of
the phenomenal world and the practitioner’s body to the Three Jewels:
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. These rituals are limited to men. Religious
specialists are married priests, not celibate monks. All the priests are male
and, even though the wives of the priests may be present at the pujas, they
are subordinate. One unique Buddhist ritual is the Nyaga Sona Puja, which
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aman and a woman (preferably husband and wife) perform together. The
major Vajrayana Buddhist rituals give men and women equal status, called
shakti and upaya, power and skilful means. Even so, this equal statusis
limited to rituals and does not translate to an equal status for women in
society.

Buddhism isthoroughly embedded in popular pujas and rituals. During
periods when the rulers treated Buddhism harshly, the priests very skilfully
preserved Buddhism covertly in symbolic rituals. Consequently, today it is
often difficult to differentiate between Hindu culture and Buddhist culture.
Both emphasise the importance of rituals asa meansto purify the mind and
reach enlightenment. Thus, multiculturalism in Nepalese society has
influenced Buddhists to assimilate into the mainstream culture, which is
Hindu. Therefore, for many Buddhists, acculturation has resulted in aloss
of their own Buddhist culture.

Vajrayana Buddhism has a long history in Nepalese Buddhist society,
whereas the recent history of Theravada Buddhism goes back only to the
19" century. The status of Buddhist women in Nepal described in thisarticle
istheir status reflected in Vajrayana Buddhism. The indicators | have used
to assess the status of women in N epalese society are the status of the girl
child in the family, growing into womanhood, and women’'s access to
divorce.

In both Buddhist and Hindu households, boys are preferred to girls,
although a study has shown that Newari Buddhists prefer the first child to
be a girl. Buddhists prefer sons over daughters, but not obsessively so. A
girl child is selected and worshipped as the Kumari, a goddess, in Newari
society. It is believed that girls develop faster than boys, so the rice feeding
ceremony for girlsis held amonth earlier than for boys. Both girls and boys
undergo certain rites of passage during adolescence. For example, the Ihii
and Bara Tayegu ceremonies areheld for girlsand the Bratabandh ceremony
is held for boys.

As a girl grows into womanhood, she is considered polluted during
menstruation. She is not allowed to perform religious rituals, but the taboo
is less drictly observed than among Hindus, where she is not only
considered polluted, but is treated as an untouchable and confined to a
certain space. At thetime of marriage, when a girl leavesher natal home, the
priest of the girl’ s family makes aspeech in which he hands her over in front
of everyone in the wedding procession. He explains to the priest of the
groom’s family how lovingly the girl has been raised and demands that she
be treated with the same affection in her in-laws home. Among Hindus, a
similar speech is made, but the expectations are different. The priest says,
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“We are handing our beloved daughter over to you. If you adopt and feed
her, it isvirtuous and, if you kill her, it is non-virtuous.”

After marriage, a Buddhist woman is regarded as equal in status to her
husband by her husband’s family. She pays respect to her elders and is
treated the same as junior members of the family. After marriage, a Hindu
woman must pay respect to all members of her husband’ s family, including
those who are junior to her, and assume the lowest status in the family.
Among Buddhists, a married woman maintains her identity. She does not
change her last name and when she is invited to weddings and other
celebrations, the invitation isissued in her name. Among Hindus, awoman
loses her identity upon marriage. When she receives an invitation, it is
issued in her husband’s name. After marriage, Hindu daughters are
considered separate from their natal families and do not even mourn the
death of their parents. By contrast, Buddhist women continue to be
considered very valuable members of their natal families even after
marriage.

Among Hindus, sons are necessary for death rituals. It is said that,
“Without a son, the door of heaven is closed.” The law permits a man to
marry a second wife if the first one does not give birth to a son. After the
death of her husband, awoman is considered inferior to her son. The Hindu
scholar Manu said, “A female must be supervised by her father while sheis
a girl, by her husband when she is a woman, and by her son when she is
widowed.” Among Buddhists, by contrast, married daughters are essential
for performing death rituals. After the death of her husband, she becomes
the head of household.

Buddhist women are free to leave their husbands any time they wish.
The ritual for declaring a divorce isvery smple: a woman just returns ten
beetle nuts that were sent from her in-laws’ house. She is then free to re-
marry. Among Hindus, marriage is a permanent state. If awoman’s husband
dies or divorces her, she remains her husband’s property and cannot re-
marry.

Unfortunately, women'’ sstatusin N epalese B uddhist society iscurrently
in jeopardy and there are signs that it is on the decline. These days people
have begun to issue invitation cards for awoman in her husband’s name.
Some Buddhist families have begun to expect women to use honourific
termsto address even junior members of their husband’ sfamily. Some well-
to-do Buddhist families have begun observing these customs very strictly.
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Conclusion

Women in Buddhist societies need to be on the alert and revert to
Buddhist traditions of learning and culture, not to rituals. Buddhist
education is essential for teaching compassion to the younger generation.
Compassion is the key principle for ensuring equality among people,
regardless of ethnicity, gender, or other differences. Especidly in the
confused world today, compassion and tolerance must be developed in
everyone’smind. Only thenwill harmony, respect, and understanding bring
unity amidst diversity.

Notes

1 Karma Lekshe Tsomo, “Almost Equal: Obstacles on the Way to an International Bhikkhuni
Sangha,” Bridging Worlds: Buddhist Women’s Voices Across Generations (Taipei: Yuan Chuan
Press, 2004), p.177.

2  TheKhasas are hill people who speak Nepali as their mother tongue. After the invasion of a Hindu
Khasa king from Gorkha, Khasa culture, language, and religion were imposed on the Newar
community in the Kathmandu V alley.

3 UNDP Human D evelopment Report, 1999.

4 T. T. Lewis, The Tuladhars of Kathmandu: A Study of Buddhist Tradition in a Newar Merchant
Community. Ph.D. dissertation (Ann Arbor: University Microfilms International), p. 11.
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9
Music for the Heart and Soul

Imee Ooi

Music can touch our hearts and minds deeply. It isavery effective way of
expressing emotions, transferring messages, and even delivering hope.
Thus, learning the Dharmathrough music, using musi c asabridge to bring
Dharma to people, and letting people embrace Dharma through it,
especidly inthismodernera, isaheartwarming journey of wonder and joy.
It is an experience where religion, art, and life come together as one.

| have been blessed in this moment to be able to have a life as a
musician dedicated to producing Buddhist music. In this, my belief,
passion, work, and happiness are all enjoyed together in one space, one
time. Many people have expressed the opinion that | am a gifted person
with aspecial talent to be able to present such auspiciousmusic. However,
| believe that everyone has the potential to contribute something to others.
It can be anything, from cooking a med to a simple gesture of care and
kindness. Writing music just happens to be something | can do well.

“Wheredoesyour inspirationcomefrom?’ | am often asked. Eventually,
| realised that | do not need a particular environment, setting, or mood to
gain inspiration, like being high on a mountain, strolling along the beach
of agreat sea, watching a sunset, or meditating under the moonlight. | live
avery ordinary lifestyle. Many times, the inspiration behind my musical
compositionscomes simply from the ancient sound of mantrasandthelines
of sutras, from having a strong belief in the Dharma, and a heart that
aspiresto spread blessing and the teachings to more people. Continuoudy
repeating and chanting these lines asa daily practise often unfolds hidden
melodieswithin. The practise not only bringsanendlessflow of inspiration
in my music, but it has also hedped me discover a deeper level of peace,
clarity of mind, and especialy, the joy of living.

On many occasions, when | have completed amusical work and played
it back to listen, | have been very touched by the music and wondered
whether it wasindeed my creation. Wasthemusic really coming fromme?
These compositions have always sounded fresh and unfamiliar, likeanew
message, anew lesson to my heart and soul. As| rejoiceat the fruits of my
music composition, | quietly attribute it to aguiding hand from beyond, as
if some supernatural power is helping me.
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Once | asked Bhikkhuni Man Ya, a Buddhist nun whom | respect
deeply and feel very close to, whether thisfeeling of “being guided by a
supernatural power” can be explained and analysed logically. She gladly
attributes my experience to the revelation of a subconscious mind, the
hidden talent of one who is deep in concentration, who puts all her heart
and mind into her work in a truthful, kind, and loving way, with a pure
mind. “ Thisisonly natural, just like a person who is always happy and at
ease with the environment will treat others well and with kindness.
Naturally, these attitudes will grow and becomethe virtues of that person.
The music that flows from the heart and mind of a person with such virtue
will definitely touch the hearts and minds of the listeners, likeatransfer of
energy,” she said.

| also have very beautiful dreams. They are always about my beloved
grandmother who passed on ten years ago. She appears in the form of a
bodhisattva in colourful lights, giving me words of acknowledgment and
encouragement, telling mel'vedonethe right thing, telling meto go on and
never give up.

Through my little experience over the past ten years, | havelearned that
good Buddhist music should not be created under strict, rigid conditions
like setting a goal or atarget beforehand, trying too hard to achieve, or
trying to surpass others. | always try to write with a spirit free from
attachments. Though thisisvery difficult, | know it is possible, startingin
very small ways. To write well, just let the melodies flow naturally and
freely and do not rely on a particular time or mood to write. Hold firm to
your faith intheteachings, betruthful about your own abilities, and believe
in the benefit of spreading the Dharma through music. In this way,
inspiration will flow abundantly and one will see good results.

My adviceto friends who want totry writing Buddhist music isto work
diligently and study conscientiously to acquire proper knowledge, so asto
understand and practise the texts and teachings you wish to write about.
Always open up your heart and mind, improve your personal virtue and
integrity, be humble, recognise your mistakes, and work within your own
abilities. This daily homework will certainly serve as a realistic way of
finding the right ingredients, all in harmony, to produce good music.

Regarding Buddhist women's participation in the field of Buddhist
music, | believe that all daughters of the Buddha with musical talent or
knowledge can contribute in their own way, at their own level of
experience. They can start by nurturing their children at home, teaching
musicinaDharmaclass, singingat aBuddhist gathering, or simply sharing
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music that brings positive energy with friends and relativesat any time, at
any place.

Buddhist women can a so cultivateatrend of sharing Buddhist musicin
society. The appreciation of Buddhist music, cultural performances, and
artscan become part of our daily activities. Such an appreciation is healthy
and certainly a way of cleansing our hearts, because the core values and
spirit are based on the teachings of the Buddha.

Musi c transcends boundaries of religion, race, and nationality. Through
theyears, | have been very pleased and grateful that my music hastravelled
to many countries and been listened to by people of many religions and
faiths, not just Buddhists. | believe that music with positive energy and a
positive message can touch a person very immediately. One need not
necessarily understand the language or content being expressed. Mantras
and sttras are not easily learned and understood. Presenting them through
music is a gentle approach — a beautiful first impression to the further
guest. We should never undermine our ability to contribute to the limitless
horizons of spreading the Dharma.

| encourage you and hope that my words will inspire you to embrace
Buddhist music and allow its beauty to touch your lives. | hope that
Buddhist women will promote Buddhist music and make it part of the
artistic culture of our times. | am very grateful to my family for their
unconditional love and care and to my friends and colleagues for
supporting me with harmonious relationships and apeaceful atmospherein
whichtowork. | deeply appreciate the messagesof encouragement andlove
received from peopleall over theworld who know me through my music. |
thank you dl from the bottom of my heart.

May all beings be happy and well.
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Singing the Dharma:
Practise through Music

Hyeseon Sunim

Music is a universal language, as the proverb goes. To put this more
technically, it can be said that music isone of the most, if not the most,
effective means of cross-cultural communication. It isfor this reason that
music plays a key role in delivering religious messages beyond any
language barier.

This paper concerns seonbopka, a new kind of Buddhist vocal music
which both the Korean and international members of the Hanmaum
Seonwon play as a form of practise. In what follows, | will first explain
seonbopka: itsemergence, composition processes, and characteristics. This
will befollowed by adiscussion of the functions and effects of seonbopka
onindividuals and society. Inthelast part of the paper, | will present clips
from abenefit concert heldin 2004, demonstrating thewaysinwhich music
can contribute to modernising and globalising Buddhi sm.

Seonbopka means* asong of Seonteaching.” It wasconceived of inthe
early 1990s by Daehaeng Sunim, the founder of the Hanmaum Seonwon of
the Korean Buddhist Jogye Order. The lyrics of seonbopka are usually
sel ected from Buddhi st verseswritten by Daehaeng Sunim, and itsmel odies
are composed by professional musicians. In form, seonbopka is a simple
song that anyone can easily learnto sing. Here isan example:

All You Sentient Beings Herein!

I. When theriver is clear, the moon is reflected.
When theriver is murky, the moon hides away.
It is not that the moon comes following the clear water
Or the moon goes away chased by the murky water.
Getting rid of al agonies, the mind becomes calm.
When the mind becomes clear and pure
Buddha appears spontaneously

[refrain]
Green mountain is wordless, running river doesn’t leave atrace

80



Singing the Dhar ma: Practise through M usic

Like nature, when the mind is solemn and constant
That mind becomes the Buddha at once.

I1. The truth of the Buddha' steachingsisjust like this:
When the mind isclear, the Buddha appears,
When the mind is clouded, the Buddhais not visible.
Buddha did not come from somewhere.
Buddhadid not go anywhere.
Guarding well against the thieves of the six hindrances,
Becoming free from the functioning of the six hindrances,
Sentient beings become the Buddha at once.*

Seonbopka generally describes Buddhist teachings or the inner state of
a Seon practitioner. It also encourages Seon practise for those whowish to
attain equanimity amidst the commotion of day-to-day life. The most
important characteristic of seonbopkaisthat it isnot aeulogy dedicated to
the Buddha or a bodhisattva. The significance of this characteristic of
seonbopka can be understood by comparing it with other well-known
Buddhist music genres.

Korean Buddhist music is largely divided into the traditional and
modern categories, represented by pomp’ ae and ch’ anbulga, respectively.
The epigraph of National Master Chin’ gam of the Silla Kingdom records
that the Seon master Chin’gam studied pomp’'ae in Tang China and
introduced it to Koreansin the 9" century.? Pomp’ aeisthe oldest and most
distinct form of Buddhist music in Korea, and is still performed today on
special occasions. It isessentially solemn ritual music that takesthree days
to be presented full-scale. Only properly trained monastic members are
authorised to perform pomp’'ae. The “authentic” form of this elaborate
ritual art hasbeentransmitted from generation to generation through astrict
master-apprentice relation within a narrow circle of monks.®

Modernforms of Korean Buddhist music, ch’anbulga, are compaosed in
aWestern style. They were created in the 1920s under the influence of
Christianity.* Ch’anbulga, which exemplifies the new type of music,
literally means “a song praising the Buddha.” In spirit, ch’anbulga is
similar to the music that followers of the Buddha offer to their teacher as
an expression of veneration after Dharma talks. Therefore, singing
ch’anbulga isin keeping with the age-old practise of paying tribute to an
enlightened being. However, in actua practise in Korean temples,
ch’ anbulga functions more or less asthe Buddhist equivalent of Christian
hymns.
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The aim of ch’anbulga was to modernise Buddhist rituals and thereby
popularise Buddhism among themasses. Ch’ anbulga waswel comed by lay
Buddhistsfor its simplicity and has spread steadily since the 1920s. In the
1980s, Korean temples began to organise choirs as they adopted
ch’anbulga as a regular feature of their Dharma meetings. This
development has contributed to conveying Buddhist messages to a broad
range of congregations. Hence, ch’ anbulga has become the most popul ar
and familiar genre of Buddhist music to Koreans today.

Seonbopka is akin to ch’anbulga in that they are both simple songs.
However, they differ in content and purpose: ch’ anbulgaisoriented toward
external powers, whereas seonbopka focuses on internal ones. In other
words, ch’anbulga communicates one's faith and devotion, whereas
seonbopka is centred on one’ s mind and meditation.® In tone, seonbopkais
more contemplative than ch’anbulga, although both are fashioned in the
Western scale.

The absence of devotional elements in seonbopka reflects several
important aspects of Daehaeng Sunim’s teaching. Master Daehaeng
emphasises that we should probe into our mind instead of seeking help
from outside of ourselves. Sheteachesustoentrust everythingto hanmaum
(onemind) and just observe its empty, yet enormously powerful workings.
All of us have Buddha nature within us, which she callsjuingong (empty
owner).® Although juingong enables and empowers us, many of us are
unaware of it, deluded by atendency to rely on others.

Seonbopka isintended for a broad range of people, and it is especially
beneficial for busy urban dwellers. We can sing seonbopka while engaging
in other activities. Daghaeng Sunim defines meditation as an everyday
activity, not a special action that can be taken only in certain places and
times. Seonbopka provides a practical method for puttingthisteaching into
practise. Singing seonbopka is a practise in and of itself, asit helps us to
internalise the Buddhist teachings and discover our own Buddha nature.

One of the factors that makes seonbopka easily accessible to everyone
is the use of hangul, the vernacular Korean. Daehaeng Sunim’s verse is
composed in hangil, not in literary Chinese, as is the case with many
traditional Buddhist poems. The use of hangil has a particular apped to
younger generations of Buddhists.

As a form of Seon practise, seonbopka also serves as a means of
compassionate action on a social level. Members of the Hanmaum
Seonwon choirsgather together regularly to practi se seonbopka asagroup.
One of theimportant activities for themis organising benefit concerts. The
Hanmaum Seonwon has held a choir festival every year since the early
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1990s. Proceeds from these concerts are all donated for the poor and sick
in society. The 2002 concert was for children suffering from heart disease
and the 2004 festival was for liver cancer patients.

These charitabl e activities show how seonbopka functions asamedium
of socid communication between the Buddhist community and society at
large. These activities also nurture a strong sense of unity and fellowship
among the festival participants. By singing seonbopka together, they can
overcome differences in their educational backgrounds, socio-economic
classes, professiond orientations, regional affiliations, and even in their
monasti ¢ statusesas|ay or ordained. M oreover, seonbopkafacilitatescross-
cultural communi cation between the K orean and international members of
Hanmaum Seonwon. A good exampl eisthe 2004 benefit, attended by many
ethnic Germans from the Kaarst branch temple.

The effectsof seonbopka as a cross-linguistic and cross-cultural means
of dialogue are described by two Germans of the Kaarst branch temple.
Oneinterviewee stated:

They [seonbopka] go right into the heart and guide us to our maum
[mind]. When we gather to sing together, throwing everything in our
melting pot, the songs sound in us and resound in our being. All our
fears, worries, and burdensmelt away, because our hearts can open.
Thus we have all changed through the singing.... Since we started
practising for the choir festival in Korea, our heartsexpanded and we
awakened somewhat, because we could feel and realise ourselves
through the singing....The study of maum [mind] or kwan
[observation] sometimes soundsvery abstract,” but Kan Sunim [the
Master]’s songs comfort us at once. They reach my deepest inner
depths and gives me new courage. It is a meditation and path.

Another interviewee confessed that the words of seonbopka weredifficult
to understand, but found that singing in achoir had avery positive impact
on his/her practise:

When | first heard seonbopka, | had mixed emotions. The Korean
words were very difficult and even the German translation was not
always easy to understand. But each and every melody was so
touching that the music went right to the heart and left anindelible
mark there.... During the performance, we all became one voice and
one body, and it was awonderful feeling. During the performance,
| wished it would never end. And what isa so very astonishing isthat
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after returning to Germany and singing the songs during the Sunday
ceremonies, even today the same experience comes back again and

again.

Seonbopka can be aless demanding and more enjoyableway of practise

in today’s hectic way of life. Buddhist music has a prominent place in
Korean culture and seonbopka has reinforced this tradition. At the same
time, seonbopka has helped contemporary Korean Buddhist music to
reorientitsel f fromadevotional art toacontemplativepractise. Thiscritical
contribution reflects Daehaeng Sunim'’ son-going endeavour to modernise
Buddhismin Korea srapidly changing society in an age of theinternet and

globalisation.

Notes

1  Hanmaum Seonwon ed., Hanmaum yojon (The Principles of Hanmaum) (Seoul: Y 6siamun,
1996), p. 733.

2 Pak, Pom-hun, Han'guk pulgyo umaksa yon'gu (A Study of the History of Korean Buddhist
Music) (Kyongnam: Changgyonggak, 2004), p. 158.

3 Pomp’aewastraditionally monopolised by monks. However, Donghai Sunimlearned theart from
Master Song’am and was the first bhiksuni to become an official heir and Intangible National
Treasure for pomp’ aein Korean history.

4 Thefirst ch’anbulga was composed in 1927 by Paik Y ongsong.

5  Daehaeng Sunim points out that “most of thelyrics of ch’ anbulgatend to pogulate Truth asiif it
werean external object rather thantolocateitinus; theref orethey may result in distancing usfrom
Truth.” Essentials of Hanmaum (Anyang: Hanmaum Seonwon), p. 139.

6  The term juingong contains a linguistic pun. “Juin” means “owner.” Juingong refers to a
protagonist or acentral figure. Writtenin Chinese, thelast syllable* gong” al so impliesemptiness.

7  The term kwan is from kwanbop, which refers to the method of practise taught by Daehaeng

Sunim. It consigs of three stages: trust, entrustment, and observation.
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Understanding Buddhism
through Fiction Films

Hyangsoon Yi

Film plays an important role as an educational tool today. One teacher
explains the main reason for this phenomenon: “Because students live in
a media-oriented world, they consider sight and sound as ‘user-
friendly.””* Multi-media are particularly useful in presenting religious
traditions of faraway cultures. These media include not only educational
documentaries but also commercial fiction films.

More often than not, however, fiction films about religion pose
questions on their ethnographic authenticity and interpretive objectivity.?
Although these concerns are often raised in an intra-cultural context, they
take on more complex implications in an inter-cultural viewing situation.
This paper examines cross-cultural and inter-religious issues related to
fiction films about Buddhism, focusing on recent works from Korea:
Kim Kiduk’s Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter... and Spring (Pom yorum
kaal kyoul kuarigo pom, 2003) and Chu Kyongjung's A Little Monk
(Tongstng, 2003).

One of the advantages of using a fiction film as a way of
understanding Buddhism is that it provides the spectator with multiple
channels of information. The coordination of pictorial, linguistic, and
musical inputs enables the spectator to approach abstract religious
subjects relatively easily. To the distant observer in the West, Buddhist
rituals, arts, and architecture that are unfurled on the silver screen offer a
multi-dimensional experience. Such an exposure generates in the
spectator a sense of proximity and immediacy with regard to a larger
socio-cultural system from which the specific local Buddhist tradition
has evolved.

Narrativity is another key factor that makes Buddhist films attractive
and more importantly, accessible.®> The majority of films about Buddhism
revolve around a well-constructed plot. In terms of their reliance on a
storyline, Buddhist films do not differ greatly from more traditional
genres of cinema. The classical narrative film is based on a chain of
events that are linked in terms of the conventional notion of cause and
effect.
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Although visuality and narrativity serve as two chief sources of the
cinematic force, they are the sources of trouble as well.* Problems of
visuality can occur in any type of film. But narrativity in Buddhist films
can raise unique issues, because these works tend to incorporate the
concept of karma into their narrative structure. This Buddhist system of
causality does not aways correspond to the conventional W estern logic
of cause and effect which upholds the structure of the classical narrative
film. Hence, the notion of karma, unless it is skilfully integrated in a film
text, can disrupt anarrative flow.

In handling narrativity and visuality, one should keep in mind that
they are not separate but interrelated. Their complex interactions can be
illustrated by the aforementioned Korean films. Kim’'s Spring, Summer,
Fall, Winter..and Spring and Chu's A Little Monk are commonly
applauded for their beautiful cinematography. They present Buddhist
monastic life against the backdrop of picturesque natural landscapes. The
outstanding camera work of these films provides the spectator with a
great deal of visual pleasure.

While the artistic merits of Kim’s and Chu’s images deserve critical
recognition, it should also be noted that their visual language is fraught
with Zen mystique.® The spatial settings of their film narratives are far
removed from the social world. The floating temple inSpring, Summer,
Fall, Winter, and... Spring in particular epitomises a Seon utopia that is
disconnected from society and is untainted by its ills. This is, of course,
until a girl suddenly shows up in the secluded hermitage. To the
spectator unfamiliar with Buddhism and specifically Korean Seon
monasticism, the idealised natural environ of the hermitage speaks of
Seon as transcendent of the here and now. This other-worldliness could
be misconstrued to imply that Seon is esoteric, apart from ordinary
everyday reality.

The enchanting visuality of the two films is likely to exoticise the
Seon tradition. From a cross-cultural point of view, the seductive power
of the Seon in Kim’'s and Chu’s works invites a comparison with D. T.
Suzuki’s characterisation of Zen as “pure experience.”® It is for this
reason that the emphasis on the exquisite imagery of the monastic space
in the two Korean Buddhists films is viewed as harbouring the dangerous
Suzuki effects.

Analysed from a Buddhist stance, Kim's and Chu’s film narratives
also display thematic ambiguities, which are largely attributable to the
directors’ inadequate use the concept of karma. A good example is found
in the elderly monk’s self-immolation sequence in Spring, Summer, Fall,
Winter and... Spring. Ritual suicide as an extreme form of devotional act
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is known to have been committed in medieval China, but records of its
occurrence are not found in the history of Korean Buddhism. The
sequence, therefore, represents a historical distortion.

The sensational effect of the sequence results from the filmmaker’'s
fusion of fact and fiction. Kim's dazzling colour scheme makes the
already bizarre process of auto-cremation al the more impressive. The
sequence is further vested with a sacred aura by insinuating the
legendary Seon masters who met their final moments in the full lotus
posture. Passing in this mode is a desirable form of death for monks and
nuns in popular Korean Buddhist lore. The old monk’s ritual suicide,
therefore, erases the dividing line between fantasy and reality.

Kim not only appropriates the lore of the fantastic monastic death, but
also invents an eccentric ritual. It is simple but outlandish: the old monk
denotes his suicide by covering his eyes, ears, and mouth with pieces of
paper on which the Chinese character “shut” is written. This is the same
form of suicide which the disrobed young monk attempts inside the
Dharma hall as a fugitive murderer. Repeated twice in the course of the
film, Kim’'s fabricated custom takes the guise of a pseudo-ritual. In
cinematic design, theatricality takes priority over authenticity and his
daring colour turns the ritualistic self-cremation process into an exotic
visual feast.

The characterisation of the old monk in Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter
and... Spring involves the concepts of karma and reincarnation and also
the motif of the serpent. The film links the old monk and serpent at the
end of the ritual suicide sequence by featuring a water snake swimming
near the burning boat. In another scene, a serpent crawls on the top of a
small chest in the room of the deceased master. These two scenes,
although apart from one another in the narrative sequence, lead the
spectator to suspect a meaningful tie between the old monk and serpents.
A decisive connection is finally established when the camera deliberately
focuses on a coiled serpent on the top of the master’'s robes. The
spectator cannot but read the animal as the reincarnation of the old
master.

This conclusion, however, mars the film's moral structure seriously
and confuses the spectator. Up to the point of the self-immolation
sequences, the film has alluded to the spiritual attainment of the old
monk repeatedly. The most dramatic revelation of it takes place when he
controls the movement of the boat from afar. Here lies the interpretive
dilemma; if he is enlightened, he cannot be reborn as an inferior animal
such as a snake. This arguement is based on the law of karma and also on
Korean Buddhist folktales, the majority of which depict the snake as a
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symbol of greed. Yet the spectator from a culture in which the serpent is
not viewed negatively would read these scenes differently.

Regardless of one’s cultural perspective, however, a keen observer
would not fail to notice Kim’s incoherent treatment of the snake motif. In
the first spring chapter, a snake is tortured to death by the mischievous
little monk. In the summer, the grotesque scene of mating snakes catches
the curious eyes of the young monk. The snakes in this sequence embody
sexual desire, foreshadowing the youth’s own intense romance with a
sick girl who comes to the hermitage to pray.

The serpents and, in fact, all the animals in and around the floating
temple are an integral part of Kim's film representation of nature as
pristine. What is noteworthy about the animals, trees, rocks, cascade, and
other natural elements is that they are strongly evocative of the Christian
myth of Eden. In the film, the first sexual union between the young monk
and invalid girl reminds the spectator of Adam and Eve in the Garden of
Eden. In Genesis, the serpent tempts Eve to disobey God and eat the fruit
of the forbidden tree. Persuaded by the wicked animal, she not only eats
the fruit but also treats Adam to it. This “original sin” causes them to be
expelled from paradise. Kim’s idea of Seon is thus loaded with Christian
mythical motifs.

Compared with Kim'’s film, Chu’s A Little Monk puts more weight on
the role of karma in the narrative by treating it as a central conflict. It is
directly pertinent to the little monk, Tonyom, who was born of an illicit
love affair between a bhiksuni and a poacher. Tonyom is raised by an
old monk who knows his mother and the secret behind his birth. Much of
the plot deals with Tonyom’ s desperate wait for his mother and with his
growing interest in the outside world. When a young lady who has lost
her own son wants to adopt Tonyom, the old monk reluctantly agrees but
stresses that the boy had better practise in the temple because of his bad
karma. When the master discovers that Tonyom has killed hares to make
a shawl for his mother, he breaks his promise about Tonyom’s adoption,
and the disheartened little monk finally decides to leave the temple in
search of his biological mother.

The logic of karma in Chu’'s film may be understandable and
acceptable to some spectators, including Buddhists, but it can be
unsettling to others. From a cross-cultural point of view, the old monk
appears to be a hard-hearted disciplinarian whose blind adherence to the
abstract ideas of karma and monastic precepts destroys the little boy’s
chance of happiness in the real world. The master’s action lacks human
warmth. Spectators may also find it difficult to understand that he denies
both Tonyom’s biological mother and his adoptive mother opportunities
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to fulfil their motherhood. The question that ultimately bothers the
Buddhist audience is whether such an action is truly wise and
compassionate.

To an inter-religious spectator, Tony 6m appears to be innocent boy
persecuted for no fault of his own. In other words, he is portrayed as a
victim of a cruel religious system which requires a child to pay for the
wrongdoings of his parents. The filial burden on the little boy is too
heavy from the Western humanistic perspective. Also, the nature of the
sin Tonyom's parents are said to have committed is ambiguous; their
affair may have been a genuine romance, forbidden as it was. These
discrepancies in cross-cultural and inter-religious approaches resonate
with the conflicting emotions which the spectator feels toward the tragic
human stories and delightfully charming temple scenery.

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter and... Spring and A Little Monk
demonstrate the growing interest of the Korean film industry in Buddhist
temple life. Filmmakers take the movie camera into the inside world of
reclusive mountain monasteries, bringing various ethnographic elements
of the Korean Seon tradition to the theatre. As is testified by the critical
acclaim accorded to Kim's and Chu's works in international film
festivals, narrative fiction films about local Buddhist traditions have
attracted global attention. This popularity is clearly reflected in the
increasing number of Buddhist films in our neighbourhood video/DV D
rental shops. As more and more movie-goers in traditionally non-
Buddhist countries are exposed to the reel version of Buddhism, a
scrutiny of its impact on the cross-cultural audience is emerging as a
critical task for all of us.

Notes

1 Linda W. Post, “Frankly, My Dear,” English Journal 76:1 (1987): 28.

2  The controversy over Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ (1988) is a representative
example. In 1979, a well-known Korean director named Im Kwon-Taek attempted to make a film
which wastentatively entitled Piguni (BhiksunT), but he faced fierce protests by Buddhist nuns due
to its sexua content. The project was eventually cancelled.

3 Theterm “narrativity” can be understood as a process by which events are organised in terms of
astory.

4 “Visuality” indicates pictorial qualities that appeal to the sense of sight.

5  Although “Zen” and “Seon” refer to the same Chinese character, | distinguish them in this paper
in order to draw attention to a complex of cultural nuances and implications which “Zen” has
garnered in the West.

6 Bernard Faure, Chan Insights and Oversights: An Epistemological Critique of the Chan Tradition
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), pp. 8-9.
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Enlightenment in the Chan

Paintings of Bhiksuni Hiuwan

Jenlang Shih

Chan painting hasitsoriginsin traditional Chinese painting and was greatly
influenced by the Chan school of Chinese Buddhism. Traditionally, an artist
in the Chan school of painting must be well-versed in both Chan practise
and the creative art of painting. In this sense, Bhiksuni Hiuwan (1912-
2004) was an exemplary modern artist in the Chan school of painting.

Bhiksuni Hiuwan was a D harma master with interests in such diverse
fields as education (especially what she called Enlightened Education),
Chan meditation, Chan painting, calligraphy, Chinese literature, and
Buddhist literature. In her early years in southern Guandong, Bhiksuni
Hiuwan received a college education, majoring in literature and art. She
then studied art under the guidance of Mr. Jianfu Kao (1879-1951), one of
the Three Masters of the Lingnan School, and was recognised with the title,
Lingnan Distinguished Female Artist. She later travelled to many places,
including Sichuan and Y unnan provincesin China, Southeast Asia, Europe,
and the United States, where she was invited to exhibit her art work. She
also studied art in India, where she was influenced by the Buddha images
in mural paintings at the Ajanta Caves. In 1958, she left the family life
and took ordination from Bhiksu Tanxu of the Tientai School. With that,
she delved further into the world of Buddhism, advocating Prajfia Chan, a
school of Chan that pointed directly to theenlightened mind of the Buddha.
In thisway, her whole life was dedicated to Chan practise.

Because of her dedication to art and her continuous, conscientious
practise of painting throughout her life, Bhiksuni Hiuwan was able to
depict her own experience of Confucian and Buddhist thought and practise
through her art. Her Chan paintings convey her Chan practise and the
essence of enlightenment. Her creative work therefore pointsto something
beyond the images themselves.

A prominent characteristic of Bhiksuni Hiuwan's paintings is her
clarity of purpose, which isto convey her life philosophy through art. In the
early stage of her career, the central themes of her paintings were generally
taken from poetry of the Tang and Sung Dynasties. L ater, she tended to use
more Buddhist epigrams, poems of Chan masters, and Chan itself asthe
subject of her paintings. Taking Chan as the theme of a painting invited
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viewers to meditate on the core message of Chan. Since the ultimate
concern of Chan is enlightenment, her painting made it possible to
understand Chan practise and get a glimpse of enlightenment.

In addition to her Chan practise and painting, Bhiksuni Hiuwan wrote
many essays on the theory of Chan and the practise of Chan painting. These
essays have been compiled into several volumes, including Reflections of
Chan, Chan Paintings and Chan Words, Chan Poems and Chan Masters,
Chan Talks, and Essays on Buddhist Art." She was therefore not only a
Chan practitioner and Chan painter, but also a commentator on Chan
painting. In this essay, | will discuss her ideas on Chan painting and
illustrate them through some of her masterpieces, demonstrating the contrast
between Chan theory and practise.

Chan and Enlightenment

The Sanskrit for chan is dhyana (meditation), better known as Zen in the
West. In Chinese, the term means “ to purify the idle thoughts in the mind”
and attain the state of single-mindedness needed to sustain clarity of the
mind. Sakyamuni Buddha discovered insights and achieved enlightenment
through Chan practise. Chan meansto purify our polluted minds of greed,
anger, and ignorance, and return it to its original state of clarity. Chan
practise is a process of transformation from ordinary human experience to
sainthood, and finally to Buddhahood. The Buddhist scriptures called the
dhyana sutras, or texts on meditation methods, describe this practise. The
ultimate goal of Chan practise is to attain enlightenment, that is, to achieve
the original nature of clarity and non-contamination. From the enlightened
state of mind arises the compassion to help all sentient beings to realise
their original nature. This is the bodhisattva way of practise, which
culminates in reaching perfection as a Buddha.

Among Chinese Buddhist schools, the Chan school especially stresses
the enlightened state that is attained through Chan practise. “By pointing
directly to [one’s] mind, it letsone see into [one sown true] nature and thus
[attain] Buddhahood.”? From the end of the Tang Dynasty onwards, koan
practise was widely used to rid the mind of idle thoughts, thereby realising
one’'s Buddha nature. After the Tang and Sung dynasties, Chan Buddhism
became widespread and influential. The word Chan is pregnant with layers
of meaning. It seems to include Chan practise of the Buddhist teachings,
enlightening experiences achieved through the practise, and even the state
of Buddhahood itself. B hiksuni Hiuwan once commented that the Buddhist
teachings are the Buddha's mouth, while Chan is the Buddha's heart.”?
Since the word “Buddha” means awakening, “the Buddha’'s heart” means
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awakening enlightenment. In this sense, it is evident that Chan’s main
significance is enlightenment.

Because the primary focus of Chan is enlightenment, it is natural that
Chan paintings reveal the essence of Chan practise and a Chan state of
mind. It goeswithout saying that, as a Chan practitioner, Bhiksuni Hiuwan
embeds Chan meaning in her paintings.

Bhiksuni Hiuwan’s Chang Practise and Theory of Chan Painting

Bhiksuni Hiuwan's Chan practise started at a young age. Even as a young
woman, she was in the habit of keeping silence, living alone, and taking
solitary walks. Later in her life, she began to study the Chan school of
Buddhism and took an interest in Chan meditation. She used to say, “A cave
in the mountain is more than enough for sitting alone.”* In the course of
time, her Chan practise developed into arealisation of Prajfia Chan.

According to BhiksunT Hiuwan, form and emptiness are intertwined.
Through practising prajfia, the wisdom of emptiness, one rids oneself of
defilement and vexation. At the same time, through wondrous forms, the
complement of emptiness, one is able to cultivate the compassionate spirit
of a bodhisattva. In this way, from Chan samadhi arises the wonder of
usefulness. Bhiksuni Hiuwan was a living example. Her profound Chan
practise was demonstrated in her busy daily activity. In the hustle and bustle
of her routine schedule, she was able to maintain as calm and composed as
in meditation. At the advanced age of 79, she founded Huafan University,
the first Buddhist university in Taiwan. Even in the midst of her teaching
job and Dharma-related work, she found time to write and paint. Her
capacity to act with grace under pressure indicates the depth of her Chan
practise.

Bhiksuni Hiuwan's Chan practise was also expressed in her Chan
painting and her talks in this field. In addition to her many paintings that
creatively express her Chan state of mind, she also wrote many essays on
Chan painting and Chan practise, later collected in book form. The central
concepts of Chan painting elucidated in these essays are: (1) a Chan painter
must be versed in Chan practise; (2) thetitle of a Chan painting reflects its
theme; (3) the subject of Chan painting is primarily landscape, using correct
proportions and composition, usually with much left unpainted, suggesting
the cool freshness and “ suchness” of Chan; and (4) a Chan painting may be
painted in one stroke. The following paragraphs elaborate on these four
points.

First, a Chan painter must be versed in Chan practise to be original.
Otherwise, the so-called Chan paintings could simply be copies of others’
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work.® As a Chan practitioner, the artist is able to convey to the viewer
realisations achieved through the practise, thereby offering the viewer a
taste of Chan awareness. In Bhiksuni Hiuwan’s view, if a so-called Chan
painter is not a Chan practitioner, then even if the painting resembles a
Chan work, it is at best an imitation, with no inner spirit. By contrast, an
artist who is a true Chan practitioner is able to express Chan teachings and
insightsin a painting. In this sense, the work emerges from a Chan state of
mind. To view the painting is to see the artist’ s Chan state of mind, asthe
painting reveals it.

Second, the title of a Chan painting reveals its theme. When she was
young, Bhiksuni Hiuwan was greatly influenced by her mentor, Mr. Jianfu
Kao, who taught her that a painting must convey a theme. The perception
of this theme precedes the brush, as the saying goes, so that the painting
becomes a medium for the artist’ s thoughts.® This saying goes hand-in-hand
with the age-old Chinese literary criticism: “A literary work should carry
the Tao with it asit goes.” " Art is a means to express the artist’ s philosophy
of life. A Chan painting represents a Chan message to purify the human
mind. Normally the message is suggested by the title, as a prompt to help
the viewer understand the painting’'s hidden meaning. The titles of
Bhiksuni Hiuwan’s paintings make thisclear. For example, thetitles of two
paintings connote Chan practise: “Measuring One’s Strength by Crossing
a Dangerous Cliff” and “Resting One’s Feet at a Cool Place, Not Adding
More Wine to the Glass of Fame and Fortune.” Two other titles signify
tidings from a Chan state: “The Moon” and “Water Reflects the M oon.”
Another title suggests the persevering spirit of Chan practise: “ The Plum
Blossoms and | are Able to Withstand the Cold.” Other titles suggest
different methods of Chan practise: “N either-walking-nor-sitting Samadhi”
and “Hiding One’s Six Senses Like a Turtle.” Yet other titles depict the
state of Chan enlightenment: “Investigate the Tidings of Silence” and
“Plum Blossoms Start to Bloom in the Snowy Night.”

Third, Chan paintingstypically depict landscapes. Thisis because Chan
practitioners are fond of living in forests or near water. In her article,
“Landscape Painting and Chan Painting,” Bhiksuni Hiuwan remarks that
the clear sound of water and mountains naturally conveys a note of fresh
coolness that goes well with an unrestrained Chan state of mind.
Landscapes in nature have a quality of openness, which can inspire a sense
of limitlessness in the human mind. In other words, nature exerts a subtle
influence on human beings. This reflects Bhiksuni Hiuwan’s belief in the
importance of environmental education. Therefore, a simple landscape
speaks not only of the greatness of nature, but also expresses great ease to
the viewer. For this reason, the structure of a Chan landscape painting is
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important. Special attention is given to the placement of each object, to
proportion, and to empty space — what is left out in the picture. To crowd
the painting is stifling, whereas emptiness allows space to breathe and to
wander the great ocean of nature. Bhiksuni Hiuwan once called the empty
space in a picture “the corner art.”

Finally, a Chan artist paints in one stroke. Bhiksuni Hiuwan aptly
named this genre of painting “ one-stroke painting” and specifically used the
term to designate the paintings of Shihtao of the Ching Dynasty. In
Shihtao’ s collected paintings, subject and object become merged into one.®
According to this theory, from the moment the artist begins the painting
until it is finished, the mind must be concentrated on painting, without any
distraction at all. This requires the artist to conceive the painting and
construct it beforehand — to have the landscape in the universe of the mind,
in advance. This enables the artist to spontaneously create the painting in
just one stroke. Like unchecked water in ariver, theuniverseinthemind is
transformed into a landscape on paper. | often attended Bhiksuni Hiuwan
as she was painting and witnessed her great concentration at the time of
creation. She painted whatever cameto her mind and took only ten minutes
or so to finish a painting. It was as if she was inspired and seized the
moment, without hesitation or pause. Once she explained that she had
conceived a whole painting before it happened and was compelled, as it
were, to give birth to her idea without thinking or stopping.

These four points — Chan practise, the theme, the landscape, and one
stroke — allow us a close look and better understanding of Bhiksuni
Hiuwan’s Chan painting. Her painting was an expression of Chan theory in
practise and also an expression of her Chan state of mind. Some examples
of her paintings and their interpretations will illustrate these points.

The Enlightenment Statein Bhiksuni Hiuwan’s Chan Paintings

Thesubjectsof BhiksunT Hiuwan’s Chan paintingswere mainly |andscapes
of mountainsand rivers. The painting “ Probing into the Tidings of Silence”®
was composed in France in 1957, when she was in the midst of a trip
around the world. At the time, she was 45 years old and still alaywoman.*
The painting was small, but carried a world of meaning in its tidings of
silence. In the painting, a Chan practitioner sits alone in the bottom-|eft
corner, while abird flies in the upper-left corner. To theright isamountain
cliff drawn in coloured ink. The contrast of the bird in action and the
mountain in stillness suggests that the Chan practitioner is the only one able
to maintain a balance between these two extremes. By transcending the
mere inactivity of the mountain and the over-activity of the bird, the
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practitioner’s mind is well-tuned and harmonious. To the left is a vast
nothingness.

In a painting called “The Moon,”~ the moon hangs above a lonely
mountain, upon which stands an old pine tree. The subtitle, “Restless like
aheavenly river; wheeling forever like alonely moon,” conveysthefeeling
that, just as the universe is abundant with lives upon lives, thelight of one’s
original nature is without end. The image can be likened to the Chan
reference to the unborn and undying nature that is both dlent and
illuminating.

A painting titled “A Shaft of Eternal Light Illuminates from Past to
Present”*? illustrates aline from Chan Master Shiwu’ s poem:

»n 11

The absence of birds highlights the

Emptiness and silence of the mountain;

The falling shadows of ten thousand pine trees
Are loaded with greenness.

The nothingness of kalpas

Clearly belongs to the other side,

While ashaft of eternal light
[lluminates from past to present.*®

This poem compares our thoughts to the mountain birds. If the birds
stop flying, light and clarity arise in their empty silence. In the same way,
in stillness and silence, ordinary people are able to cross from the mundane
to the transcendent. The painting becomes a koan that reaches beyond the
confines of space and time.

Chan paintings often evoke a Chan state of mind in which images and
emptiness become merged in the viewer’s mind. As when faced with a
koan, the painting seems to reveal a hidden meaning. In “Communication
of the Mind Transcends Confining Space,” two monks face each other from
the peaks of two mountains, communicating beyond the limitations of
distance. The two mountains face each other aswell, completely in balance.
Theinscription reads: “Thewonderful Dharmaiscrystal clear. The spiritual
mind pierces one-pointedly.” This verse reminds us that human
communication depends on the wondrous mind, which is Chan mind.

The practitioner guards not only the mind, but also the six senses. In
“Ridethe Six Sense Organs asaTurtle Does,” ** apractitioner guards the six
senses against contamination from the six types of dust, that is, the objects
of the six sense faculties: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and consciousness.
The image is a turtle that withdraws its head, tail, and four limbs to protect
itself. This painting serves as a reminder and a stimulus to Chan practise.
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The painting titled “The Samadhi of Neither Walking Nor Sitting”*®
illustrates that Chan practise is in everyday life, not just in sitting or
walking meditation. In “Hanging in the Empty Sky, the Bright Moon
Illuminates a High Mountain,”*° the bright moon is a simile for the clear,
bright Chan state, in which everything is illuminated. Chan masters
compare the bright moon to our innate Buddha nature.

The painting “The Bridge, Not the Water, is Flowing”" takes its title
from a Chan poem by Fu Dashih (Chin Dynasty):

Carrying a hoe

While the hand remains empty.
Still walking, | ride a buffalo.
Crossing a bridge,

Y et the bridge, not the water,
Is flowing.™®

In this poem, the bridge alludes to the phenomenal world — forever
changing and flowing away — while the water symbolises our enduring
Buddha nature. What endures should be valued above the impermanent
phenomenal world, which is forever fleeting and vanishes away.

Thetitle of another painting, “ Rest your Feet at a Cool Place, Don’t Add
More Wineto the Glass of Fame and Fortune,”* advises us against seeking
fame and fortune, which are impermanent and lacking in essence. Craving
leadsto intoxication and confusion, asif drunk with wine. To rest one’ s feet
at a cool place means to pay attention to the substance of life.

In “Plum Blossoms Begin to Bloom on a Snowy Night,?® we see a Chan
practitioner sitting in meditation in a hut, facing a candle. The message
conveyed is that enlightenment arises after years of serious practise, like
plum blossoms that open and deliver their fragrance in the midst of winter’s
severe cold. The titleisadapted from Master Hanshan’ s poem:

Plum blossoms begin to bloom on a snowy evening
Their subtle fragrance sent flying in the late night.

It comes directly to me, sitting alone facing a cold lamp.
The smell rushes over and opens my nostrils.”*

Bhiksuni Hiuwan said, “The essence of this Chan poem is like water; its
taste is only known by one who tastes it.” The Chan state conveyed in a
Chan poem can only be understood by a reaised practitioner, just as the
taste and temperature of water arerevealed to the onewho drinksit. Itisthe
last line that makes this verse a Chan poem. The experience of a smell that
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rushes over and opens the nostrils is something known, but only to an
enlightened Chan master whose eyes, ears, and other senses are fully
opened, not to an ordinary writer. Bhiksuni Hiuwan often compared the
enlightened state to plum blossoms. In another painting, titled “ The Plum
Blossoms and | are Able to Withstand the Cold,” a nun in yellow robes
wanders in an ocean of plum blossoms. The painting is a self-portrait, with
Bhiksuni Hiuwan’s spirit likened to a plum blossom.

Conclusion

Among the large collection of Bhiksuni Hiuwan’'s paintings, only a few
have been cited here to illustrate the Chan nature of her art. Hopefully these
paintings will help draw more students to the world of Chan painting
and Chan practise. Bhiksuni Hiuwan has certainly earned a place in
contemporary Chan art history and will be remembered for generations to
come.

Chan practitioners and painters are rare today, and female practitioners
and painters like Bhiksuni Hiuwan are rarer still. An examination of her
paintings is therefore meaningful both theoretically and practicaly.
Theoretically, the paintings serve as the basis for art criticism; practically,
they serve as examplesfor future generations. The portraits of Chan practise
with their hidden messagesof enlightenment have artistic value and are al so
inspiring. Bhiksuni Hiuwan's creative Chan paintings and theoretical
contributions to Chan aesthetics demonstrate the non-duality of Buddhist
theory and practise. Itishoped that her work will inspire othersto carry this
heritage forward.
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Contextualising Guanyin:
Buddhist Philosophy and the
Effect of Gender Divisions

Adrienne Cochran

Guanyin is one of the most beloved deities/bodhisattvas in Buddhist
cultures. Her unceasing compassion and nurturing qualities are an
inspiration to all. Given that she is one of the most prominent women
deities/bodhisattvasin a Buddhist pantheon filled with men, it isno surprise
that women in particular are drawn to Guanyin as arole model. Indeed, in
many Buddhist cultures, women are exhorted to be as self-sacrificing and
gentle as Guanyin — to always put the needs of their families and friends
before their own welfare. However, if women have not been properly
grounded in the Buddhist philosophy from which Guanyin arises, then their
self-sacrificing efforts may only enforce their low status in society. And,
ironically, by remaining in the circumscribed place in which their society
sets them, these Buddhist women are less able, ultimately, to do the
bodhisattva work that Guanyin inspires.

As aremedy for the social biases facing women in Buddhist cultures,
women need a thorough understanding of sunyata the emptiness of
phenomena and self, as it applies to their status in the family and society.
Additionally, women should deepen their understanding of maitri (loving
kindness) and karuna (compassion) as it applies to themselves as well as
others.

A good mother, sister, wife, or friend is one who has the strength and
resources to guide and nourish her loved onesin life’'sjourney. Nurturing
others in her community seems to be the specia task given to a woman —
she is uniquely suited for it given her biological capabilities to give birth
and life-sustaining milk, as well as her sensitivity to the psychological
needs of her children. Given that, it seems that following the ideals
exemplified by Guanyin to be self-sacrificing and constantly giving to
others is precisely the way to become spiritually developed and to best
serve her family. How many women reading this made a decision just last
week to take care of one of her family's needs instead of doing her own
meditation practise? Especially for women, there is always a good reason
not to meditate or study Dharma. We think, our loved ones need us — we
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have no right to selfishly place our own practise above their needs. Thisis
what Guanyin would do, right?

Some might argue that it is not awoman’s place to spiritually guide her
family; only aman is capable of being a spiritual guide. Indeed, some of the
writing in Buddhist texts seems to support this notion. The late Bokar
Rinpoche notes, “ The status of women in Buddhism often appears to have
been inferior to that of men. For example, in the story of Wisdom Moon —
the future Tara — monks did not hesitate to sincerely advise her, for her
own good, to aspire to a male existence for future rebirth.”*

These types of pronouncements seem to justify the belief that it is not
women’s role, perhaps not even within their ability, to go beyond a certain
level spiritually, much less guide others. However, in the story mentioned
above, Wisdom Moon, who became the bodhisattva called Tara, explains
that it isclear that the monks do not understand the teachings — there is total
equality between male and female — there is no distinction in the ultimate
reality. The future Tara goes on to say that she will remain in a female
body until all of samsara — the world of suffering — is emptied. Bokar
Rinpoche notes that “to understand such wishes,” of monks and other
important spiritual figures who hoped that females might quickly become
males in order to further their spiritual practise, “it isindispensable to look
at the context of ancient India:”

The situation of women was considered socially very inferior.
Entirely dependent upon men, women had very little freedom or
power to make decisions. D oomed to family and domestic tasks, they
only had limited access to the dharma. U nder these conditions, it was
far better to be male than female. In reality, today more than ever,
Buddhism does not distinguish men from women, crediting them
both with the same spiritual potential and the same capabilities to
realize it.

So in early Buddhism, in certain contexts, the primary division of labour
within families was along gender lines: women tended to the material
concerns of the family, while men tended to the higher, spiritual ones. But,
according to Buddhism, social constructs are empty of meaning. That is, the
social, political, and economic institutions, which include gender divisions,
have arisen as result of past and present collective karma. There is no
inherent reality or truth to these institutions. Indeed, the status of women
has undergone a great shift all over the globe during the last one hundred
years. However, the gender division of secular/spiritual labour is still
implicitly prevalent in many Buddhist societies.
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There is a problem with following this conventiona gender division.
Most of the pressing problems facing the world today are issues which
involve nourishment. Currently, large groups of people need nourishment,
as manifested by the rising rate of world hunger. Genocidal wars, natural
disasters, loss of sustainable practises, and the current global market
economy all contribute to this widespread problem. Many types of sentient
beings, especially endangered species, need nourishment as well.
Endangered species are losing their habitats and food sources when forests
are clear cut, rivers are polluted, swamps are drained, and new
developments are built. Even M other Earth herself is unhealthy. All over
theworld great extremesin weather patterns are being noted, such as hotter
summers, colder winters, and more intense storms. These extremes arise in
part as a result of changes happening within significant biosphere systems
— shifts that have been intensified over the last two hundred years by the
continuous release of pollutants into the air, soil, and water. So, our planet
also needs special care.

As a result of their experience in their given socia roles, women
intuitively understand the root of important global problems. Problemssuch
as poverty, climate change, and ecol ogical destruction stem originally from
thetype of ego-clinging that developsinto the collective kar ma of corporate
greed and a massive lack of loving attention towards the needs of others.

The source of these problemsis based on adualistic understanding of the
world (self and others) and unhealthy attachments. First, a person
egoistically clings to an idea of “self” and from this idea comes the idea of
“others.” Next, from the idea of “myself” emerges the concept of “mine.”
Arising from the fixation on “me” and “mine,” suffering occurs when a
person tries to obtain what he or she desires and then has to deal with the
pain, frustration, and anger when his or her expectations are not met.’

As any mother knows, a two-year-old struggles to have control of al the
toys whether or not he or she is really playing with them at that time.
Additionally, achild repeatedly grabs at things yelling “mine!” Not clearly
understanding that he or she is being destructive, a two year old may slap
others or break things in his or her desireto feel in control or as a reaction
when his or her expectations are thwarted.* This lack of loving kindness
towards others comes from ignorance — comes from not understanding that
we are interdependent in our samsaric existence. Being stuck in his or her
conceptual division of me/others and mine/theirs, a two-year-old is
constantly suffering and creating suffering for others.

The same issues that are present in the daily life of a two-year-old can
also be seen in the business decisions made by many multinational
corporations — a dualistic understanding of self and others which leads to
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greed and a lack of concern for the needs of others. For example, based on
their desire for competitive success, some multinational corporationsexploit
their workers in order to increase their profit margins. These same
corporations place their poison-spewing factories in countries which have
few pollution controls and then dump their toxic wastes in the same places
in order to cut their manufacturing costs. These destructive actions
ultimately hurt everyone within Earth’s fragile ecosystem. And finally,
these multinational corporations convince consumers to buy products that
they do not need, so that there may be continuous growth of the market
economy. Advertising by these companies create in consumers a constant
feeling of craving — and in order to fill this want, consumers compulsively
buy more and more things to fill their emptiness. Given the similarity
between theroot of many global issues and the root of most concerns which
mothers of two-year-olds daily experience, the world needs the spiritual
wisdom of women just as much as it needs their secular services.

But how can a woman who is physically ill or unhealthy care for her
children and family? If the mother is sick and ailing, then everyone in the
family suffers from her lack of attention to them. Analogously, how can a
woman whose spiritual practiseisundeveloped care for her family? Without
strong inner spiritual resources, a woman will not be able to teach the
values needed by her loved ones. Without strong inner spiritual resources,
awoman will not have the wisdom, equanimity, altruism, compassion, and
joy to guide her family spiritually during these troubled and troubling times.

And in order to become spiritually healthy, women must do more than
model themselves on the self-sacrificing nature of Guanyin. Guanyin is a
fully realised being who has a thorough understanding of the emptiness of
phenomenaand self (SUnyata). Sheisnot caught up in ego-clinging; neither
is she trapped by aversion to her ego self. Guanyin is able to be such a
powerful bodhisattva because she has done the work of accepting herself
as she is in the present/here/now — she sees her true Buddha nature. Also,
the bodhisattva has no delusions about the need to conform to society’s
claims on her. Indeed, in one story, so that she might pursue her spiritual
practise, Princess Miao Shan, the future Guanyin, rejects the strong wishes
of her royal family to marry, instead entering a nunnery. Guanyin is clear
about her spiritual priorities. To become spiritually healthy like Guanyin,
women should examine whether they are experiencing ego-clingingin their
own lives.

The same concept of “self” and “other” which leadsto ego-clinging and
consequently leads to the troubling actions of two-year-olds and
corporationsis also at the root of suffering which is generated by women’s
low statusin society. Gender divisionsin society arejust an extension of the
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“self” and “other” split. Society does not just deem that men are different
from women, but it makes a further distinction by regarding men’s
contributionsto the community and family as more important than women’s
contributions. This line of conceptual fixation leads to the social construct
that men are superior to women. Theresultant |ow self-esteem which arises
in women is just anegative form of ego-clinging.

Paradoxically, even though women view themselves in a destructive
way, they might still have an ego-fixation problem. And, based on this
unhealthy fixation, women regard serving others, especially the men in the
family, as more important than helping themselves. As Tara noted, in
ultimate reality al is equality — there is no digtinction between men and
women, between self and other. So, this negative self view is an incorrect
one. Therefore, when awoman worksto benefit her family, she should keep
in mind that not only is her self empty, but also her family members are
empty and her actions to serve them are empty as well. That is to say, her
family members are not more real and important than sheiis.

Like Guanyin, awoman can never generate too much loving kindness or
too much compassion. The reason why so many women are drawn to
Guanyin is because she is such a pure example of perfect love. The
bodhisattva’s full name is Guanshiyin, which is trandated as “ perceiving
world sound.” Guanshiyin always hears the criesfor help of those suffering
and responds. Indeed, compassion is the seed which first generates the
desire of the Buddhist practitioner to begin on the bodhisattva path — the
desire to help all sentient beings reach enlightenment — and then
compassion continues to be the main motivator for the practitioner to
continue hisor her spiritual growth. But ultimately this compassion must be
combined with the understanding of the complete emptiness of self and
other.® In Chapter 25 of the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha explains how Guanyin
manifests physically in whatever form is most efficacious for saving
sentient beings. If the situation calls for a householder, then Guanyin
becomes a householder and preaches the Law; if the situation calls for a
nun, then the bodhisattva manifests as a nun and preaches the Law.’
Guanyin is not attached to a particular view of the self or to a particular
view of physical reality.

To borrow an illustration used by the Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpochein his
talk in Honolulu on January 29, 2006, the world of samsara is an illusion,
like a dream. From the perspective of a bodhisattva (like Guanyin), people
who are caught up in the illusion of samsara are like people having a
dream. When the bodhisattva sees someone who is suffering, the realised
being knows that it isas though the person is having a nightmare. And even
though the person may be experiencing extremely painful events, the
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suffering is not real. Out of compassion, the bodhisattva tries to help the
struggling person wake up — help the person let go of his or her illusion. So,
awoman inspired by Guanyin might wish to study the Dharma and practise
meditation in order to understand this ultimate level of bodhicitta. Her
Dharma study and meditation practise are the tools by which she cleans up
her residue of ego-clinging that impedes her ability to manifest this deep
level of compassion.

But how may a woman have true loving-kindness (maitri) and
compassion (karuna) for othersif she does not first love herself? That isto
say, how can maitri and karuna be only outwardly directed if all are equal
and empty in the ultimate reality? According to Pema Chodron,

When we hear about compassion, it naturally brings up working with
others, caring for others. The reason we’re often not there for others
—whether for our child or our mother or someone who is insulting us
or someone who frightens us — is that we’ re not there for ourselves.’

If a woman sincerely desires to be compassionate, then she should be
mindful of her thoughts, words, and actions as they apply to herself as well
as others. This takes reflection and meditation. That is to say, we need to
take the time to get to know ourselves. Pema Choédron notes,

Inquisitiveness or curiosity involves being gentle, precise, and open
— actually being able to let go and open. Gentleness is a sense of
goodheartedness towards ourselves. Precision is being able to see
very clearly, not being afraid to see what's really there, just as a
scientist is not afraid to look into the microscope. Openness is being
ableto let go and to open.®

Being gentle, precise, and open are qualities that awoman may develop
through meditation and reflection. By being gentle with herself, a woman
does not harshly judge her actions, emotions, and thoughts, but merely
notes them. For example, she merely notes, “1 feel angry when my mother-
in-law calls me a bad influence on my child.” By being precise, she notices
possible habitual patterns or reactions, such as becoming defensive or
fearful when someone questions her ability to nurture. She might also ask
guestions, like, “who is it who gets defensive and fearful ?” Calmly trying
to ascertain the location of her ego self might help the woman gain
perspective in a certain situation as well as enriching her understanding of
sunyata. When awoman is open, she relaxesinto an experience and trusts
being fully present in the moment, wherever it takes her. Since she is no
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longer making conceptual judgements about what is good and bad, the
woman no longer tries to have only good experiences, while shying away
from bad ones. Instead, when her child is being extremely fretful and
difficult to manage, she may observe, “this experienceisintense.” Since she
is fully present to the intense experience, she has the clarity to see the
suffering of her loved one which is the source of the fretful behaviour. By
being present, her compassionate response deepens. By experiencing
gentleness, precision, and openness in this manner, the woman slowly chips
away at her ego-fixations and false concepts about reality, which enables
her to be more present to her loved ones.

When awoman is dedicated to getting to know herself, she is making a
commitment which takes time, especially timeto study Dharmaand practise
meditation. However, this process has the potential to yield rich rewards by
enabling her to deepen her understanding of the nature of reality as well as
embody maitri- and karuna on entirely new levels. A woman needs to take
the time to develop her own spiritual awareness so that she may then be
fully present to take care of the needs of her family — both on the physical
and spiritual levels.

In one well-known story, Guanyin gives her father one of her eyes and
one of her arms so that he might be healed. This is an extreme act of love
and devotion, but Guanyin also has a complete understanding of the
ultimate emptiness of her body which is the skandha of form, one of the
five aggregates that make up her “self.” Moreover, the bodhisattva is a
skilled meditation practitioner; so she is aware of her true Buddha nature.
Her supreme self-sacrifice emergesout of her profound spiritual awareness.
Guanyin is indeed an awesome role model — one that any Buddhist might
emulate. But in order to achieve Guanyin-inspired acts, women should also
study the Dharma of sunyata, practise meditation, and have maitri” and
karuna for themselves as well as others. Only then may women fully live
up to the Guanyin ideal which society exhortsthem to follow.
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Buddhism, Shamanism, and Women
in Korean History

Jeong-Hee Kim

The sustainability of the earth and humankind is at the forefront of today’ s
most talked-about topics. There is a growing awareness of the need to
reform modern life across the palitical, economic, social, and ideological
spectrum. An exploration of our present ecological world constitutes the
first subject in our search for an alternative, sustainable world. In Korea,
Buddhism is the religion with the largest number of followers and a
majority of these are women. In Asia, eco-feminism (or bio-feminism, as
| have termed it") cannot be fully grasped without understanding the
relationship between Buddhism and women.

Throughout history, what Korean Buddhist women knew was not the
Buddhist philosophy of life. Rather, they had agrassrootscomprehension
of religion that was heavily influenced by shamanism and traditional
thought. Korea received Buddhist sutras written in Chinese charactersin
the 4™ century, and produced only a handful of Buddhist satras in the
Korean language, beginning in the 15th century. The teachings of the
Buddha in the sutras became widespread in the 1980s when most of the
important sutrasweretranslated into K orean and made availableto K orean
readers. Before their translation into Korean, the Chinese-language sutras
were not understood by anyone other than Buddhist scholars or Buddhist
priests studying under their magters. Buddhists at the time could learn the
essence of Buddhism only through the teachings of senior monks.

This paper focuses on Buddhism in the past, Buddhism today, and the
influenceof both on Koreanwomen. It addressesthefollowingissues: fird,
the mixture of Buddhism and shamanism found in shamanist narratives;
second, K orean women's encounter with the philosophy of Buddhism; and
third, the significance of the shamanist narratives — heavily mixed with
Buddhism — on modern-day followers. This pgper does not view the
narratives as petrified historical relics doomed to historical oblivion.
Rather, it suggests that the narratives are atreasure trove of culturd texts
that can enrich Korean and Buddhist culture.

108



Buddhism, Shamanism, and Women in Korean History

The Co-existence of Korean Shamanism and Buddhism,
and the New Transition

The Buddhism that Korean commoners accepted throughout history was
not the Buddhism transmitted through the sttras. The satras in Chinese
characters were meaningful only to a minority of elite high priests. The
people partly absorbed Buddhist beliefs in the context of native or
shamanistic traditions faithfully passed down from generation to
generation, rather than accepting Buddhism as a new religion. In Korea,
this compromise between shamanism and Buddhism is observed in two
aspects: first, shamanism appropriated Buddhist content and, second,
Buddhismincorporated shamanisticbeliefsand practi ses.? Buddhism, once
absorbed into shamanism, gained a new life more as an indigenous faith
than as a form of orthodox Buddhism. In this case, aspects of Buddhism
were borrowed merely as a means to enrich the native faith. Meanwhile,
instances of Buddhism'’s acceptance of indigenous faiths and rituals have
no bearing on Buddhist philosophy. This is obvious from the fact that
K orean Buddhist templeshavelocal, or grassroots shrines call ed samseong-
gak (lit., three god/esses shrine).

Belief in samseong (the three god/esses) was generated asahybrid form
of local religion and Buddhism after the latter was introduced to Korea.
The shrineisusually located behind the temple and holds sacred images of
god/esses and an altar portrait of the Buddha. In samseong-gak, there are
threelocal god/desses of shamanism or Buddhism: the mountain god/dess,
Deokseong, and Chilseongsin. The mountain god of each temple is
represented either as an old man with white hair and long mustache, or as
a middle-aged female mountain spirit with a tiger, who is also an
embodiment of a mountain god.

Deokseongisalso cdled Nabanjonjaand thereisadiversity of opinion
about hisidentity. One opinion holds that he isidentical with Dangun, the
legendary founder of Korea (ca. 2333 BC). Another opinion isthat heis
Bindurujonja, the first among the Buddha' s followers, the sixteen arhats.
The last and most popular opinion is that he is a saint seeking
enlightenment without a master. He is believed to dispense good fortune,
prevent disasters, and grant wishes.

Belief in Chilseongsin was generated as a mixture of Taoism and
Buddhism. Chilseong means “the seven saints of the Big Dipper.” These
“seven saints’ are worshipped as gods who bestow wealth and talent,
ensurethe long life of offspring, and provide rain and a bountiful harvest.
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Oldtemplesin K oreaall haveone among these: samseong-gak, sansin-
gak (mountain god shrine), deokseong-gak, or chilseong-gak. Recently
constructed temples have tended not to include such shrines. This can be
explained by the fact that people in Buddhist circles feel ashamed about
having a shamanist shrine at the site of a Buddhist temple. But many
women still hold to their faith in the god/dess of samseong-gak, believing
that their prayers to the deities there will be realised.

By contrast, gut (Korean exorcism) narraives provide an example of
local shamanism’'s acceptance of Buddhism, rather than Buddhism's
acceptance of the native faiths. The gut has been a religious ritual of the
grassroots/local communities who perform them in order to expel han
(resentment) from the local community. Such practisesexisted long before
the transmission of Buddhism to Korea. Han has been the emotion and
cultureof the grassroots. The gut exorcism removesthe people’ ssuffering,
ridding them of feelings of aggression, revenge, or chagrin. In thisrespect,
han is similar to the Buddhist concept of compassion, which is one of the
four pure practises. It is important to note the incorporation of Buddhist
beliefsinto gut narratives.

For example, in the samseung halmang exorciam, grassroots women
explaintheoriginand history of Samsinandtell the story of Maengjinguk’s
daughter, whowasbornbetween the Tathagata, her father, and Sakyamuni,
her mother. The Supreme Being, the highest of the heavenly gods of
Taoism, royally christens the baby as Saengbul Wang.?

The Korean word samsin is comprised of two elements: sam, meaning
a placenta which envelops the fetus in utero, and shin, meaning god/dess.
Like theword deity in English, sin has no gender and may refer to either a
god or goddess; in fact, sin denotes both god and goddess. Accordingly,
Samshin is the god/dess of life. The fact that the samseung halmang
exorcismexplainsthelocal lifegod/dess soriginsasthe child of Tathagata
and Sakyamuni Buddhareveal sthat thegut narratives adopted themesfrom
Buddhism.

Buddhism was introduced into Korea in the fourth century through
China. The new religion was transmitted mostly to the elite classes of the
three states on the Korean peninsula: Goguryeo, Baekjae, and Slla. The
narratives of the samseung halmang exorcism alow the Buddha, the icon
of the new religious power, to be incorporated as a parent to the local life
god/dess. Thiswasadoubl e strategy, serving asameansto gain acceptance
for the new upper classreligion and, at the sametime, preserve indigenous
identity.
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The god/dess controlling life was viewed as an all-powerful, supreme
Great God/dess as early as 3000 or 4000 BC. The Great God/dess was
demoted to a lower grade than the supreme male god. The position of
Samsn in the samseung halmang exorcism is lower than that of the
Supreme Being, the highest of the heavenly gods of Taoism. Neverthel ess,
the indigenous people never believed in the Supreme Being of Taoism, nor
in the Buddha, despite the depiction of Buddha Sakyamuni as a parent of
Samsin. | nstead, they worshipped Samsin. K orean shamanismembracedthe
gods of Taoism and Buddhism, on the one hand, and believed in Samsin,
the locd life god/dess, on the other hand. Samsin thereby ascended to the
same level of divinity as the Buddha and the Supreme Being of Taoism.

Inthejeseok exorcism (the K oreanshamanicrite cel ebratingthe harvest
god), another version of Samsin’'s story, Samsin is likewise called a
Buddha. Here, too, indigenous women incarnated Buddhism in an
accessibleform. In one stream of formal Buddhist discourse, | eaving home
isthe shortcut to enlightenment, which excludeswomen who give birth and
run a household. What isencouraging to these womenis a discourse about
peopleliving alife smilar to theirs who are raised to the level of adivine
being. They collectively created the Buddhist discourses they needed and
internalised them by creating and sharing stories about figures like
Danggeum Aeggi, the heroine of the jeseok exorcism. In this story,
Danggeum Aeggi and a priest get married and raise achild. The jeseok
exorcism was widespread, in various versions and every loca area,
evidence that this discourse was a living cultural narrative that affirmed
women.

Sekbosangjeol, writtenin the K orean script, wascompiledin 1446. The
book wasthefirst Korean version of the Buddha' slife history, edited from
several Chinesesttras. But most sutraswerein Chinese, which meant that,
except for afew elite priests, most people could not understand Buddhist
thought. Under these circumstances, ordinary people could not access
Buddhist beliefsdirectly. Thisisconfirmed inthegut narratives. Although
the percentage of Christiansincreased after theintroduction of Christianity
in the early 20" century, most ordinary people relied on shamanism for
spiritual consolation until the 1960s.

Whilethe Buddhist practise of praying for compassionisstill prevalent,
it was generally after the 1980s that opportunities opened up for women to
directly encounter Buddhism as a system of thought. | consider thisis a
turning point in Korean Buddhist history. The context of Buddhist
modernisation, in several aspects, served as a background to these
developments.
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First, with the tranglation of the sutras into the vernacular, Korean
Buddhistswere ableto independently read suchmajor sttrasof Mahayana
Buddhism as the Diamond Sutra, Prajfiaparamitahridaya Sutra, and
Garland Sutra of the Buddha. Faithful female Buddhists have routinised
ascetic exercises and purifications based on the sutras by reading and
transcribing them. Furthermore, since pocket-sized sutras began to be
manufactured, Buddhists have been ableto read the sutras anywhere, even
on the subway. Second, the development of information technology and
media, including books, videotapes, cassette tapes, TVs, and VCRs have
enabled Buddhists to repeatedly listen to or watch great masters teaching
onthemajor sutras. Third, innovative Buddhist movements, such asMaster
Gwangdeok’s modern dissemination movement, the Jeongto Society
movement, and | ndramang movement, began and have been continued until
today. Weon Buddhism, atransformati on of the Korean way, first opened
its doors to modernisation in the 1920s and has been exemplary in its
bodhisattva activities.

To a certain degree, the modernisation of Buddhism seems to have
influenced mainstream Buddhist circles that focussed on praying for
compassion. Since the latter half of the 1980s, temples began offering
periodic educational programmes to teach the basic Buddhist principles.
The Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism integrated these kinds of
programmes into the curricula of Buddhist colleges. A person who
graduatesfrom atwo-year course at aBuddhist college and passes an exam
is authorised to spread Buddhism. These disseminators take charge of
educational activities to transmit the teachings of Buddhism, targeting
Buddhist clubsin elementary and middle schools, universities, and prisons.
They are primarily housewives and most of their activities are undertaken
on avoluntarily basis.

Thebenefitsacquired through systemati c educati oninBuddhi st thought
and regul ar ascetic exercisesare quite surprising. Practitionerslivealifeof
small emancipations, diffusing conflicts through repentance, endurance,
purification, and by handling private and official relations smoathly. The
pacification of one’s own mind brings about changesin relationships with
others and society, as well as changes within oneself. Adherents not only
experiencepeaceintheir personal relationshipswithhusbands, in-laws, and
co-workers, but by continuing their practise and sudy of theteachings, they
also graduate from a Buddhist college operated by their association and
may even acquireacertificatethat qualifiesthemto teach Buddhism. While
going through this process, they also hold memorial servicesto practisethe
deeds of abodhisattva.
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These Buddhists, involvedinlearning Buddhist thought and performing
ascetic exercises and bodhisattva activities no longer depend on gut. Gut
isrespected these days, not aspart of areligion closeto the grassroots, but
as a cultural heritage. Koreans today, more than ever before, rely not on
gut, but on ascetic exercises, Buddhist meditations, yoga, and so forth, to
resolve their problems and purify their karma.

Isit Good that Shamanism is Disappearing Today?

As explained above, Korean shamanism and Buddhism have shared a
friendly coexistence for about 1,600 years. But Buddhists these days can
easily listentolectureson Buddhist thought, read al oud sttras, and perform
legitimate ascetic exercises, things that only religious specialists could do
in the past. This is a revolutionary change that may be called spiritual
progress. |n accordance with these changes, Buddhism has come to exist
independently, without having to co-exist with shamanism. | suppose that
similar changes have taken placein all Asian countries. If o, isit enough
that shamanism is preserved as part of an ancient cultural heritagethat is
displayed only at cultural events? | suggest, instead, that shamanism be
seen as a living cultural heritage, which can still have a vital effect on
human life. Shamanism has lost its prestige as a powerful religion, but its
narratives need to be regenerated asmajor cultural textsin the postmodern
age. The narratives of gut contain stories of great value for human beings
living in an age of ecological crisis. Buddhism, shamanism, and other
religions can co-exist through such arevivad.

The first reason we need to revive gut narratives is that most of them
are the creations of women, that is, non-patriarchal discourses. Gut
narratives contain women’s unbounded spirituality, a mentality freefrom
slavish femininity, despite the pervasiveness of patriarchal ideol ogies. Gut
narratives were transmitted orally, as a means for women suffering
miserably under patriarchal domination to rescue themselves. Gut
narratives are not history, but “ her-story,” meltingwomens' han by giving
themalife principleto hold tightly in their hands against the encroachment
of patriarchal psychology intheir consciousness. Hanisafeminine, Korean
kind of agony. A person with han does not go into arage, but instead tries
to melt her (or his) own agony away. A typical text that exemplifiesthisis
the Baridegi narrative, in which Princess Bari goes to Seochonseyeogkuk
inancient India, takesmiradewater, returnswithit, and brings back to life
the dead parents who had abandoned her. Gut narrativeslike this, together
withthe concept of han, are similar to Buddhi st teachingsthat teach usthat
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we can attain inner peace if we can abandon the three poisons of greed,
hate, and blindness. There areafew feminist readings of Korean shamanic
narratives and | suppose there are similar narratives in other non-Western
countries. In my opinion, wecan find afoundation of Asianfeminisminthe
oral and written texts of Asian shamanism, the basisof Korea' sindigenous
religion.

The second reason to revive the gut narrativesistheir ecological value.
Shamanic tales alude to an animistic view of nature in which every
component of the universe hasitsown lifeor soul. All things, ranging from
the souls of the dead, authority figures, animals, trees, plants, mountains,
lands, rivers, and celestial bodies such as the sun, moon, and sars, are
objects of reverence® Gregory Bateson said that animism, which
expansively adopts the concept of personality and mind to nature, and
totemism, which considers nature and human beings as the same, seem
better suited and less damaging than those beliefs that commit the
fundamental error of dividing the structuresimmanent in humanrelations,
society, and ecology, from the mind.®

Meanwhile, while confirmingthat the original formsof fairy taleshave
narrative and mythological schemes, human beings are sure to experience
animistic thinking during childhood, no matter how precocious they may
be. Regardless of how far humankind and society evolve, fairy tales defy
logical schemes. Childhood seems to be a process of passing through the
initial stage of phylogenic evolution. Furthermore, according to Jung, a
myth can be the reflection of group unconsciousness. Consequently, the
fairy tales we read to children shape their unconscious mind. The reason
the unconscious mind is significant is that our behaviours are not always
conscious, sometimes being influenced more by unconscious influences,
sometimesto an overwhel ming extent.” Herein liestheimportance of myths
and fairy tales that reflect the group unconscious and shape descendants’
UNCONSCious Via existing narrative content.

Reading Greek and Roman mythsis extremely popular in Koreathese
days, among both children and adults. Children read about Western myths
in comic book serials that initiate them into the world of books. In non-
Western Korean culture, this boom is excessive and even reveds a post-
imperialist nuance. Despite theimportance of Greek and Roman mythsin
Western societies, they are predominantly patriarchal in character. So,
whileit is good to let Korean children read them as secondary or tertiary
texts, as primary reading for children, these myths can be harmful rather
than instructive.

114



Buddhism, Shamanism, and Women in Korean History

The aim of the exiging feminist movement has been to change
patriarchal institutions. So the essential feminist issue in the formation of
non-patriarchal unconsciousness has not been given sufficient importance.
When girls become disheartened at the plights of female characters, and
boys believe Zeus is the model mae, how can they create a world where
both gendersare happy together?If not with Zeusand A phrodite, thenwhat
should we form a new unconsciouswith?

Let’simagine that, instead of playing with Barbie dolls, swords, guns,
and fighting robots, or reading Cinderella or the Mermaid Princess,
children grew up listening to grand-scale and pro-nature shamanic tales
from parents, grandparents, or Buddhist temple teachers through oral
stories or picturetales. Non-Western societies have many such stories and
there are such narrations in Korea, such as the Old Woman Seolmundae,
Mago, Jang Gil Sohn, Baridegi, Samseung Halmang, and Changsega. What
if these tales were produced as animated films to give children
opportunities to experience these stories on large screens? And imagine
those tales become as familiar as Romeo and Juliet or Chunhyang-jeon®
among children! Would the world be different when they became adults?
I, asamother who rai sedtwo children with non-patriarchal storiesand toys,
intuit that meaningful changes would be brought about in society.

The Pentagon invaded Iraq with the justification of finding terrorists
and weapons of mass destruction, bombed civilian areas, and killed
unarmedcivilians. Humankind’ scultural assets, theancient heritagesof the
National Museum in Baghdad, were mostly destroyed by carpet bombing.
These barbarities cannot bejustified evenin the light of Americans’ anger
and fear from the terror of 9/11. What we see here is a total insensitivity
toward lifeand other religions and cultures. There isatotal insensitivity to
lifein the abyss of American support for thelragi War. Koreans have also
supported sending Korean troopsto Irag, falinginto thesameabyss. There
will not be an end to war, nor an end to arguementsfor the justification of
invasions, if we do not recover asensibility that valueslife. Thissensibility
toward life can be recovered if we build a culture that enhances and
promotes a sensibility that upholds life. M odern people cannot easily step
out of the mainstream school system and the modern prejudices that it
implants firmly within us. The modern school system, with its noble
educational objectives, has been teaching us that such natural things as
water, soil, and air are non-living things. Most modern people have come
to view white/non-white people, Western/non-Western, men/women,
mankind/nature, mind/body as opposites and mutual ly exclusive polarities
through the hierarchical, dudistic teachings of Western modern thought.
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| believe that the power by which we can overcomethese obstacleslies
equally in the non-Western, pro-nature narratives of shamanism, asin the
teachings of the Buddhaand Christ. These narrativesand teachings suggest
a sensitivity toward life as a supreme value. Love and compassion are
sensitive toward life in ecological terms. So |, as a bio-feminist — the
Korean version of eco-feminist — think that the books we recommend as
primary texts for children should be narratives from shamanic tradition,
Buddhist tales, Christ’s Sermon on the Mount, and Aesop's Fables, rather
than patriarchal stories. Humankind would grow nearer to peaceaschildren
in every country would have many storiesfrom shamanic narratives. In the
present state of affairs, it is unimaginable for children to hear goddess
creation stories about nature, the universe, and human life during weekend
children’ s schools in church.

How about Buddhism? Is it likdy that children will hear various
creation narratives from many different cultures in children’s services at
Buddhist temples? K orean Buddhi st tol erance of shamanic shrinesintheir
temples, namely the tradition of co-existing with other religions, suggests
that this would not be difficult. The tradition that some elite priests are
ashamed of, should, in fact, be a source of pride — namely, encouraging
dialogueamongvariousreligions. Thesetraditionsneed to be passed down
in new contemporary ways, because shamanismislosing its prestige as a
religion. What | noticeis that shamanic narratives are grand texts on life,
which could powerfully influence the substitution of alife culture for our
contemporary culture of death. | expect Buddhism to join the revival and
continuation of this grand text on life. Samseong-gak could be born again
in a new mini-museum, which lets us hear the voices of mountain spirits
and the earth goddess. In this way, | think Buddhism and shamanism can
live happily together.

Conclusion

Popular Buddhism in Korean history was not Buddhist thought nor the
teaching of the Buddhaproper, but an indigenousfaith into which Buddhist
themes were absorbed. The indigenous faith that can be considered the
traditional grassroots life philosophy of Korea has been transmitted in the
form of gut narratives. Gut narratives represent/embody the history and
culture of women, a culture based on an animistic world view, in which
women have maintained their spirit as the masters of the process of life
within a patriarchy-centred historical reality. It can be concluded that we
stand at a crossroads between choosing whether to simply conserve the
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remains of women'’s culture as fossilised cultural remains, or use it as a
clear path to transfer the spirit of mothers who create sories for today’s
daughters.

It does not seem that Buddhism as a pro-life philosophy, and the
shamanic narrations tha accepted Buddhism as their subject matter, are
incompatible. We can aim to became a bodhisattva or live a life of
compassionthat internalises Buddhist notions, growingup aschildrenwith
an internalised pro-life sensibility by being close to shamanic tales and
becoming parents who transmit these tales to our children. This does not
apply merely to Buddhism. Korean culture hasal ready matured and gained
a superb ability to fuse disparate elements. It does not consider it strange
when a Christian prays on amountain and places a pebble onasmall stone
tower. Lifeis not separation, not two.
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Teaching Thien Vietnam
across Cultures

Hue Can

Thelineage of ThienVietnam (Vietnamese Chan or meditation) goes back
to Bodhidharma, the twenty-eighth patriarch of Indian dhyana (meditation).
Bodhidharma brought his teachings to China and thus became the first
patriarch of Chinese Chan. The second patriarch in this lineage was Hui
Khaand thesixth was Hui Neng. Later, in Vietnam during the 13" century,
the king of the Tran Dynasty became thefirst patriarch of Thien Vietnam.
These patriarchs taught that enlightenment does not come from scripture,
but from mind-to-mind transmission. Only through practise can one have
a clear mind like a luminescent moon in a cloudless sky. The essence of
Thien is that we are practitioners, not scholars. Everyone can become a
practitioner of Thien by following the instructions.

Meditation is one of the best ways of sweeping out the mind so that it
becomes clear of obstructions. After mastering the two primary steps of
counting the breath and following the breath without counting, there are
four principles of Thien practise: awareness of thought, senses meeting
sense objects with no attachment, not getting caught on either side, and
living with the truth. These are not necessarily in any order. Any of them
will lead to clarity and ultimately to the true self, if practised regularly and
steadily. Be careful not to overdo or neglect the practise.

Awar eness of Thought

The first principle is realisation or awareness of thought. When we
meditate, we realise that we are thinking, but we should not follow our
thoughts. We can become aware of how thoughts arise, one following
another. Aswe watch the mind, aware of thoughts but not following them,
we are sweeping away the dust that clouds our Buddha-nature. When the
thinking stops, there remains only calmness, which is the real mind. The
thoughts are like visitorsto our house. We receive and entertain them, but
don’t follow when they leave.
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Senses M eeting with Sense Objects, No Attachment

The second principle concerns when the senses meet the sense objects.
When the eyes see something, stop at that. Don’t create anything else. The
six sensesshould meet with the six sense objects only, then we will not fall
into illusion. Usually the consciousness or perception is formed and this
leads to suffering:

Onerainy evening a Zen master asked his attendant, “Do you hear
anything?’ At oncethe monk replied, “| hear atoad screaming asit
is attacked by afrog.” “Y ou disappoint me,” said the master.

Do we do this? If we make all kinds of assumptions about what our sx
senses come into contact with, we go astray like the monk in the story.

When we ook at the ocean, it isonly water. There are waves, there are
bubbles, thereisfoam. All these havetheir causes - thewind, the pull of the
moon, the changing temperature. But can we just see thewater, only water,
without a second thought?

In this story the monk disappointed his master by adding his
interpretation to what he heard. Instead of just hearing the sound of the
frogs and toads, he thought that one was attacking the other and probably
saw thisin hismind’s eye as well. This does not mean that we close our
eyes when dtuations require action or our help. Indeed, we provide
assistance when necessary. But once our assistance is compl eted, the mind
is clear and there's no more attachment. This is like ariver reflecting a
swan flying overhead. Once it's flown over the river, there's no more
image.

Two monks come upon awoman who wants to cross a river, but
cannot do it alone. One monk picks her up and carries her across.
Going on their way, the other monk is seething with anger, because
he thinks his companion has broken his vow of no physical contact
with females. So he reports the incident to the chief abbot. The
abbot asks the first monk to account for his behaviour. The monk
replies: “I carried the woman across the river and then | set her
down on the bank. It seems my brother is still carrying her.”
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Be done with what isdone. Also, if you do something for someone or give
something to someone, that, too, is finished. Do not consider that person
indebted to you.

And if at some time we step in a pile of dung, what should we do?
Leave it there to annoy and contaminate us? Amputate our foot and be
always lame? Wouldn't we rather scrape it off and be done with it?

Don’'t Get Caught on Either Side

Thereisno absoluteright or wrong. It changesaccording to time, situation,
and other factors. But inour daily life wetake sides and usually prefer the
good over the bad. Practising meditation helps us avoid getting caught on
either side. But how? Drop one side first and when thereis only one side,
then thereis no side.

A woman had ababy boy who was so small and ugly that shedidn’t
want it, so she gave it to a monastery. The monastery had no
facilitiesto look after ababy, so the monks strung anet between the
branches of a tree in the monastery garden where the child could
sleep. Despite this unpromising start in life, the child grew into a
wise monk and he still lived inthe net. One day amandarin passed
by the temple. Hewas beng carried inabeautiful palanquin by his
servants. When he looked up and saw the net, he called to themonk
in alarm, asking why he was sitting in such a dangerous seat.

The monk replied that his seat was much safer than that of the
mandarin. “How can that be?’ asked the mandarin, “My seat is
luxurious and comfortable, How can it be dangerous?’

“There are many who would like your seat also,” replied the monk,
“Your subjects might rebel at any time and take your position by
force, whereas no-one wants mine. Therefore | consider my seat
much safer than yours.”

The mandarin was impressed by the monk’s answer, and, his

curiosity awakened, then asked, “What is the essence of
Buddhism?’
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Themonkreplied: “Donoevil, doonly good. Clear your mind. This
is the whole of the teaching.”

“Isthat it?" exclaimed the mandarin, “That is so well known that
the village children sing it as a song.”

“Yes, every child knows it,” replied the monk, “But people of dl
types and all ages do not do these simple things.”

Buddhismis not religion, itispractise. It isaso education. But unlike
school or university, you never graduate. Buddhismisfor every day of your
life. We meditate to clear the mind, to get back to our true sdf, to the
Buddha- nature which has been there all the time.

Living With the Truth

Always live with the truth. Are we sincere with ourselves? We watch
other people and are critical of them. In Thien thisis known as“herding
someone else’ s buffalo.” It is so much easer to see other people’s faults.
The body and mind are our false self; our true self is serenity, like ashiny
mirror. The purpose of meditation is to progress to recognise and to live
with it aways.

To sum up, Thien Vietnam or meditation is universal. The four
principles of Thienare simple. However, this noble pursuit takes courage.
Everyone, regardless of gender, age, or ethnic background can practise it.
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Buddhist Nuns in Malaysia

Seet Lee Terk

Theearly influx of ChineseimmigrantstoMalaysiainthe 17" century were
mostly men who escaped from Chinaat the beginning of the Qing Dynasty
and settled in Melaka. The records also mention that Buddhist laywomen
beganto migrateto Malaysiaaround 1911. Buddhist monkstravelled back
and forth between China and Mal aysiato do chanting and raise funds to
build temples. Over time, Buddhist nuns also began to visit Malaysiaand
many stayed behind to help monkstake care of the temples. Asthe number
of bhiksunis grew, they became a major component of the Malaysian
Buddhist community. Buddhist nunsin Malaysiatraditionaly adhered to
the Mahayanatradition, practisingthebodhisattvaway. Accordingly, they
became active in service to society.

Presently in Malaysia, bhiksunis outnumber bhiksus. It is impossible
to ascertain the exact number of bhiksunis in Malaysia, but about one
thousand are registered with the Malaysian Buddhist Association. The
commitment and contributions of these bhiksuni's to society are
acknowledged and well-received by the Malaysian government.

Malaysian Nunsin the Early Days

During the early yearsfollowing their arrival in Malaysia, the activities of
bhiksunis revolved around the management and operation of temples and
monasteries, in addition to daily Dharma practise. On the surface, it might
appear that these bhiksunis did not make significant contributions, but in
actual fact, the development of Buddhism was largely dependent on their
efforts. The lives and accomplishments of several outstanding bhiksunis
illustrate how instrumental nunswerein promoting BuddhisminMalaysia.

One prominent nun was Bhiksuni Fong Lian, the founder of Phor Tay
(Bodhi) Buddhist Institutein Penang. Through her determined efforts, this
institute was established in 1935 with the nobl e objective of disseminating
Buddhism, promotingeducation, and establishing an orphanage. Tofurther
these objectives, sheinvited Bhiksus Tao Jie and Zhi Hang from Chinato
teach Buddhism in Malaysia. Unfortunately, Bhiksuni Fong Lian passed
away on July 23, 1937, at the age of 36, but her legacy continues. Phor Tay
I nstituteestablished Phor Tay Chinese Primary and Secondary Schools, and
was among the few pioneering, self-supported Buddhist schools in the
country.
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Other bhiksuni's engaged in activities such as the sale of vegetarian
foods on new moon and full moon days to support their temples. Their
daily activities were generally limited to personal Dharma practises, such
as chanting. During these early years, not much emphasis was placed on
education. Generally, these bhiksuni's had been adopted and raised in
temples, and although some of them received primary or secondary
education, the majority had no formal schooling at all. Usually the bhiksu
or bhiksuni- who adopted them taught them chanting in the temple. They
were skilled in chanting, but without much understanding of the sttras,
were not able to put them into practise. Nevertheless, they pursued their
religious practise with grong faith and led quiet, renunciant lives.

Contemporary Malaysian Buddhist Nuns

After the Malaysian Buddhist Association (MBA) established the
Malaysan Buddhist Institutein Penang in 1970, temples and monasteries
in Malaysabegan to send young bhiksunisthereto further their education
in Buddhism. The I nstitute has successfully groomed acore of outstanding
young bhiksuniswho subsequently returnedto hel pinthe management and
operation of their respectivetemples. Many of theseeducated, well-trained
bhiksunisdisplay great competencein running their templesindependently.
Presently, more than 90 per cent of the abbesses in Maaysian temples
received their education at the Malaysian Buddhist Institute. Inaddition to
bhiksuni's, asizeable number of young dhar madutta (Dharma messenger)
speakers aso received their education from the Maaysian Buddhist
Institute.

At the same time, Taiwan has managed to attract a good number of
young Malaysian women who wished to further their study of Buddhism.
After receiving an education, many of these women receive ordination and
prefer to remain in Taiwan. For example, two prominent Taiwanese
Buddhist organisations, Foguangshan and Dharma Drum, actively recruit
Malaysian bhiksunis. In addition to these organisations, Malaysian
bhiksuni's are found in many smaller temples in Taiwan. Should these
bhiksunis return to Malaysia to help in the development of Malaysian
Buddhism, they will definitely add a special dimension to Buddhism in
Malaysia.

Besides Taiwan, countries such as India and Si Lanka also have
Malaysian nuns studying intheir Buddhistinstitutesanduniversities. Their
numbersare small, however, dueto differences of language, environment,
and culture. Thereisaso asmall group of Malaysan nuns furthering their
studiesin Hong Kong.
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Contributions of Malaysian Nuns

Malaysian nuns have contributed to the development of Buddhism in
Malaysain numerousways, notably in education, social welfareactivities,
traditional temple management, Dharma teaching, bereavement services,
and Zen cultivation. Most nuns involved in Buddhist education are
graduates of the Malaysian Buddhist Institute, with a minority who
graduated from institutions in Taiwan. The Malaysian Buddhist Institute
(MBI) that wasestablishedin1970 providesformal Buddhist education and
isregistered as a Buddhi st institute with the Ministry of Education. Both
the Malaysan government and overseas universities (in Sri Lanka, for
example) recognise its academic qualifications for further studies. Upper
secondary students can register with the aim of becoming teachers.

Currently, some of MBI's teaching staff are former students and the
Institute is working to train future teachers and administrators. By
recruiting former students asfaculty, the Institute not only ensures asteady
pool of qualified teachers, but also provides graduates with opportunities
to pass their knowledge on to the next generation. The present director of
Teaching Administration, hostel managers, and several teachersareformer
students at the Institute.

While some graduates stay on to serve the Institute, other MBI
graduates have moved on to provide service to the larger society. Many of
them have joined Buddhigt organisations throughout Malaysia, assist in
teaching Buddhismin Sunday Dharma Schools, or help organise Buddhist
campsfor students duringthe school holidays. Somebhiksunisrun Sunday
Dharmaschools, kindergartens, freetutorials, libraries, and reading rooms
intheir templesand Buddhists centres. Through these activities, Buddhism
isbeing disseminated to students of dl agesand adults. Takentogether, the
bhiksuni's' contributions to the development of Buddhist education are
monumenta and substantid.

There are also bhiksuni's who are involved in pre-school education. In
managing and teachingin kindergartens, these bhiksunis plant and nurture
the seeds of Buddhadharmain the minds of theyounger generation. A good
exampleisSiang LinChiaoY uaninMelaka, whichistheonly kindergarten
in Maaysiathat incorporatesBuddhism inits syllabus. Sinceits founding,
the chairperson and principal of this kindergarten have been Sangha
members. | currently manage this kindergarten.

BhiksunTsin Social Welfare Work

In Malaysia, it is relatively common for nuns to be involved in social
welfarework. Two distinguished bhiksunis who are well-known for their
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social welfare work are Bhiksuni Chang Heng, the abbess of Sau Seng
Lum (SSL) Heamodialysis Centre in Petaling Jaya, and Bhiksuni Chueh
Lyan, the abbess of Pure Lotus Hospice of Compassion in Penang. Many
other Buddhist monasteries also provide social services, but these two are
registered with the government as charitable organisations.

Bhiksuni Chang Heng became the abbess of SSL Buddhist Templein
1978. Sincethen, she hasbeen actively involvedin social welfareactivities.
One of her endeavours is SSL Heamodialysis Centre, a charitable
organisation established in 1996 in Petaling Jaya (Old Town). Starting with
only four dialysis units, the Centre managed to increase the number to 53
and thereby expand heamodialysisservicesto agreater number of poor and
needy patients, irrespective of race, creed, or religion. The latest
development is SSL (Puchong) Dialysis Centre, a four-storey integrated
medical centre that was recently built to accommodate an increasing
number of patients. Ten disciples have successfully spearheaded effortsto
generate a steady income for Bhiksuni Chang Heng's socid welfare
activities.

In addition to the dialysis centre, Bhiksuni Chang Heng organises
activities on Sundays, providing training in four different areas. practical
social welfare projects, medical treatment, education, and cultural
activities. Recent activities include classes on Buddhism for children, a
recyclingproject, SSL Computerised Library, astrokerehabilitation centre,
mobile medical check-up drives, and so forth. These social welfare
activitiesare well-received and recognised by the Malaysian Government.
In1999, SSL wasgranted tax-exempt status by the Department of the Prime
Minister. SSL also became an affiliate of the Nephrology Department at
University MalayaMedical Centre and its patients are thereby eligible to
consult nephrologiststhere.

Inrecognition of her contributions, Bhiksuni Chang Heng wasawarded
aprestigious“ Outstanding Mal aysians Awards 2001 for Humanitarian and
Voluntary Service” by the Internationa Junior Chamber Association
Malaysia. The same year, SSL successfully obtained SO Quality
Management Systemand Heal thmark Certification by SGS United Records
—thefirsg NGO providing heamodialysis servicesto achievethis. Bhiksunt
Chang Heng's accomplishments tegtify to the significant contributions of
aMalaysian bhiksunt, not only to the development of Buddhism, but also
towards promoting social welfare work in Malaysia.

Bhiksuni Chueh Lyan is another Malaysian bhiksuni- who has made
significant contributions in the field of social welfare. Backed by a group
of trained nurses, she set up the Pure Lotus Cancer Solace Centre to offer
palliative care to end-stage cancer patients. Thisisthefirst hospice centre
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in Malaysia where the sick and suffering can find solace, the poor are not
denied care, and the dying find peace of mind.

The Pure Lotus Cancer Solace Centre provides servicesto all patients,
irrespective of race or religion. When necessary, counsellors of different
faiths are called upon to assist and offer counselling to patients. Services
are provided in six areas:

1. Out-patient Services. Providing counsdling services three
times aweek to patients and their family members;

2. In-patient Services: Providing patients with counselling and
treatment;

3. Respite care: Taking care of patients on behalf of a family
member on a short-term basis;

4. Post-radiotherapy: Providing care after treatment;
5. Household visits: Providing dressing services; and

6. End-stage of lifecounselling: Preparing patientsfor the end-of-
life journey, taking refuge, and providing consultation on a
Buddhist funeral.

The Pure Lotus Cancer Solace Centre revives the hopes of many
patientsand heps themrebuild their lives. For Bhiksuni Chueh Lyan, the
dream does not stop there. She is planning to open a shelter for HIV-
infected widows and their children as soon as possible. She is full of
compassion and her exemplary bodhisattva spirit makesMalaysians proud
of Malaysian bhiksunts.

Bhiksunisas Traditional Upholders of Temples

Traditionally, the abbesses of temples (literally, “Way places’) were
adopted as children and raised in the temples. They learned chanting and
religious practises, and were eventually ordained by the elder bhiksuni or
bhiksu of their respective temples. Not surprisingly, many of these
bhiksunis succeeded to the position of abbess when thetime came. These
bhiksuni's were well-trained in organising and conducting everyday and
specially scheduled temple activities, including chanting and blessing
servicesat thetime of birth or death. Occasiond ly, they organi sed Dharma
talksin their temples, inviting ordained or lay Buddhists as guest speakers.
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They also organised retreats, such as ceremonies for taking refuge in the
Three Jewels, and participated in joint activities with other temples and
Buddhist centres Today, more than half of Malaysan nuns fall in this
category. They possessgoodinterpersonal skills, arefinancially strong, and
have great influence in Buddhist organisations.

BhiksunTs as Disseminator s of Dharma

Members of the Sangha regard the task of disseminating the Dharmaas an
integral part of their responsibilities. Some groups of bhiksuni's take the
task of teaching Dharmavery serioudy. Most of thesebhiksuni sgraduated
from MBI and hence have recei ved good training and sufficient knowledge
of Buddhism. They travel to give Dharmatalksupon invitation, egpecially
shuttling among colleges, universities, and youth associations. Not dl of
these nuns were brought up in temples, however. Most of them learned
Buddhism through temple activities, Dharma talks, and readings. After
gaining a true understanding of Buddhism, they developed renunciation,
and subsequently sought ordination in order to redise their life's work of
disseminating Buddhism. This group of bhiksunis possesses ahigher level
of education and language competencies, aswell as good communications
and organisational skills. These bhiksunisarealso closer inagetotoday’s
youth, who are our hopefor the future of Malaysian Buddhist successors.

Bhiksunisin Bereavement Services

The involvement of Sangha members in funeral services is a Chinese
Buddhism tradition. At one time, during the decline of Buddhism, it was
common to see monastics only during funeras. Their main duties were
chanting and family members of the deceased reciprocated by making an
offering (dana).

Today, asizeable number of bhiksunisin Malaysiaarestill involvedin
funeral rites. Generally, these bhiksuni-swereraisedintemples, wherethey
learned chanting, funeral services, and similar practises. When they had
acquired the necessary skills, these bhiksuni's conducted funeral services
upon request. Sometimes their services were recommended by a
representative of a coffin shop. These bhiksuni's place great emphasis on
chanting and less emphasis on learning the Dharma. The only Buddhist
crematorium in Kuala Lumpur is managed by a nunnery.
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Bhiksunisas Zen Cultivators

A recent development in Malaysiaisthe emergence of agroup of bhiksunis
who are very devoted to the practise and dissemination of meditation.
Although their numbers are small, these nuns observe the teachings of the
Buddha, practiseactively, and participate in scheduled meditation retreats.
Most of these bhiksuni's decided to join the Sangha after participating in
meditation retreats and subsequently generating the aspiration to atain
liberation. They have good educational backgrounds, right understanding
of Buddhism, and aspire to end afflictions as their immedi ate task. Some
of them do not stay in temples, but in ordinary dwellings, supported by
devotees.

Besidesself-cultivation, these nunsusually teach and guide othersto do
the same. They either have a scheduled meditation practise at a fixed
location or conduct sessions for beginners upon request by Buddhist
temples or centres. They also give Dharma talks and are diligent in the
study of Dharma. Once ayear, they organisea“training thetrainers’ camp,
where they meet to discuss Dharma and teaching methodol ogies.

Conclusion

Although today Malaysian bhiksuni's outnumber bhiksus, inthe early days,
they were not given the same opportunities to develop themselves and
prove their talents. Nonethel ess, the contributions of the early generations
of bhiksuni's cannot beignored, for they worked sdflessly and persistently
behind the scenes, without a thought of fame or gain. It is only very
recently that Malaysian bhiksunis have taken the opportunity to prove
themselves and demongrate their capabilities in managing events by
themselves. These bhiksuni's have made significant inroads, not only in
transforming the perception of bhiksuni's, but also toward transforming the
rolesof Malaysian bhiksuni-sand promotingthe devel opment of Buddhism
in Malaysia.

Slowly and steadily, Buddhist nunsin Malaysiaare gaining acceptance
and the respect they deserve from the general public. The activities they
organisefor the community are well received and supported by the people.
Although a substantial number of nuns are serving outside Malaysia, the
bhiksuni's who remainin Malaysia are able to shoulder responsibility and
provide adequate services to the community. Through their efforts and
endurance, Malaydan nuns are proving their worth and emerging as one of
the main pillars sustaining Buddhismin Malaysia.
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The Buddha and the Spirit World:
Healing Praxis in aHimalayan Monastery

Karma Lekshe Tsomo

For centuries, among the diverse peoples of the Himalayan region, the
Buddhist worldview has affected attitudes toward illness and health. The
Tibetan medical system, Buddhist practices for the accumulation of merit,
and tantric ritual practices for protection and blessing remain the primary
resources for achieving physical and mental well-being. The concepts of
rebirth and karma are used to explain the etiol ogy of disease. But Buddhist
beliefsdo not tell thewhol e story. Healthcare decisionsare simultaneously
informed by indigenous beliefsabout local gods, spirits, and the harmful or
beneficent influences these beings can have on human well-being.
Indigenous methods of healing, such as divination, oracle heaers, and
exorcism, are equally important in the lives of the people. Villagersin the
Himalayan region rely on shamanic healing rituals, in addition to Tibetan
herbal medicines, Western allopathic pharmaceuticas, and homeopathic
and Aryuvedic remedies. In recent years, as Western medical care has
become increasingly available, another dimension has been added. Often
these systemswill be combined to optimise the results. The purpose of this
study is to investigate the variety of healing practices and multiplicity of
beliefsthat influence healthcare decision-making among Buddhists in the
Himalayanborder region, and how these diverse belief systemsand healing
practices interact and sometimes conflict.

Healing Systemsin Dialogue

The study takesas its focus the case of Kelsang, ayoung nun at Y angchen
Choling Monastery in the Spiti Valley of Himachal Pradesh in northern
India who was afflicted by violent seizures in 2004. The seizures were
diagnosed differently by practitioners of three different systems: avisiting
German medical doctor diagnosed her condition as epilepsy, a Tibetan
doctor diagnosed it as a disorder of the heart and nervous system, and a
Buddhist tantric practitioner diagnosed it as the result of a curse on the
girl’s family home. The variant diagnoses of these concerned healing
profess onal sand the interactions among them provide rich source material
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for understanding the tensions that arise as indigenous cultures come into
contact with modern medicine.

The young nun’s story illustrates the range of beliefs and healing
practices available in Spiti to treat an array of physica and mental
afflictions, how these resources may be used concurrently, and how they
may come into conflict. The search for a diagnosis and treatment for the
young nun places Buddhist beliefs, shamanic practices, traditional Tibetan
medical lore, and the Western medical system side by side. The resultant
tensionsrecall the culture clashes between Hmong highlanders of Laos, an
animist community, and the Western medical system that Anne Fadiman
described in her book, The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down.* Similar
clashes are evident within a Himalayan Buddhist cultural frame.

To undergtand the diverse medical and religious elementsinvolved in
healthcare decision-making, | first present a typology of the medical
systems available in the Spiti Valley and how they are accessed. Second, |
discuss the religious practices and rituals that are used for healing and
examine the diverse worldviews and metaphysical assumptions that
underpinthem. Third, | analysetheinterrel ationshi psamong thesedivergent
systems to identify points of convergence and conflict, in an attempt to
better understand how the villagers of Spiti reconcile and utilise them.

Healing Body, Mind, and Spirit

To date, little work has been done on the healing systems of the western
Himalayas. A number of introductory books on Tibetan medicine by Y eshi
Dhonden and others haveappeared in English,? and some research onritual
healing has begun. But thereisstill much work to be done to understand the
complex interwoven rel ationshi ps between Buddhi st tantricritual, shamanic
practices, Buddhist philosophy, and their healing applicaions. To learn
moreabout Himalayan healing practices, | g0oke with villagersand nunsin
Pangmo village and surrounding areas. Exchanges with nuns educated in
Buddhist metaphysics who lived with Kelsang at Yangchen Chdling
Monastery were particularly useful. Since 1988, these nuns have been
receiving traditional Buddhi st teachings and have gradually become the
most educated women in traditional learning in Spiti Valley.® Although
they were as mystified as anyone about the intensity and unexpected
incidence of the seizures, they were knowledgeable about the range of
possible causes and methods of treatment.

The people of the Spiti Valley identify themselves as Buddhists
belonging to the Tibetan tradition. His Holiness the Dalai Lama, their
primary spiritual guide, hastravelled to the remote Spiti Valley a number
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of times to give teachings and perform tantric ritual ceremonies. Until
recently all theancient monasteriesin thevalley werefor monks, the largest
being Tabo, Kyi, and Dankar. Since 1988, three monasteries for nuns has
been newly founded: Yangchen Chéling in Pangmo, Sherab Chéling in
Morang, and Dechen Choling inPin Valley.

Typical of themajority of Himal ayan Buddhists, the peopleof Spiti rely
ontheBuddhas, bodhisattvas, lineage master s, and other enlightened beings
as their objects of refuge. Their religious practise is patterned on the
Tibetan Buddhist tradition, including both satra and tantra streams of
Mahayana. At the sametime, the people acknowledge and respect arange
of other beings, including local gods and spirits. As one observer has
commented, “confounding the outsider, Himdayan Buddhist holy places
toleratedeitiesand legendary beingswho wander in from other faiths or the
powerful local spirit world and who may be accorded shrines of their own
under theroofs of more classic icons.”* Shrines of individual family deities
are found in virtually every home.

When Buddhism was first introduced to the Himalayan region during
the eighth century, instead of banishing or deriding indigenous beliefs and
practices, local deitieswere harnessed to protect the newly imported faith.
The Buddhas and bodhisattvas became dominant alongside household
protectors and other local deities. Although Buddhist scholars can clearly
distinguish between sutras and tantras, these categories become mergedin
the popular mind. The distinction between tantric rituals and indigenous
shamanic practices isalso somewhat unclear.

Buddhist cultures are typically congenial toward |local godsand spirits,
conscripting them in the service of the Buddhadharma. Villagers speak of
age-old contract agreements with protective deities, who may protect
specific families, natural sites such as springs, or entire villages. The
distinction between gods and spiritsis complex, imprecise, and somewhat
irrelevant to the practical needs and everyday lives of Himalayan peoples.
Gods are not necessarily benign and local spirits are not necessarily
mischievous or harmful. A pantheon of visible and invisible sentient life
inhabits the natural landscape. Himalayan people treat these deities with
respect, sometimes mixed with veneration, awe, or fear, in hopesthat these
deities will dispense blessings and good fortune to those under their
protection. If the deities are pleased, they respond by imparting health,
happiness, and prosperity to the family or community, but if they are
neglected, offended, or receiveinsufficient offerings, they may al so neglect
or harm their constituencies. To propitiate these deities and ward off any
malign influences, villagers offer incense at household shrines and in
vessels on the roofs of their homes.
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Whether dealing with enlightened beings of the Buddhist pantheon or
local deities, the emphasisison relationality and complementarity. Human
beings, animal's, and other beings— benign and malign, visibleandinvisble
—all livetogether inanintegrally interconnected universe. An awareness of
these relationships informs al aspects of life, including health and
psychological well-being.

Perhaps influenced by Buddhist rationality, the people’s approach to
health and well-beng is pragmatic. For example, peoplein the Himalayan
region have no innate psychological resistance to recently introduced
Western health services, but they need to be convinced of their efficacy.
They readily accept those aspects of Western medicine that have proven
effective, suchas TB treatment, whil e hesitating to accept those aspectsthat
they experience to be unreliable or to have side effects, such as certain
methods of birth control. Knowledge about the larger framework of
Westernmedical scienceand physiology islargely absent. Western-trained
health profess onal sinthearearecogni sethat Himalayan women, who have
had limited accessto health care or health caretraining, until very recently,
have little scientific knowledge about the human body and how it functions.
At the 5" Sakyadhital nternational Conference on Buddhist Women heldin
Lumbini, Nepal, in 2000, health educators from various countries shared
their knowledge of heath, hygiene, bacteria theory, and water purification
techniques in a week-long seminar attended by 185 Himalayan women.
These educatorsexplained thetheory behind medi cationssuch asantibiotics
and gave advice about the use and misuse of Western medicines.

Thevillagersin Spiti are willing to consider and to avail themselves of
every availablehealingoptionthat will hel p protect the health of themselves
and their families. Attitudes toward health and well-being are holistic,
incorporating methods of treating the mind as well as the body. Tibetan
medicine and Western medicine, the two dominant healing systems, are
used in conjunction with Buddhist teachings, merit-making, contemplative
practices, Buddhist tantricritual's, and shamanic practicessuch asdivination
and healingrites. Tantric ritual practicesandindigenousshamanic practices
have traded influences over many centuries. Over time, aholistic approach
to health care has emerged that encompasses al avail able medical systems
to achieve physical health, arange of religious practicesto achieve mental
health, and a range of ritual practices to negotiate relationships with a
pantheon of supernatural forces who are believed to be capable both of
imparting blessingsandinflicting harm. Thevillagersare pragmaticin their
approach, leaving all options open in an attempt to identify the most
effective methods of treatment.
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Cultural Intersectionsin aYoung Girl’sLife

The story of Kelsang, atwelve-year-old novice nun at Yangchen Chdling
Monastery in Spiti Vdley, will helpillustratethe variety of healing beliefs
and practicesthat coincide and sometimes collidein thelivesof Himalayan
villagers. The cast of charactersin her gory includesmembersof Kelsang' s
family, including her mother; Tsering, awoman leader of Pangmo Village
and grandmother of Kelsang; Thubten, Tsering' s son and Kelsang' suncle.
The story also involves the nuns of Y angchen Chéling Monastery, where
Kelsang had been admitted as a novice the year before. These include
Chichim, a36-year-old nun at the monastery who hailsfrom K el sang’ snatal
village of Chichim; Pema, the head nun of Y angchen Chéling Monastery;
and Dolma, one of the senior nuns at Yangchen Choling and Kelsang's
aunt. As events unfolded, her story also involved Tanya, a German-ltalian
medical doctor who was visiting Spiti; Lama Tsarlo, atantric practitioner
(sngaks pa) from Pin Valley; and myself.

One day in July of 2003, on avisit to Yangchen Chdling Monastery,
Tsering, the leader of the senior women’s dance troupe, a prominent and
relatively wealthy woman from Pangmo village, came to ask my help. She
expressed deep concern about K el sang, atweve-year-old nun whom | had
met the year before at Yangchen Choling Monastery. When | first met
Kelsang, she was avery naughty little girl. She was very curious, but also
quite rambunctious, and | had some misgivings about her future as a nun.
She continually appeared at the door of my room with another, well-
behaved little nun in tow. These two young girls were among a group of
twelve young girls who had come to me the previous year requesting to
become novices at the monastery. To divert their attention from my video
equipment, | asked them if they knew how to do prostrations, which they
performed with gusto and some amusement. Children who are naughty
when they are young sometimes turn out quite well. With training,
precocious and confident children can become leaders.

Tsering explained that Kelsang had been suffering from seizures for
many months. The attacks had become more and more serious and frequent
withtime, and shewasdeeply concerned about the child’ swell-being. Since
the onset of the attacks, the Yangchen Chéling nuns had done many
Buddhist prayers and tantric rituals in hopes of alleviating the girl’s
suffering. They had also taken her to see Tashi, a highly qualified am chi,
or traditional Tibetan medical practitioner, in Hansa Village. Tashi had
initially diagnosed her condition as a heart problem and had provided her
withasupply of traditional herbal medicines. Whenwevisited him later for
advice on her condition, we told him that Tanya, avisiting German doctor,
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thought K el sang was suffering from epil epsy, but hedid not agreewiththis
Western medical diagnosis.

When Tsering came to see me, she requested my help in finding
treatment for the young girl, stressing the seriousness of her condition and
pleading for compassionate intervention. Tsering told me that the girl’s
mother was a hopel ess alcoholic, her father was dead, and the family was
destitute, with only asmall bag of rtsam pa (barley flour, the staple food of
the region) to their name. Because the mother was drunk much of the time,
the girl had not received proper care at home. Thevillage people, aswell as
the nunsat Y angchen Chdling Monastery where she had been living, were
al at aloss as to how to deal with the situation. | agreed to help and said
that | needed to see her first, so we dispatched the monastery jeep to the
village of Chichim, with a senior nun nicknamed Chichim to fetch her.

Tsering pleaded with me repeatedly to intercede andtry to helpthegirl,
implyingthat without proper care, thegirl’ sconditionwasdire. Whether the
appropriate course of careshould be medical, ritual, or spiritual was left to
my discretion. When | asked for somebackground information onthegirl’s
condition, Chichim and the other nuns told me that she had begun having
seizures about six months before. Gradually the seizures became more and
more severe, until eventually the girl was unable to eat, talk, or care for
herself. The nuns had done everything they could think of to help — taking
her for traditional Tibetan medical treatment, reading Buddhist sutras,
reciting prayers, and performing specific tantric rituals. As Kelsang's
condition worsened, they began saying special daily prayersfor her benefit
and requested divinationsfrom respected lamas to determinewhich tantric
rituals would be most effective for her recovery.

The next evening, after afour-hour drive over unpaved roads each way,
the jeep returned with Kelsang. | sat next to her in the kitchen, in acircle of
nuns arranged around the kitchen fire. The young girl looked terrified. |
could seethetension in her shouldersand her entirebody, as sheanticipated
another attack. In contrast to the playful, naughty child | remembered from
the previous year, her face was hardened into an expression of intense
anxiety mixed with suspicion, reflecting her fear of another violent seizure.
Her eyes kept staring at her hands, because, as the other nuns told me, the
attacks generally started there and then quickly spread to violent seizures
that beset her entire body. The girl did not speak, eat, or smile, in stark
contrast to her very alert demeanor the year before. Her entire body wasfull
of tension. After the nuns served the meal, shetried to take a spoonful, but
was barely ableto navigate the distance from bowl to mouth. She appeared
frightened and was totally unresponsive to overtures from the nuns, her
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monastic family. After afew mouthfuls, she gave up and slumped back to
the wall, until we encouraged her to lie down and rest.

After dinner, | went to consult Tanya, aGerman doctor who wasvisiting
the monastery through an Austrian project called Spiti Hilfe. The objective
of the project isto help forge a coalition between traditional and Western
medical practitionersin Spiti. Tanya, an Italian-trained allopathic physician
practising family medicine, had examined K elsang when the girl arrived at
the monastery from Chichim and it was her firm conviction that the young
girl should be taken to Kaza hospital, two hours away, to be evaluated by
adoctor and hospitalised, if necessary.

The next day Pema and Dolma took Kedsang to Kaza Hospital for a
check-up. The hospital staff admitted the young nun to the hospitd and
began giving her a series of injections. The injections, we were told, were
a medication to contral the seizures. When | returned to Kaza a few days
later, the nuns told me that Kelsang was alittle bit better, but still was not
able to communicate, eat, or do anything on her own.

That day, aswe waited for Pemaand Dolmato return fromthe hospital,
we drank tea at the home of a former monk named Lama Tsarlo, who is
renowned for the accuracy of his divinations (mo) and the efficacy of his
tantric ritual practices. After discussing what to do next, we decided it
would be agood ideato request a divination to determine the best course of
action. In Himalayan cultures, when facing a life-threatening situation or
when thereis any major decision to be made, the immediate responseis to
seek a divination from the most highly qualified practitioner available. As
welooked acrossthetable, werealised that one of the most highly qualified
peoplein Spiti was sitting directly across the table from us—Lama Tsarlo.
| reached in my bag and pulled out awhite ceremonial scarf (kha btags),
tucked 50 rupeesintoit, and requested Lama Tsarlo to performadivination
to determine what course of action we should take to relieve Kelsang's
suffering.

Lama Tsarlo took up his prayer beads and, repeatedly counting the
beads with both hands from the periphery to the centre, came to some
determination that led him to consult a particul ar page inthe divination text
onthetablein front of him. From the text, he learned that a harmful force
(or forces) was troubling the young girl. Consulting the text carefully, he
told usthat therewere someitemsin thegirl’ sfamily housein Chichimthat
seemed to be cursed. The harmful items were gpparently associated with
horses, perhaps a bit or a bridle. He explained that people from Chichim
often travelled for purposes of trade to Changtang (Northern Plains), a
remote areathat stretchesfor hundreds of miles along the Ladakhi/Tibetan
border, and sometimes brought back items that appeared to be cursed.
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Tibetan traders come to Changtang with horses and carpets, which they
traded for Indian cloth and manufactured goods. Sometimes these traders
cheated at business, which drew theire of the loser, who might then cast a
spell or curse in retaliation. Not surprisingly, the practitioners who are
considered most skilful at theritualsto counteract these cursesalsolivein
Changtang. He recommended that the offending items be removed from
Kelsang' s family house to lift the curse, so that Kesang might recover.

When the villagers of Chichim heard about Lama Tsarlo’s divination
about cursed equestrian equipment hidden in the house, they laughed and
said, “ That householdisso poor, he' d belucky to find asmall bag of rtsam
pal” But when Lama Tsarlo went to Chichim Village and searched the
housethe next afternoon, imagine everyone' s surprise when he dug several
items matching that description out of a small hole in the corner of one
room and threw them out, far away from thehouse. Thevillagers' attitudes
immediately changed to deep respect for Lama Tsarlo and they began
inviting himto check their houses, to see whether there might be other items
in the village that were causing misfortunes.

Meanwhile, just at the sametime that Lama Tsarlo threw the offending
items out of Kelsang's family house that afternoon, the nuns caring for
Kelsang at Kaza Hospital noticed a sudden improvement in her condition.
She sat up in her hospital bed and started to talk, which she had not been
able to do for several days. Those who witnessed these events could not
help but think that Lama Tsarlo’ s method of treatment had ahealing effect.
The medical doctors at Kaza Hospital had already begun administering
daily injections of Western medicationsfor epilepsy, but it was difficult to
determinewhat effect these medi cationshad on Kelsang’ scondition. By the
time | saw her the next year, little Kelsang's seizures were under control,
but she had clearly suffered serious mental impairment from her ordeal.
Fortunately, her relaiveswere taking good care of her, but, tragically, her
ordeal became a serious obstacle to her future personal development, both
asan individual and as a Buddhist monastic.

Kelsang's seizures continued forcefully and erratically over the next
year. The tantric rituals Lama Tsarlo recommended were enacted and the
nuns continued to do prayers for her daily, but they seemed to have little
effect. The Tibetan doctor lamented the fact that strong Western medicine
had interfered with the natural remedieshe wasconfident could have cured
her. None of the available remedies seemed effective to cure her. She
continued to suffer from unpredictable, debilitating seizuresand eventually
was taken home to Chichim to be cared for by her mother.

One day in the spring of 2005, Kelsang suddenly went missing. Her
family and the villagers of Chichim searched everywhere for her, even
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combing the forest, but ther effortswere in vain. They were never ableto
find her. She could not be declared dead, since her body was never found.
The nuns a Yangchen Chdling continue to perform prayers for her in
abstentia.

Competing Worldviews

Although the circumstances of Kelsang' s short and tragic life are unusud,
the Buddhists of Spiti remain philosophical, approaching the experiences
of illness and death as concomitant with the human situation. While her
disappearance cannot be explained scientifically, since her body wasnever
found, the nuns and villagers are reluctant to draw conclusions. In the
Buddhist worldview, however, deathisinevitablefor all living beings, for
some, even during childhood. There may even be those who understand her
disappearance and presumed death as a blessing of sorts, since she
experienced such enormous suffering during the last year of her younglife.
Thecompassi onate care of the'Y angchen Chéling nuns certainly surrounded
her during her ordeal and all concerned could take consolation in the fact
that all possible healing methods available in the Spiti Valley had been
exhausted. But since all attempted interventionsfailed her, where does that
leave Buddhist adherents? Even if death is certain for all sentient beings,
and it is, what factors determine the circumstances and timing of one’'s
death? Was Kelsang’ s human lifetime simply exhausted? Wasit her karma
to suffer and die young? According to the law of karma, living beings
experience the consequences of their actionsand it is beyond the power of
ordinary human beings to explain the preciseworkingsof cause and effect.
Y et, aslogical asthissounds, thereremains an element of mystery —that the
process is somehow beyond human beings power to manipulate. For
Buddhists, the consolation is the good deeds K el sang accumulated during
her time as a nun and the comforting fact that she received compassionate
care at the monastery. If all goes well, in this view, she will attain a
fortunaterebirth, based on her virtuous actions, even those of ayoungchild.

In a different matrix, the experience of the young novice Kelsang
provides a useful case study in the confluence of healing traditions in the
Himalayan region. Buddhist contemplative practices, tantric rituals, and
shamanic healingritual scan beeffectively used in conjunctionwith Tibetan
herbal medicines, Western allopathic pharmaceuticds, homeopathic
remedies, and Aryuvedic remedies. This wealth of available heding
methods gives villagers a variety of alternative healing options rooted in
ancient Buddhist, pre-Buddhist, and Western scientific worldviews.
However, asthe nuns of Y angchen Choling Monastery and other villagers
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in the Himalayan region have experienced, the success of conjoiningthese
methodsisby no meansguaranteed. Questionsremain regardi ngtherelative
effectiveness of each method and the interactions among them. The
multicultural nature of the remote region of Spiti is evident in the healing
practices available in the region. Spiti therefore is a rich repository of
knowledge about traditional healing systemsand acruciblefor studyingthe
effects of Westernisation and globalisation on an ancient culture.

1

2

Notes

AnneFadiman, The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down (New Y ork: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1998).

Among themost useful studies of Tibetan healing praxisareLindaH. Connor and Geoffrey Samuel,
Healing Powersand Moder nity. Traditional Medicine, Shamanism, and Sciencein Asian Societies
(Westport, CT: Bergin & Garvey, 2001); David Crow, In Search of the Medicine Buddha: A
Himalayan Journey (New Y ork: Tarcher, 2001); Tenzin Choedrak with Gilles van Grasdorff, The
Rainbow Palace (L ondon: Bantam, 2000); Elisabeth Finckh, Studiesin Tibetan Medidne (Ithaca,
NY: Snow Lion, 1989); Theodore Burang, The Tibetan Art of Healing (London: Robinson
&Watkins, 1974); Terry Clifford, Tibetan Buddhist Medicine and Psychiatry: The Diamond
Healing (San Francisco: Weiser Books, 1990); Rechung Rinpoche, Tibetan Medicine (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1976); Y eshi Dhénden, Health Through Balance: An|Introduction
to Tibetan Medicine (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion, 1986); and Y eshi Dhénden, Healing fromthe Source:
The Science and Lore of Tibetan Medicine (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion, 2000). Also see “Tibetan
Medicine: The Science of Healing,” in In Exilefrom the Land of Snows The Definitive Account
of the Dalai Lama and Tibet Since the Chinese Conquest (New Y ork: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997), pp.
137-55.

Thisstory istold in Karma L ekshe Tsomo, “ Change in Consciousess: Women's Religious| dentity
in Himalayan Buddhist Cultures,” Buddhist Women Across Cultures: Realizations, ed. Karma
L eksheTsomo (Albany, N.Y .: State University of New Y ork Press, 1999), pp. 169-89; and Margaret
Coberly, “CrigsasOpportunity: Nunsand Cultural Changeinthe Spiti Valley,” in Buddhist Women
and Social Justice: |deals, Challenges, and Achievements, ed. KarmaL ekshe Tsomo (Albany, NY:
State University of New Y ork Press, 2004), pp. 193-204.

Barbara Crossette, So Close to Heaven: The Vanishing Buddhist Kingdoms of the Himalayas (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995), p. 64.

138



139



140



141



142



143



144



145



146



BUDDHIST WOMEN IN
CONTEMPORARY CULTURES






18
Thai Buddhist Nuns and the
Thai Buddhist Nuns’ Institute

Kritsana Raksachom

InThai society, Buddhist nuns are not completely accepted, since Thai law
does not officialy recognised them as religious persons. Officially
recognised religious persons are entitled to certain rights by the
government, but the law does not extend theserightsto nuns. The situation
of nunsin Thailand isvery different from that of the monks. When monks
become ordained, they are automatically respected and receive support
from the Thai government and society. Without legal status or social
recognition, no laws protect Thai nunsand their lives are difficult. In spite
of this, nunswork hard to contribute to society with the hope that they will
eventually be accepted and their efforts will be recognised by the world
community.

Informer times, most nunswere elderly and not highly educated. Today
nuns are more highly educated and are even receiving advanced degrees.
The focus of Thai nuns contributions is to help people develop in three
areas: education, spreading the Dhamma, and social welfare. Towardthese
objectives, the Thai Buddhist Nuns' Institute was established in 1969 and
has developed continuously, until now there are twenty-five branches
nationwide.

Education

Educational activitiesareclassified intofive categoriesof study: Dhamma,
Abhidhamma, Pali, meditation, and general education. Dhamma study is
providedinside temples. Some templesin Thailand do not teach Dhamma,
so monks and nuns must seek out temples where Dhamma study is
available. The Dhamma study course consists of learning about the
Buddhd s life, Buddhist philosophy, the rules of discipline, and various
types of moral conduct. This Dhamma study programme has three levels,
each level requiring one year, so three years are needed to complete the
programme.

The course in Abhidhamma studies entails learning about all the
Buddhist texts and commentaries that are included in what is called
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Abhidhammathasangaha. Therearenineclasses, requiring seven-and-a-half
yearsto complete. The Abhidhamma School islocated at Wat Mahathat in
Bangkok and it is considered one of the most famous schools of
Abhiddhamma. The students include monks, nuns, and laypeople.
Laypeople are especially interested in joining this programme.

The course in Pali entails learning the language of the scriptures that
contain the teachings of the Buddha. Pali is a sacred language, sinceit is
the language used for chanting in the temples and recounting the various
stories about the Buddha. This course of study consists of nine classes and
requires nine years to complete. Each year there is one examination; if
studentsdo not passtheexamination, they must takethe examinationagain.
Some students spend twelve to twenty years to complete the Pali study
course.

The coursein meditation teachesthe theory of meditation for purifying
one'smind in order to achieve the highest aim of Buddhism, nirvana. All
Buddhist nuns ordained in Thailand must complete a course in meditation
practise. Some nuns have done very well and are now able to teach
meditation to others and to establish meditation schools. Some Buddhist
nuns who teach meditation to the public have become very popular.

The general education course includes vocational skills, secondary
education, and higher education. Buddhist nuns may study at government
schools or private schools that teach vocational skills to gain specialised
expertise. The Pak Tho branch of the Thai Buddhist Nuns' Institute in
Ratchaburi Provinceisan example of aschool wherenunsand lay girlscan
pursue secondary education. Buddhist nuns may also study at non-formal
educational institutes. At the univerdty level, nuns may study for a
bachelor's degree, master's degree, or doctorate at two Buddhist
universities in Thailland — Mahamakut Buddhist University and
Mahachulalongkorn Buddhist University — or at any of the government’s
open universities throughout the country.

Spreading the Dhamma

Although Thai society does not fully or officially accept Buddhist nuns,
nuns are willing to work for the good of Thai society through teaching
Buddhadhamma, constructing kindergartensat insti tutes where nuns serve
as teachers, teaching children at various government schools, teaching
meditation to laypeople, counselling, teaching Abhidhamma, and teaching
at Buddhist universties.
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Nuns who teach Dhamma can be classified into two types. those who
teach Buddhism and those who teach meditation. Teaching Buddhism
includes teaching Dhamma, Abhidhamma, and Pali language. These
different aspects of teaching Buddhism can be found at Buddhist nuns
institutes, temples, and government schools. Nuns may also teach
meditationand somehavebecomequitesuccessful at it, especia ly recently,
as more and more people become interested in learning and practising
meditation.

At the Thai Buddhist Nuns' Institutein Chai Nat Provincein thecentral
part of Thailand, there are two types of Dhamma activities: teaching
Dhamma to children and teaching Dhamma to adults. Teaching Dhamma
to children refersto Dhamma study programmes for children fromnineto
twelve years old. The subjects covered include ethics, character
development, and meditati on practise. Cookingactivitiesareal soincluded,
especidly on national holidays such asthe birthday celebrationsof theking
and gueen. On these occasions, children from four schools cometo stay at
the Nuns' Institute to join in Buddhist activities organised by the nuns.

Teaching Dhamma to adults includes teaching meditation to villagers,
including how to practise mindfulness in daily life, how to engage in
whol esome activities, and how to avoid unwhol esome activities. Thistype
of teaching is deeply satisfying for some people. For example, | have
become a consultant on various types of spiritual suffering, including
problems such as polygamy and estrangements between parents and
children. The success of Dhamma teaching programmes in Chai Nat
Province has resulted in closer links between laypeople and nuns, and a
growing respect for Buddhist nunsamong Thai children. When childrenin
these programmes meet nuns outside the classes, they greet them
respectfully and their parents also generate greater devotion to the nuns.
When |laypeopl e have personal problems, they feel comfortable to consult
nuns. Adultswho cometolearn Buddhismand practise meditation devel op
greater devotion and bring food to share with the nuns. At the sametime,
Buddhist monks in this region have gained a positive impression of the
nuns and are ready to help and encourage them in their work.

A committee of nuns established the Thai Buddhist Nuns' Institute in
1969, 37 years ago. Thai Buddhists have been aware of thisinstitute ever
since, but they only pay respect to those nuns who work for society and
teach Dhamma. If nunshave no clear rolein society, they are regarded as
lay people who observe the eight precepts and are not invited to perform
religiousceremonies. If nuns are expertsin teaching meditation, the public
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acceptsthem and thinks highly of them, but only in those provinces where
they carry out their work.

Social Welfare

When people are extremely poor and have no food for their families,
Buddhist nuns are ready to help. During natural disasters, such as the
tsunami disaster, the Thai Buddhist Nuns' Institute helps victims by
making donations. The Nuns' Institute in Kanchanaburi Province takes
care of children and provides an education for them. | had an excellent
opportunity to help the Nuns' Institute in Cha Nat Province by teaching
Buddhism and helping the local society, and became the head of a team
working there. On occasion, | have invited monks and nuns from various
places to come together to work at important Buddhist festivals, since the
facilities to perform certain religious and social activities have to be
borrowed. The nuns request rice donations from monks and the general
population to support the children staying at the Nuns' Institute.

Conclusion

Buddhist nuns must work and study conscientiously to transform the
perception of nuns. These days, young women are more educated than in
the past and many are interested in taking temporary ordination. They
prefer to become nuns for seven to fifteen days, without shaving their
heads, especidly duringimportant Buddhist festivalssuchasVisakhaPuja
Day. Y et, even though Buddhist nunsare working very hard in Thailand to
bring ethical values and peace to society, the government has never
officially or formally accepted their status asreligious persons. Until Thai
Buddhist nuns gain that status, they will continue in their roles as
volunteers working to preserve and spread the Buddhadhamma, Thai
culture, social and ethical values, peace, and happiness for the benefit of
Thai society.
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Contributions of Buddhist Women
in the Malaysian Buddhist
Youth Movement

Ai Sim Hea

The Malaysian youth movement has made valuable and long-lasting
contributions to the development of Buddhism in Malaysia. Documenting
the movement is therefore an essential aspect of Malaysian Buddhist
history. From the time of itsformation in 1950 through its active expansion,
the Malaysian Buddhist youth movement hasstirred theinterest of Buddhist
youth. This keen interest among Buddhist youth groups in Malaysia
eventually culminated in the establishment of the Young Buddhist
Association of Malaysia (YBAM). However, amidst the historica records
of this dgnificant Buddhist youth movement, there is no concrete
documentation concerning the participation and contributions of Buddhist
women in the movement. In fact, there is a dearth of research on the topic
of Malaysian Buddhist women.

After reviewing existing literature on the history and development of
Buddhism in Malaysia, including documents on the inception and
expansion of YBAM, | thought it would be worthwhile to undertake
research on the participation and contributions of Buddhist women in the
youth movement in M alaysia. Such research will serve asfood for thought,
or a platform, for Buddhist women in Malaysia to gain knowledge and a
better understanding of their role not only in the Buddhist youth movement,
but also in the history of Malaysian Buddhism asawhole. By understanding
the many roles they have played, Buddhist women will come to realise the
significant contributions they have made to the growth of the Buddhist
youth movement in Malaysia. It is hoped that this brief article will provide
directions for further research on the responses of Malaysian Buddhist
women to the needs of sentient beings and their contributions to furthering
Malaysian Buddhism.

The Foundation of theBuddhist Youth Movement

The Malaysian youth movement was initiated by an American Buddhist,
Bhikkhu Sumangalo, in 1950. Under his tutelage and active promotion,
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Buddhist societieswere set up throughout the country. Bhikkhu Sumangalo
also encouraged these Buddhist societiesto form youth groups. According
to Bhikkhu Sumangalo, young people are important pillars of Buddhist
societies, in particular, and the broader society, in general. Hence, if the
youth did not have faith in Buddhism, efforts to set up Buddhist societies
could be deemed afailure. M otivated by this affinity and mission, Bhikkhu
Sumangalo tirelesdy travelled the length and breadth of Malaysia to
promote the Buddhist youth movement. Buddhist organisations were
established in big cities and small towns, and Buddhist youth groups were
set up within these organisations. The Dharmawheel of Buddhi st teachings
in Malaysia was set in motion and continued to turn more actively as the
youth movement gained momentum. One by one, Buddhist organisations
were set up throughout the country, and within these organisations,
Buddhist youth groups were formed. Thus, the M alaysian Buddhist youth
movement was launched in a big way.

The newly established Buddhist organisations and their respective youth
groupsheeded Bhikkhu Sumangalo’scall to provide a diversity of activities
to accommodate the varied interests of the youth. Among the many
Buddhist activities Bhikkhu Sumangalo introduced were Buddhist Sunday
schools, Buddhist hymn singing, dancing, games, festival celebrations,
youth fellowship gatherings, and goodwill visits. The activities of these
Buddhist organisations were both practical and dynamic, so as to draw
young people to Buddhism. Such diversity and vitality appeaed to the
youth, who were attracted and inspired to join the Buddhist organisations
and their youth groups. These efforts received overwhelming support from
the public.

Bhikkhu Sumangalo initiated the organisation of a Malaysian Buddhist
Youth Conference in Penang, which was held from December 24 to 27,
1958. This conference resulted in the formation of the Federation of M alaya
Buddhist Youth Fellowship (FMBY F). Since then, the Buddhist youth
movement has continually been promoted throughout the country. Bhikkhu
Sumangalo became revered asthe” Father of the M alaysian Buddhist Y outh
M ovement.”

The Formation of a Nationwide Buddhist Organisation

In the 1960s, due to both external and internal factors, the FMBY F and the
Malaysian Buddhist youth movement encountered some daunting
challenges and subsequently entered atroubled phase of their existence. It
was not until 1970 that circumstances began to change and both the
FMBY F and the Malaysian Buddhist youth movement emerged from these
difficulties. It was during this time that Buddhist youth groups met at the
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University of Malayato discuss their movement'’ s future development. The
outcome of thisdiscussionwasthe birth of the Y oung B uddhist Association
of Malaysia (YBAM). The formation of YBAM, a nationwide Buddhist
organisation, symbolised the second wave of the M alaysian Buddhist youth
movement. YBAM spearheaded the Buddhist youth movement started by
Bhikkhu Sumangalo and there was no turning back. The organisation has
carried on the torch of the Buddhist youth movement in Malaysia ever
since. In contrast to the difficulties of the 1960s, the formation and activities
of YBAM will be remembered as significant milestonesin the history and
development of Buddhism in M alaysia.

The Significant Role of Youth in the
M alaysian Buddhist Community

The Malaysian Buddhist youth movement has been significant in the
expansion of Buddhism in Malaysia. The movement has also upheld the
responsibility of safeguarding the continuation of Buddhism in Malaysia.
Buddhist youth groups have played a fundamental role in training potential
Buddhist youth leaders and an increasing number of young devotees.
Buddhist societies run by lay Buddhists were set up in big cities and small
townsthroughout Malaysia. During the early years, there was a shortage of
ordained Sangha members, so these lay Buddhist groups helped to spread
Buddhism in their local communities. They were able to speak a number of
local languages, including Mandarin, English, Malay, Cantonese, Hokkien,
and so on. This gave them an advantage when interacting with local people
of different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, whether they were
professionals, intellectuals, or people of the working class.

With the keen commitment and spirit of togetherness among Buddhist
organisations, Buddhist youth groups, and dedi cated membersand devotees,
Buddhism gradually gained ground and built a solid foundation on
Malaysian soil. The Buddhist youth movement also promoted good
relationships and communications between Mahayana and Theravada, the
two main traditions of Buddhism in Malaysia. The unity forged among
Buddhists across traditions by the M alaysian youth movement was a great
contribution to the sustainable development of Buddhism in M alaysia.

In the past, Buddhism in Malaysia was regarded as a superstitious
religion practised by elderly people. Thiswas dueto thefact that traditional,
non-Buddhist customs and ways of worship were introduced in the name of
Buddhism. Such practicesinevitably created many misunderstandings about
Buddhism, which hampered efforts to attract young people to Buddhism.

However, during the 1950s and 1970s, the Buddhist youth movement
decisively promoted the authoritative teachings of the Buddha, as well as
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the practise and implementation of the Buddhadhamma through such
activitiesas Buddhist youth camps, Buddhist Sunday Schools, and Buddhist
hymn singing. These activities were so skilfully organised and presented to
the youth that many of them were moved to participate in these activities
and embrace B uddhism. Subsequently, public opinion about Buddhism was
transformed as the public gained a better understanding of the
Buddhadhamma and developed a new perception towards Buddhism.
Asthe core of the Malaysian youth movement, Y BAM spared no effort
to introduce the correct teachings of the Buddha to the general public
through a variety of activities, specially targeting young students in
Malaysian primary and secondary schools, teachers’ training colleges, and
universities. Buddhist societies were set up in these schools, colleges, and
universitiesto reach out to studentsin their own learning environment. The
efforts and activities of these dynamic and creative youth enabled
Buddhism to become more open and relevant, which resulted in Buddhism
being recognised as a major religion in Malaysia. Buddhism’s increasing
visibility as aforce to be reckoned with in M alaysia’ s multicultural society
was a boost to M alaysian Buddhism. Many intellectuals and professionals
adopted Buddhism. Public opinion toward Buddhism became more
favourable and Buddhism in M alaysia acquired a new image. This change
in the public’s perception of Buddhism enhanced the development of the
Buddhist youth movement. Many of these changes were due to the
relentless efforts of YBAM to introduce programmes and activities that
reached out, not only to the youth, but also to the general public in
Malaysia. Indeed, YBAM is to be lauded for its tremendous success in
drawing young people to the teachings of the Buddha, inspiring them to
adopt ahealthy lifestyle amid the stresses and challenges of modern society.

Cooperation Between Sangha and L aity

The Buddhist youth movement has successfully demonstrated the spirit of
equality among the fourfold assembly of Buddhists (bhikkhus, bhikkhunis,
upasakas, and upasikas) in the propagation of the Buddhadhamma. The
bhikkhus, bhikkhuni's, laymen, and laywomen are like the four wheels of a
vehicle that, with mutual cooperation and the combined efforts of all,
proceeds steadily and safely toward its destination. This is in accordance
with the teachings on equality taught by the Buddha: no distinction of
colour, no discrimination of caste, sex, race, class, and language. Everyone
is treated with the same respect. The Young Buddhist Association of
Malaysia helped established harmonious and cooperative relationships
between the Sangha and the laity in their joint responsibility to lead the
Buddhist youth.
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YBAM strives to spread Buddhism to beings far and near, to develop
moral education, and to make Buddhism a relevant and respected religion
in Malaysia. The typical organisational structure of YBAM can be seen
through the organisational charts of the national and state central
committees, committees comprised of Sangha members and laypersons,
both men and women. T he leadership structure, that is, national president,
secretary general, general treasurer, etc., also reflectsthe mixed membership
of Sangha members and laity, both female and male. A ppointment to such
posts is based on the competence and commitment of these members to
contribute to the continual movement of the D hamma wheel.

Nonsectarian and M ultilingual

Conditioned by itsmultiracial, multicultural, and multilingual environment,
Malaysian Buddhism is a microcosm of this multiethnic heritage. The main
streams of Buddhism are the Mahayana, Theravada, and Vajrayana
traditions. Membership in the Y oung Buddhist Association of Malaysia
comes primarily from the Mahayana and Theravada groups,
which use M andarin and English, respectively. The executive committee of
YBAM can communicate and interact with the Mahayana and Theravada
groups without fear or favour, and regard all members as disciples of the
Buddha, regardless of tradition. Such is the uniqueness and strength of
Buddhism in Malaysia.

Buddhist Women’s Contributions

The contributionsof Buddhistwomen toward the development of Buddhism
in Malaysia deserve acknowledgment. The extent of Buddhist women’s
participation in the Malaysian Buddhist youth movement is strongly
influenced by several factors, including the traditional role of women,
customs, changing social conditions, abilities, and personal will. In the past,
Buddhist women re-enacted their traditional roles by offering dana and
working behind the scenes during blessing ceremonies. These women were
very devout and concerned for the well-being of their families and the
community. They offered financial assistance to aid the construction of
temples. Astime went by, these Buddhist women branched out and became
more involved in social welfare and charity activities, and in Buddhist
education. Gradually, women'’ s sections began to form in various Buddhist
societies. Women began to demonstrate leadership qualities and
organisational abilities. In these ways, women'’ sactivities expanded beyond
their traditional roles as providers of dana and background support. They
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have advanced into the dynamic world of leadership, management, and
teaching activities.

During the past decade, with advancesin educationa standards among
women, increasing numbers of Buddhist women have willingly moved to
the forefront to serve the cause of Buddhism. Well-educated and skilled,
these women are very well-positioned to contribute to the efforts of YBAM
in promoting Buddhism in society in general and among M alaysian youth
in particular. Women organise activities such as seminars for Buddhist
women, life camps, family discussions, and so on. These activities
inadvertently nurture greater awareness among women participants
regarding their roles and significant contributions to the development of
both Buddhism and society.

Malaysian Buddhist Women in the Youth M ovement

Starting in the 1950s, the Buddhist youth movement contributed greatly to
thevitality of Buddhism in Malaysia. However, there was a visible absence
of Buddhist women leaders. One reason for this absence was that Buddhist
women were not properly organised at that time. Gradually, however,
Buddhist women began making their presence known, beginning with
activitiessuch as offering dana and taking amore activerolein social work,
charity, and education. Ultimately, as women’'s sections (or “ladies’
sections”) became established, Buddhist women were able to demonstrate
their full support to the Buddhist youth movement in a more organised and
efficient manner, whether through financial support or educational services.
These Buddhist women also acted as models for their family members and
relatives. Many of these women encouraged their children to join the youth
organisations. Unfortunately, there exist no proper records to document
Buddhist women’s contributions.

During the 1970s, Buddhist women began to play a more active rolein
the Malaysian Buddhist youth movement. Buddhist women were appointed
to the state and national committees of YBAM and many outstanding nuns
took part. Their success in these activities was an affirmation of Buddhist
women'’s capabilities.

By the turn of the 21% century, Buddhist women had come a long way.
Rather than taking a back seat and merely extending traditional women’s
work to their respective Buddhist organisations, they have become a very
visible force on the frontline of the Buddhist youth movement. Working
side-by-side with men, they participate in the planning, management,
promotion, and implementation of Buddhist youth activities. For example,
in 1998-2000 and 2002-2004, | became the first Buddhist woman to be
deputy president of the Young Buddhist Association of Malaysia. |
participated as chairperson of the fifth Six-year Plan Steering Committee.
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At the state level, many Buddhist women also held the post of chairperson
of YBAM State Liaison Committees and led youth activities. The list
includes Bhiksuni Chuan Wen, Bhiksuni Chuan De, Bhiksuni Ji Min,
Chong Pow Kim, Ooi Ean Peng, and myself. There were also many
Buddhist women who held leadership positions as vice president, secretary
generd, and treasurer in YBAM.

It should be noted that these young women did not neglect their
traditional roles while rendering service to the Buddhist youth movement.
In the course of helping out with youth activities, these women
simultaneously fulfilled their roles as wives, mothers, and daughtersintheir
respective families. It should be stressed that in the 1970s, leadership at
YBAM was predominantly male. As these male leaders travelled
throughout the country to help propagate Buddhism by setting up Buddhist
societies and carrying out activities, their absence from home meant that
daily household responsibilities and caring for children were left to the
womenfolk in their families. Women took responsibility and carried out
these tasks very efficiently. Their support enabled male leaders to execute
their dhammaduta (Dhamma messenger) work without anxiety about their
families. Hence, in appraising the role of YBAM and the Buddhist youth
movementin Malaysia, the complementary roles played by women and men
deserve consideration. During the 1980s, increasing numbers of young
Buddhist men and professionals joined Buddhist organisations and began
participating in their activities, while building their careers at the same time.
The support and selfless contributions of the women in their lives deserve
recognition.

Conclusion

Therole of Buddhist women in the Buddhist youth movement is two-fold.
First, women are a visible force, engaging in activities and providing
services at the forefront of the movement. Second, they are an invisible,
complementary force, providing assistance and services in the background.
Whether visible at the forefront or invisible in the background, the efforts
and contributions of Buddhist women toward the cause of Buddhism and
the Buddhist youth movement are worthy of acknowledgment and
appreciation. Buddhist women have demonstrated great patience, mental
strength, and skill in balancing the demands of their varied roles effectively.
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Bhiksunis as Leaders in

Contemporary Taiwan

Hong-Xiang Shi

During 5000 yearsof Chinese history, women havetaken asecondary place
in the family and society. Even in the 20" century, although women played
very important roles in every aspect of society, women in China, as
elsewhere, were still very much disadvantaged and subordinate to men. In
Buddhism, the same was true. Although Buddha Sakyamuni’s aunt
Mahaprajapati was able to enter the Sangha and became a great nun, she
was bound by the eight special rules (gurudharmas) that assigned women
to second place. Like their counterparts in other societies, Buddhist women
have long been treated unequally.

Taiwanese Buddhism originated in mainland China. Shortly after the
great master Bhiksu Taixu landed on theisland in 1917, upon the invitation
of Bhiksu Shanhui from Lingquan Temple, he predicted that Taiwan would
be a place for Buddhist nuns. Bhiksu Taixu made this statement in a talk
titted “My Perspective on Buddhism” delivered at Shengde Hall in
Taichung. Fifty years after the master’s prediction, Buddhist nuns in
Taiwan indeed had begun to take leading roles. Four discernible stages for
the transformation can be delineated: the Japanese period, the recovery
period, the period after martial law was lifted, and the period of pluralistic
development in the 21% century.

The Japanese Period

Before the Japanese took control of Taiwan in 1895, Buddhists tended to
practise a combination of three traditions: Buddhism, Confucianism, and
Taoism. At that time, women were not allowed to renounce the household
life and become nuns until they were 40 years old. There were unmarried
women who dedicated themselves to the temples, but did not shave their
heads. These practitioners were called “vegetarian women,” a term that
distinguished them from nuns.

When the Japanese took over Taiwan, they permitted women to receive
the precepts of a Buddhist laywoman (upasika) from monks. Japanese
Buddhism also permitted monks to take non-vegetarian food and to take
wives. This made it permissible for these priests (commonly called
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“monks”) to stay in the same temple with women, with the men managing
important affairs and the women doing all the difficult chores. Under the
circumstances, women did not have many opportunities for higher
education or temple leadership.

At thistime, all monksand nunshad to goto Yongquan Templein Fijian
Province of Chinato receive full ordination. After the ordination, the monk
could go elsewhere for further study and practise, but nuns had to return to
their own temples to help with chores. Some nuns ran their own temples
and began to take laypeople as their disciples. The temples often needed
outside support, so outsiders became involved in the temple management,
which created some problems later on. Such temples were called “nuns’
places” and the nunswere called “vegetarian women.” These nuns did not
usually take male disciples and had to work hard for their living. If they
were rich enough, they could donate a handsome sum of money to the
temple and stay there without having to work. Female practitioners of this
type were often quite content with such alife.

The Recovery Period

When the Japanese ruled Taiwan, they not only implemented their own
forms of Buddhism on the island, but they also forced people to believe in
their gods and ancestors. But people in Taiwan still worshipped their own
gods in a secret way. When the China nationalist government (KMT)
recovered the island, a great number of monks also arrived, greatly
stimulating the development of Buddhism on this island. First, a Triple
Platform Ordination was held at Daxian Temple, in which novice precepts,
full ordination precepts, and bodhisattva precepts were conferred. Second,
many distinguished monks were invited to teach and give precepts. Third,
the number of nuns greatly increased, from aratio of 50:50to aratio of 3:1.

Earlier in Taiwan, it was impermissible for a bhiksuni ordination to be
conducted jointly by both monks and nuns. This restriction was lifted in
1970 when Bhiksu Baisheng held an ordination at Linji Templein Taipei.
From thistime forth, it became possible for nunsto receive ordination in a
ceremony that included bhiksuni preceptors as well as bhiksu preceptors.
The first nun to confer the precepts was Bhiksuni Tianyi. As aresult of the
institution of this dual ordination procedure, Buddhist nuns gained much
greater importance in the order.

Another important breakthrough was an incident at Longhu in 1976.
Longhu Temple was aplace for femal e practitioners that planned to conduct
the Triple Platform Ordination. It was initially decided that Bhiksuni
Tianyi would preside over the ordination and that the ordination would be
given to nunsonly. However, objections came from all directions. L ater, it
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was decided that a two-part ordination would take place: an ordination for
men at Chaofong Temple and an ordination for women at Longhu Temple.
But still many arguements about procedures occurred. Finally, a number of
precept masters from other temples decided to withdraw from the event,
making the ordination both special and controversial. According to
Bhiksuni Wuyin of Xiangguang Temple, three remarkable achievements
occurred at this event. First, young practitioners were able to get involved
in the ordination arrangements. Second, young nuns were able to take
ordination. Third, the tradition of nuns receiving full ordination became
firmly established in Taiwan.

The Period after Martial L aw

On July 14, 1987, the Nationalist government abolished martial law. On
January 1, 1988, restrictions on the press were lifted. On May 1, the period
known as M obilisation for the Extermination of Civil Turmoil came to an
end. Such policies, bolstered by an economic boom that began in 1971,
greatly promoted the development of Buddhism on the island. Many
Buddhist schools were opened, the number of Buddhists increased,
numerous Dharmateachings and Dharma events were held, alarge number
of Buddhist publications appeared, and many great Buddhist teachers
emerged. During this period, Buddhist organisations flourished and a
variety of media channels opened up, allowing Buddhist teachings to be
broadcast on radio and television. Unfortunately, this period also gave rise
to a number of religious groups that practised teachings contrary to
Buddhist doctrines and made money by calling themselves Buddhists. Some
became quite notorious.

Nevertheless, Buddhism flourished under these ideal conditions, in a
time of great prosperity. An approach known as Buddhism for This Life
(rensheng fojiao), which had been advocated earlier by Bhiksu Taixu, laid
a solid foundation for further Buddhist development in the country. Such
development greatly benefited Buddhist nuns. Nuns had better educational
opportunities, greater resources that enabled them to establish their own
temples, and more opportunities to teach. In July 1996, a group of 23 nuns
led by Bhiksuni Mingzong founded a preparatory committee for the first
bhiksuni association in Taiwan. In September 1996, thefirst organisational
meeting was held, and in November the Bhiksuni Association of Chinese
Buddhism was formally established, with Bhiksuni Jingding as the first
chairperson, Bhiksuni Puhui as vice-chair, Bhiksuni Mingzong as
secretary, and Bhiksuni Changduan as chief manager. According to
Bhiksuni Mingzong, many objections were raised during the process.
Detractors claimed that it waswrong and anti-Buddhist to let nuns run their
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own business. The nuns even received some threats, but they remained
firmly determined.

Once the association was established, Buddhist nuns naturally had a
better chance of holding positions and authority in other Buddhist
organisations. For example, out of 24 counties in Taiwan, 13 have nuns as
chairpersons. This is good news for women practitioners, of course.
However, there are also pitfalls. For example, what are the future prospects
for female ascendancy in Taiwanese Buddhism? The question deserves
careful consideration.

The 21% Century Period of Pluralistic Development

From the very beginning, members of the Buddhist community were ranked
in aspecific order: bhiksu, bhiksuni’, sramanera, sramanerika, siksamana,
upasaka, and upasika. Nuns always followed the monks and occupied a
lower position. Y et when skills and |abour are needed, nuns are often in top
positions. It is widely recognised that nuns often do a much better job than
monks in maintaining temples and organising events. They are highly
regarded for being more considerate and more careful. Once, | heard a
senior monk say that whenever he visited a bhiksuni temple, it was always
clean, well-appointed, offering tasty and nutritious food and a polite and
warm reception. Buddhist nuns have proved that they can perform just as
well as bhiksus and are now playing important rolesin society. Nuns stand
poised to play even greater roles in the 21% century.

At present, monks still hold most of the top positions in Buddhist
organisationsand receive all the glory and recognition, whilenunsdo all the
work and receive little applause. One day these realities will come to light
and the nuns will be recognised for all their hard work. Only then will
bhiksuni'staketheir rightful place side-by-sidewith their male counterparts.
Only in this way will bhiksunis become fully recognised as leaders and
teachers of Buddhism.

Waking Up in the New Millennium

The 21% century is acentury of pluralism and Buddhism will also inevitably
become more pluralistic and heterogeneous. New doctrines and new
interpretations of old doctrines will surely appear. Under the circumstances,
it isimportant that Buddhism not become twisted and distorted. Nuns must
develop new skills in writing and teaching to help Buddhism develop
further.
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Nuns must develop leadership skillsand train their disciplesto shoulder
thetasks of charity work, education programmes, and cultural programmes.
To lead these programmes, nuns and laywomen alike must be trained in
management and interpersonal skills. These are the most important | essons
for the young disciples.

In an era of internationalisation and globalisation, both monks and nuns
need to develop language skills and to cultivate harmonious relationships
with people of diverse backgrounds. Our spiritual lessons will definitely
benefit people of all walks and all kinds. Bhiksuni's will take on increased
responsibilities; they will give ordinations, teach the precepts, work closely
with their disciples, and solve their own problems.

Bhiksuni's need to develop agreater sense of solidarity, interacting more
often and forsaking personal interests. They need to develop a greater
awareness of differences in an increasingly pluralistic society. Bhiksuni's
need to cultivate deportment and develop confidence. With these goals in
mind, they are certain to become leaders in the Buddhist world.
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New Opportunities and Challenges
for Buddhist Women in Nepal

Bhikkhuni Nyanawati

The histories of Buddhism and Nepal are closely intertwined. Sakyamuni
Buddha was born Siddhartha Gautama, a prince of the Sakya clan, in
Lumbini over 2,500 years ago and spent the first 29 years of his life in
Kapilavastu. Siddhartha Gautama’s consort, Y asodhara, was born and
brought up in Devadaha. Nepal is also regarded as the birthplace of at |east
two previous Buddhas of this fortunate aeon (bhadrakalpa): Krakucchanda
and Kanakamuni.® Sakyamuni Buddha visited his homeland, including
Kapilavastu, Devadaha, and adjoining areas, at least nine times during his
lifetime to teach the Dhamma to his parents, relatives, and fellow
countryfolk. Asaresult, Buddhism was established and flourished in Nepal
during the sixth century BCE.

Sakyamuni Buddha is regarded as the first Dhamma teacher in history
to give equal treatment to women in terms of spiritual attainment. Not
long after his enlightenment, he founded the bhikkhuni  order for the
religious development of Buddhist women. M ahaprajapati GautamT, the
stepmother of the Buddha, who was born in Devadahaand married to King
Suddhodana of Kapilavastu, led 500 $akyan women to become the first
Buddhist women of Nepal to receive ordination. Y asodhara, the Buddha's
former wife, also led 500 Sakyan women followers to join the order of
Buddhist nuns. It isvery inspiring for Buddhist women to learn that at | east
twelve bhikkhuni's received the great honour of being edadaka (foremost),
recognised for their outstanding qualities and Dhamma attainments, by the
Buddha. For example, among the female disciples of the Buddha,
Mahaprajapati Gautami was recognised as foremost in seniority and
experience, Y asodhara was acknowledged as foremost among those who
had attained supernormal powers, and Nanda was lauded as foremost in
meditation.

Sakyadhita’s lofty objective to foster gender equity and promote the
welfare of all Buddhist women was first put forward long ago by the
Tathagata himself, and his personal secretary, Ananda. The task before us
today isto revive the age-old spirit of Buddhist women appropriately in the
modern context.

There was a dark time in Nepaese history 600 years ago, when
Buddhists faced severe state suppression at the hands of King Jayasthiti
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Malla. This ruler banned all Nepalese women from taking ordination as
bhikkhunis, thus effectively dissolving the order of nuns in Nepal and
allowing the Buddha's descendants to receive only a limited, conditional
ordination for four days oncein alifetime and only with the ruler’s express
permission. This government ban remained in effect in Nepal for at least
five centuries, until Theravada Buddhism was revived and full ordination
for monks was reinstated by the late Sangha Maha Nayaka Pragyananda
Mahasthavir in Kathmandu in 1930. This revered monk was able to break
through the state suppression and open the door to ordination for Nepalese
Buddhist women in 1931 by enabling three pioneer Buddhist women of
Nepal to go forth under the compassionate guidance of the great Burmese
monk U Chandra M ani Mahathera at Kushinagar, India. Those Nepalese
women were not able to receive full ordination as bhikkhuni's, because the
Bhikkhuni Sanghatradition in the Theravada Buddhist world had already
collapsed by that time. Ratnapali, Dhammapal T, and Sanghapali became
the first Nepalese Buddhist women in modern Nepalese history to be
ordained. They were ordained with ten precepts and known as anagarika.

Today, there are 145 Theravada Buddhist nuns practising Buddhism in
32 nunneries in Nepal. Of these, 26 nuns are currently studying Buddhism
abroad in various Buddhist institutionsin Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand,
Taiwan, and India. Bhikkhuni Dhammawat’i of Sri Dharmakirti Vihar of
Nepal is currently the chair of the Nepalese Bhikkhuni Anuyayt
Anagarika Sangha. She was ordained as a bhikkhuni at Hsi Lai Templein
LosAngelesin 1988. At present, there are 31 nunsin Nepal who have taken
bhikkhuni™ ordination; the others observe ten precepts.

The Roles Of Buddhist Women In Reviving Buddhism

Buddhist women in Nepal have been playing avery active rolein protecting,
preserving, and promoting the recently revived Theravada Buddhist
community of modern Nepal by eagerly and consistently participating in
Buddhist religiousactivitiesin large numbers. Motivated by their traditional
interest in social and religious activities in Buddhist monasteries and study
centres, women participate in far greater numbers than men in the Dhamma
activities that are organised by monks and nuns in Nepal. Although
Nepalese men still outhumber women in receiving monastic ordination,
women far outnumber men in religious activitiesand in the pariyatti classes
held for the study of Buddhism. A majority of the credit for the revival and
sustained development of Buddhism in modern Nepal goes to Buddhist
women.
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At present, Buddhist women in N epal can be categorised in three groups.
The first group consists of young women studying Buddhism in various
pariyatti centres and institutions, schools, colleges, and universities. The
second group consists of educated nuns actively engaged in Buddhist
education and meditation in various monasteries, centres, schools, and
institutions, who are teaching courses on Buddhism and meditation in
additionto their own practise of meditation. The third group consists of aged
Buddhist nuns, who are often illiterate, but are active in religious activities
for peace and spiritual development. The responsibility for spreading the
Dhammais largely borne by nunsin the second category.

All three schools of Buddhism, including Theravada, Mahayana, and
Vajrayana, are prevalent in Nepal. Among these, Buddhist nuns of the
Theravada school are currently active in promoting the Dhamma through
a variety of religious activities. These activities include teaching Buddhist
pariyatti courses in monasteries, schools, colleges, and pariyatti centres;
teaching Dhamma in monasteries, writing and publishing books and
magazine articles on Buddhism; teaching Buddhist meditation; promoting
health awareness through activities related to health services; and spreading
the Dhamma through education programmes in primary and secondary
schools. In the last twenty years, as educational opportunities for Buddhist
women haveimproved, nuns have become more activein all these areas and
have increasingly assumed leadership rolesin the Buddhist community.

Opportunities for Buddhist Women

During the dark period of 104 years of Rana autocratic rulein Nepal (1846-
1950), Nepalese women had hardly any opportunity to study or to develop
their own independent identities. Virtually all women lived as wives,
children, sisters, and mothers who were dependent on male members of
society. After the revival of Theravada Buddhism in Nepal and particularly
after the establishment of democracy in 1951, educational opportunities
expanded and traditional barriersthat limited women to household activities
resulted in more freedom to pursue educational opportunities; achieve
economic independence through work in the government, non-government,
and private sectors; engage in religious activities more freely; and even to
enter monastic life as Buddhist nuns.

The increasing numbers of Buddhist pariyatti programmes in schools,
monasteries, and nunneries in Nepal have created new opportunities for
educated Nepalese Buddhist women and enabled them to make greater
contributions to the Dhamma.? The new roles women are playing have
contributed greatly to their own personal and spiritual growth. The
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establishment of diploma, undergraduate, and post-graduate programmes at
Tribhuvan University, Nepal’s oldest university, and programmes in
Buddhist Studies at colleges have opened new opportunities in higher
education for Buddhist women. Lumbini University, now in its formative
stage of development, will create more opportunitiesin the near future. With
women pursuing higher education in Buddhist studies, it is anticipated that
they will eventually gain new opportunities for research, teaching, and
various other capacities in these institutions.

The recently reinstated House of Representatives declared Nepal to be a
secular state and restored full democracy in Nepal as a result of a 19-day
mass movement against the direct rule the king declared by royal
proclamation on April 24, 2006. Nepal has since begun seeing spectacul ar
new developmentsin the politica field. The declaration of secular rule by
the House of Representatives has called into question the provisions of the
previousHindu kingdom, giving N epal ese Buddhists more freedom to move
ahead and devel op new methods of spreading Buddhism in Nepal. Buddhist
women are expected to take full advantage of these new opportunities.

Challenges Facing Women Today

With the collapse of an age-old feudal economy based on landed property
and income, women in Nepal today are increasingly becoming self-reliant
and taking up jobs that will ensure their economic independence. As they
break out of traditional patterns of domestic duties and begin to take up jobs
in the public sphere, they are often faced with the responsibilities of both job
and family. Many find that having to attend to wage-paying jobs as well as
household obligations leaves less spare time for religious activities. These
combined burdens often make women’s lives increasingly difficult and
competitive.

In addition to changes in the economic and domestic spheres, Nepal ese
women must also carefully negotiate the expectations of tradition and
modernity. They now walk afine line between maintaining traditional social
and cultural practices, while smultaneously adopting a modern lifestyle.
These often conflicting expectations frequently make their lives more
difficult and complicated. Women find themselves walking a tightrope
between ancient and modern expectations. Today, educated women are
expected to do all the household chores — cooking, cleaning, raising
children, tending to their education, and so forth — as well as hold an office
job to help support the family, whereas men need only be concerned about
their job. The new rolesopen to modern women are therefore both attractive
and challenging, and difficult as well.
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Additional challenges arise in the sphere of religion. New technologica
advancements are not yet available for imparting Buddhist education.
Traditional styles of teaching Dhamma have not kept pace with
developments in the social, economic, and political fields. As a result,
Buddhist youth may find little that interests them in the Buddhist
monasteries and nunneries that are frequented by young children and
members of their grandparents’ generation. Appropriate programmes
presented in new and creative styles suitable to various age groups need to
be developed for the benefit of the younger generation. Until now, religious
activities have generally concentrated more on individual development, but
the demands of society today require a new emphasis on institutional
development. Unfortunately, Buddhist nuns in Nepa have virtually no
background or formal training in developinginstitutions. For example, there
are no Buddhist institutes, training centres, libraries, or social welfare
facilities. Both nuns and monks must either study independently or go
aboard. In either case, they face many challenges in trying to gather
economic support for studies, healthcare, and other needs. They remain
totally dependent on the individual charity of lay disciples.

Conclusion

Although Nepal is the sacred birthplace of three Buddhas — Kakusandha,
Konagmana, and Sakyamuni — there is still no Buddhist institute dedicated
to the education and training of Nepalese Buddhist nuns and laywomen.
Buddhist women in general and nuns in particular are in dire need of
specialised learning in the fields of leadership, composition, public
speaking, communications, and teacher training. Buddhist nuns are forced
to pursue their studies in secular schools and colleges, where they are
vulnerable to occasiona inappropriate comments, unfair criticism, and
unruly behaviour. Buddhist nunsin Nepal therefore have no choice but to
learn Dhamma either in monks’ monasteries or on a private basis. This
situation requires immediate attention and improvement.

To fill the need for modern schools for Nepal ese Buddhist children and
provide opportunities for Nepalese nuns to become teachers in these
schools, | have been operating B hassara Secondary School at L alitpur with
residential facilities for Buddhist children. We are providing students with
education in Buddhist ethics, pariyatti, and meditation, in addition to
general subjects. Some Nepal ese Buddhist nuns have already begun teaching
at this school and we plan to expand these programmes to include more
nuns, both as teachers and students, in the future. Lack of financial support
is the main obstacle. The future of these benevolent activities will largely
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depend upon the support and cooperation of well-wishers in Nepal and
abroad.

Notes

1 Thefive Buddhas of this bhadrakalpa are: Krakucchanda, Kanakamuni, K asyapa, Sakyamuni, and

the future Buddha, Maitreya.

2 Pariyatti here refers to study of the Buddhist scriptures, with the aim of gaining competence.
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22
Buddhist Women in Canada:
Researching Identity and Influence'

Mavis Fenn

Whilethe official date of thefirst Buddhist community in Canadais 1906,
making 2006 Canada’ s Buddhist centenary, the tradition madeits entrance
into Canada long before 1906. As was the case in the United States,
Buddhismfirst cametoCanadawith Chineseimmigrantsaround themiddle
of the 1800s. The Chinese, largely men, came for the gold rush in British
Columbiain 1858 and againin 1869to buildthe great railway that stretches
across Canada. Some stayed after the rush was over and the railway
finished, working as labourers or edablishing small businesses in
“Chinatowns.” Because wages were low and living conditions crowded,
most had to settle for sending their earnings back home rather than
returning to Chinato marry and bring awife to Canada. Many married men
were never able to return to wives and children left behind.

ThereisaCanadian documentary, Under the Willow Tree, that records
the experience of womenwhosemothersand grandmotherscameto Canada
in the late 19" and early 20" century.? Their life was hard: isolated from
family, unable to venture outside, unable to speak English and with little
money. Still, they raised families and helped to build a nation. And, they
continued to come — Japanese, Tibetans, Viethamese and Cambodians —
and to bring Buddhism with them. The Canadian census of 2001 lists just
over 300,000 Buddhigts in Canada, about one percent of the overall
population. Every province in Canada, including the far reaches of the
Y ukon territories, has some Buddhist presence. Most are Asian Buddhists
and most came from 1962 onward when a series of changes to Canadas
Immigration Act made immigration to Canadaeasier than it had been at the
beginning of the 20" century.®

Canadais amulticultural society. Asa multicultural society, Canada
does not ask immigrantsto give up their religion, language, and culture as
part of a Canadian “melting pot.” Assimilation is not required, although
adaptation certainly is. In Buddhism in Canada, Bruce Matthews argues
that it is this multicultural mosaic that has allowed ethnic Buddhism to
remain largely exclusivist in nature and he notes that there does not appear
to be any kind of ecumenical movement among Canadian Buddhists.* Be
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that asit may, Canadians are encouraged to share their particular cultures
with other Canadians and Canadians are expected to be open to learning
about and trying to understand the cultures of others.

The contact between culturesis often facilitated by women. Women
play an important role inimmigrant communities. Indeed, they often play
abroader and more public rolein Canadathan they have in their countries
of origin.®> Access to social services, legal aid, education and so on are
frequently facilitated through religious communities, inthis case Buddhist
temples, which also act as cultural guardians. In their role of bridging two
worlds — the immigrant community and the Canadian community at large
— Asianwomen may also comeinto contact with women who have chosen
to become Buddhist, that is, women who have“ adopted” Buddhisminstead
of or in addition to their original religious tradition.®

Until recently, the history of Buddhism as it has evolved in Canada
among non-Asians has not been documented systematically. The recent
work by Bruce Matthews, cited above, goes some way towards changing
that situation, presenting a province-by-province snapshot of Buddhismin
Canada. Herewe learn that the first non-Asian Buddhist group founded in
Canada was the Dharma Centre of Canada, a teaching and retreat centre
founded in 1966 at Kinmount, Ontario.” But if we wish to know whether
they have any femal e teachers or whether they interact to any degree with
the Asian Buddhism communitiesin Ontario, we are at aloss. Even aweb
search failstoturn up muchinformation on Canadian Buddhist women and
there is none, to my knowledge, dealing with their interactions with each
other cross-culturally.

It is my intention to remedy that situation. | have begun a project to
document the presence and activities of Canadian Buddhist women, Asian
and non-Asian, immigrant and native Canadian, and their interactionswith
each other. The balance of this essay will ded with the setup of that study,
the numbers of women surveyed todate, and some preliminary insightsinto
their views about Buddhism and each other.

Following the pattern established in Buddhismin Canada, my goal is
to survey and interview women from every province and territory of
Canada. Due to financial considerations, however, initial contacts have
been primarily in Ontario and Quebec. Given that 42 percent of all
Buddhists in Canadareside in Ontario, this seemed agood placeto start.?
Theonly criteriafor inclusioninthe surveyisthat one be Buddhist, female,
and have some facility in English. The language requirement is due to the
fact that when Asian and non-Asian women interact, they generally do so
in English. Contact was established through a variety of means. personal
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contact, referralsthrough personal contact, referral through colleagues, and
contact through addresses listed on the Buddhism in Canada website.’

Women who agreed to be surveyed completed a three-part
guestionnaire. The first two parts of the questionnaire provided us with
information that describes them in terms of age, education, religious
tradition, ethnic background, country of origin, and whether or not they are
Canadian citizens. This section of the survey also allowed us to identify
their respectiveroleswithin their community: teachers, trand ators, advisors
in both practical and religious matters, volunteers, and financial donors.

The questions in the final part of the survey dealt with the practices
offered at their temples or Dharma centres, their personal practices, and
whether or not their practise brought theminto contact with Buddhistsfrom
other cultural backgrounds. Having identified someinteraction, they were
asked about whether or not they thought Asians and non-Asians viewed
Buddhism in the same way and whether or not understanding differed
between those “born” Buddhi st and those who have “ chosen” or “ adopted”
Buddhism.

The smallest sample to date is of non-Asian women. Only six have
been surveyed for this paper. While nothing definitive can be said, some of
the data supportsearlier studies of Buddhismin the United States.” These
women tend to be older than Asian Buddhists. Of the six, four were from
50 to 60 years old, while two were from 30 to 40. Five were Canadians by
birth, while one was born in the United States. They were far better
educated than the average Canadian. The minimum education wasacollege
diplomalcertificate, whilefour othersheld advanced degrees. One had both
a college diploma and an undergraduate degree. One was Theravada, two
were Korean Zen (one of whom also practised Vietnamese Zen), one
practised Karma Kagyu, and one both zazen and Vajrayana. All were
Caucasian. Fivelisted themselves as lay and one was ordained. Aswe will
see shortly, however, two of those listed as|ay were not traditional laity.

Two of the women who listed themselves as laity played important
roles in teaching. One was a meditation instructor who led retreats and a
regular sitting group. The other was a senior student of a Tibetan teacher
who, along with other senior students, performed a mentoring function for
less experienced meditators. While one of these women belonged to anon-
denominational Dharma centreand the other isamember of agroup led by
a Tibetan Vajrayana teacher, they and ther groups share something in
common; a desire to frame a Buddhist practise that fits with a Western
lifestyle. The Karma Kagyu group is also called a Dharma centre, aterm
that impliesaBuddhism more focused on meditation and teaching and less
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ondevation andritual. Further, the role of meditationadvisor isanew role,
one that was publicly and formally established. This creation of a new
“title” within the group is a recognition of the fact that Buddhism,
particularly in North America, is “lay led.” Few North Americanswould
serioudy consider atraditional monastic life, yet many have attained level s
of meditation traditionally attained only by religious specialists.** The
Karma Kagyu laywoman also teaches Tibetan, has organised achildren’s
programme, and speaks frequently on behalf of the group.

The nun is ordained in the Vietnamese Zen tradition. Her Dharma
centreisin aresidential area of amedium-sized industrial city. In addition
tomeditation classes, the centreal so runssel f-devel opment workshops. The
members of the Dharma centre are largely non-Asian. This has provided
both opportunity and chalengefor thenun. The challengeisfinancial. The
centre, in which the nun dso lives, was donated to the centre by her.
Expenses are covered, just, by a tenant, the community, and fundraisers.
Her community issmall and of modest means. Travel toVietnamtoreceive
ordination is difficult and participation in international conferences and
eventsimpossible. She notesthat financial difficulties are common among
nunsin the West aswell asin Asia. Many Westerners erroneously assume
that all nuns' expenses arepaid for by their “denomination.” Further, dana
is not a feature of Western culture and so routine gifts of food are not
something upon which she can count. Two of her monastic friends engage
in paid labour in order to meet expenses, and | know of other nuns who do
so aswell. Thishbringswith it ahost of related problems: when and where
to wear robes, what kind of labour is acceptable, and whether it breaches
the Vinaya.

This nun also finds opportunity in being a Western nun, for example,
in acquainting others with Buddhism and helping to develop rituals or
ceremoniesthat bring aBuddhi st presenceto Western culture. For example,
the last time | visited the centre, | noted an announcement of a special
ceremony for Mother’ s Day. She also hopesto hel p Buddhism adapt to the
modern Western context. Our discussion in this area concerned the
possibility or advisability of modifying some of the monastic rules to fit
contemporary lifestyles. This will be a contentious issue as Buddhism
continues to plant roots in the West.

Non-Asian women rarely attended atemple and their interaction with
Asian Buddhists was confined primarily to occasions like Wesak, special
events, or visiting teachers. Two questionsinvited participantsto reflect on
the practise and understanding of Asian Buddhists. Generally, respondents
believed that Asian and non-Asian Buddhists have a common

174



Buddhist Women in Canada: Researching Identity and Influence

understanding of the Dharma. They pointed to the example of their mutual
attendance at Dharma talks. Where they saw a difference was in the way
Asians and non-Asians approach the Dharma. One non-Asian woman
commented that Asians “are less motivated by angst” in their practise of
Buddhism and have more faith inthe Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, which
allows themto “just practise.” Both groups noted that Asian practise was
more communal than that of non-Asians. Based on her experiences at
Buddhist gatheri ngsinternationally, onenon-Asian woman noted that Asian
practise was more tied to regional and ethnic identity and to lineages and
group solidarity than that of non-Asians. Another respondent noted that
non-Asians tended to want teachings and empowerments for personal
practise and that many, if not most, couched their description of the
Dharmain pseudo-scientific paradigms. Further, thisrespondent noted that
the understanding and prectise of non-Asian Buddhists tended to
incorporate Native American, New Age, and personal development ideas
and practices. Although onerespondent engaged in merit-making practices,
most felt that thiswas more of an Asian culturd practisethan aspecifically
Buddhist practise.

My expectation, based upon the limited materials avalable on
Canadian Buddhism, was that my findings would generally confirm those
of American studies like Paul Numrich’'s concerning “pardlel
congregations.”*> Numrich found that Asians came to the temples he
studied primarily for ritual and devotion and that non-Asians came
primarily for meditati oninstructionand practise. Whilemy research to date
has affirmed this for non-Asian Buddhists, | found that many of the young
Chinese Buddhist women | met through two local temples were also very
interested in meditation, although they participated inritual aswell. These
young women felt that the division was more one of age than ethnicity. |
also expected to find tensions between Asians and non-Asians regarding
styles of Buddhist practise. Paul Bramadat sums up those tensions by
stating that Asians express theconcern that Westernersare just “ dabbling”
with the Buddhist tradition while Westerners often comment that Asian
practiseis“culture bound.”** While both Asians and non-Asianscomment
on the morecommunal style of Buddhism practised by Asians, my research
does not support the use of loaded terms like those above. Most
respondents felt that the variations in practise were just based upon
different cultural backgrounds. One respondent noted that Westernerstake
a more intellectual approach while Asian Buddhists place ritual and
devaotion more in theforeground. The overall view of all respondents was
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encapsulated by the respondent who noted that both ways were “ culturally
different but good.”

Further, while there is certainly truth to Matthews's comments about
exclusivity in Asian Buddhist communities, | think that thiscomment needs
some clarification. My research to date indicates that Asian Buddhists do
not necessarily reach out to non-Asian Canadian Buddhists religioudy,
because they expect that non-Asian practise will necessarily be different
fromtheirs. In short, they display amore sophisticated understanding of the
cultural component of Buddhism than they have been given credit. Whether
or not this attitude is typical within various Asian communities has yet to
be established. If so, is that attitude related to Canada's policy of
multiculturalism? My consideration of the role language plays in Asian/
non-Asiancommunication suggeststhat it might be. My limited experience
is that Asan Buddhist communities are quite effective in providing
information about their beliefs and practise to non-Asians through the
conscious and systematic use of translators from within the community. It
isalso my experiencethat this providing of information is not donefor the
purpose of conversion, but in order to make their religion understandable
and acceptabl e to mainstream Canadians. The desire for understanding and
acceptanceis also visible in Asian Buddhist participation in multicultural
and multireligious festivals and presentations within the broader
community.*

Over the next few years | hopeto be ableto report further findings. My
primary objective here is to describe and identify Canadian Buddhist
women and their contributions to Canada and Buddhism, and thereis still
much work to be done. Hopefully, the dialogue between Asian and non-
Asian Buddhist women can be furthered through shedding more light on
each community and their mutual Buddhist activities.

Notes

1 My thanks to the University of Waterloo and the Canadian Social Science and Humanities
Research Council (SSHRC) for providing me with atravel grant to present this paper.

2 “Unde the Willow Tree: Pioneer Chinese Women in Canada,” directed by Dora Nipp, National
Film Board of Canada, 1997.

3 Paul Bramada, “ Preface” in Buddhismin Canada, ed. Bruce Matthews (L ondon and New York:
Routledge, 2006).

4 Ibid.

5  Janet McLellan, Many Petalsof the Lotus: Five Asian Buddhist Communitiesin Toronto (Toronto,
Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 1999).

6 | am aware of the problemswith the terms “ Asian” and “non-Asian.” Within the context of this
article, “Asian” refersto those ethnic Asianswho were raised either in Asiaand then immigrated
to Canadaor thoseraised in an Asian community within Canada. “Non-Asian” inthisarticlerefers
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to Caucasians born and raised in Europe or North America. Subsequent articles will deal with
current theoretical issues regarding terminol ogy.

Kay Koppedrayer and MavisL. Fenn, “Buddhist Diversity in Ontario,” in Matthews, Buddhism
in Canada.

Ibid.

http://www.buddhi smincanada.com.

For exampl e, Wendy Cadge and Robert Wuthnow, “Buddhistsand Buddhisminthe United States:
The Scopeof Influence,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 43:3 (2004).

The Friends of the Western Buddhist Order was the first, to my knowledge, to adopt this
procedure. Thisgroup isnotablefor the creative waysin which it adapts Buddhismto the Western
context.

Paul Numrich, Old Wisdomin the New World: Americanization in Two Immigrant Theravada
Buddhist Temples (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999).

Paul Bramadat Buddhism in Canada, p. Xiii.

Theterm “multiculturalism,” what it entails, and whether or not it isavaluablepublic policy will
be addressed in futureresearch.
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Hospice Care from a Buddhist Perspective:
A Spiritual Path for Both Patients
and Hospice Volunteers

Pik Pin Goh

Kasih Hospice Care Society is one of the first registered hospice
organisationsin Malaysiato apply Buddhist principlesin patient care. Our
nine years of experience reaffirm that the Buddha's teachings provide an
excellent, comprehensive manual for hospice care, whichisholigic careto
peoplewith life-threatening illnesses. As our spiritual advisor LamaZopa
Rinpochetold us, “To qualify hospice service asDharma, onemust ensure,

at aminimum, that oneaddressestheissue of mind and better futurelives.”

When oneis sick with aterminal illness, one’s mind is at its weakest and
filled with negative emotions such as anxiety, anger, fear, and frustration.
Onefeelshelplessand hopel ess. At that time, the Buddha becomes our best
doctor, psychiatrist, counsellor, nurse, and companion. Many patients we
cared for began their spiritual journey, asearch for the meaning of life, at
this critical time of death and dying.

Spiritual Support through a Universal Approach in Malaysia

Malaysais a multiethnic and multicultural society. Kasih Hospice Care
Society utilises skilful means to serve this multi-faith community through
applying universal principles of love, compassion, altruistic joy,
equanimity, generosity, patience, tolerance, trust, undersganding, peace,
respect andregard for all life, truth, wisdom, and freedom fromselfishness,
hatred, and delusion. Our volunteers are taught and frequently use the
following Dharma teachings in providing spiritual support to patients.

PreciousHuman Rebirth

Theteachings onthe precious human rebirth hel p usto appreciate thevalue
of human existence, with itsvast potential and itsrarity.* Peopleof all faith
have the understanding of inner divinity or the pure and good “bodhi seed”
within. It isvery encouraging to bereminded of such great potential when
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oneisdepressed. The senseof hopel essness and hel plessnessis eliminated.
We also encourage patients to recall virtuous actions done by themselves
and others, and to rgj cicein them. On afew occasions, we helped patients
recall these teachingsjust momentsbeforethey took their last breath. It was
very encouraging to note the change in their facia expression, which
changed from fear and anxiety to peace and calm.

Under standing The Four Noble Truths

By applying the teachings on the Four Noble Truths, patients who resent
their misfortune begin to:

1. Acknowledgethefirst truth, the existenceof suffering, and the
fact that no oneis freefromit;

2. Accept the second truth, that one is responsible for one's own
suffering, and resolve to eliminate the cause;

3. Realisethethirdtruth, thetruth of cessation of suffering, the state
of liberation and enlightenment; and

4. Cultivate the path leading to the cessation of suffering, thefourth
truth.?

We noted that, once patients accept the first and second truths about
suffering, they haveless sorrow and lamentation and do not blame others.
This is particularly obvious among some patients who are dying from
HIV/AIDS, as they fully understand the causes of their illness and accept
responsibility.

The Three Types of Suffering

Our encounters with patients reaffirm the existence of the three types of
suffering patients are constantly facing:

1. Sufferingof thephysical body. Fortunately, most of thesymptoms
can be relieved by proper medication and nursing care given by
the hospice team.

2. Suffering of change. The patient’s mental and physical state are
changing all thetime, from feeling well, to discomfort, and back
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to wellness. We use this fact to encourage our patients to
understand that suffering is not permanent.

3. Pervasive suffering. Thisfact is not easy to share with patients.
Our contaminated aggregates and all phenomena in cyclic
existence are, by nature, suffering. Weskilfully tell patientsthat
this human existence is unsatisfactory and not worth being
attached to. In thisway, we encourage themto let go of craving
for materia possessions, relatives, friends, and even the body.?

Fromour experience, wefound that peoplewithreligion arelessfearful
of death. They believe that there is a brighter future after death. Some
believe they will be with God, while Buddhists belief in a better future
rebirth, liberation, and full enlightenment. Sadly, we find that people
without any religion have alot of fear, believing that they will be punished
in hell.

Death and I mper manence

Every Kasih Hospice caregiver attends talks on death and impermanence.
They learn about the nine-round death meditation: deathiscertain, thetime
of death isuncertain, and at the time of death, the only thing that will help
usisour Dharma practise and spiritual cultivation.* Such an awarenessand
convictionisvery useful for patients and volunteers, since they frequently
encounter death and impermanence. When patients ask why they have
cancer and are dying, a volunteer can skilfully ask patients in response
whether they have they have ever heard of anyone who did not die, either
of sickness or old age The volunteer can also affirm that eventually
everyonedies, and that death is anatural process. Deathisnot an end, but
astage of life to be experienced.®

The Universal Law of Cause and Effect (Karma)

V olunteers need to be skilful when applyingthe universal law of causeand
effect. Statementssuch as, “ Y ou got this disease because you have created
negative actions’ are unwise. For example, it is unwise to tell a cancer
patient who has been abutcher or afisherman that the present ilinessisthe
result of the patient’ skarma of killing in the past. All volunteersare taught
the four principles of karma: karma is definite, karma increases, one
experiences the results of actions oneself has created, and karma does not
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disappear. To change one’ skarma, one must purify it. We emphasise that
one can still do something to modify the results of one's actions. If one
does not create the causes or conditions, and if one applies the appropriate
antidotes and practices virtuous actions, negetive results will not ripen.

Purification

The most wonderful thing that we share with patientsis the practise of the
four opponent powers® By doing the purification practise, we reduce
patients' fear and uncertainty and give them hope and relief. The four
opponent powers are:

1. The power of regret: We advise patients not to have guilt, but to
generate a deep sense of regret, and to follow up by applying the
second power.

2. The power of reliance or dependence: We encourage patientsto
rely on the Three Jewels by going for refuge, or to rely on the
God or gods of their own religious system.

3. Power of remedy: We share with patients antidotes that can be
appliedto counter afflictions, such asthoughts of loving kindness
as an antidote to hatred. If patients are Buddhists, we recite
prayers and mantras together.

4. Power of restraint: We emphasise the importance of the fourth
opponent power, to vigilantly resolve to refrain from creating
negative actionsin the future.

We have found that non-Buddhist faiths have similar practices of
purification, of cleansing the defilements of negative actions, through
reliance on divinities, such as God or gods, and through making a
commitment not to repeat the negative action.

Cultivating Loving Kindness, Compassion, and Altruistic Joy

We often tell our patients that, although the body is sick, the mind can be
healthy, and one can use pleasant speech and generate good thoughts
towards others.” One should appreciate the kindness of others and rejoice
in the good deeds they have done. We find that many of our patients who
are physically weak but clear in mind are able to apply this very well.
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In addition to these Dharma teachings, Kasih Hospice Care volunteers
are reminded to generate the pure motivation of wishing to free al beings
from suffering and the causes of suffering, without any thought of personal
gain. We inculcate the bodhicitta attitude that takes full responsibility to
create the complete causes to free all beings from suffering and liberate
themfrom samsara. At theend of each contact with patients, the volunteers
dedicate their virtuous actions to relieving the sufferings of all beings and
wishing them to achieve the highest state of happiness, that is,
enlightenment.

Volunteers' Own Spiritual Development

Hospice care serves as a platform for volunteers to mobilise the Dharma
into a daily spiritual practise. The by-products of this practise are
tremendous. By constantly facing and reflecting on death and
impermanence, volunteers make Dharma practise a priority intheir lives.
Through this practise, we hope that dl volunteers will live happily, die
without regrets, and eventually bring their Dharma practise to fruition.
Serving the sick is one of the greatest virtuous actions. Virtuous actions
createthemerit that isso critically needed to counteract delusionsand clear
away obscurations and obstacles on our spiritual path.

Conclusion

Spiritual support is an integral part of hospice care. The universal
principles of love, compassion, atruistic joy, equanimity, generosity,
patience, tolerance, trust, understanding, peace, respect, and regard for all
life; freedom from selfishness, hatred, and delusion; and truth and wi sdom,
belong to no particular religion. One can goply these values skilfully to all,
without having to utter any religious terminology. Through one’ ssincerity
and genuine wish to free all beings from suffering, a pure motivation and
dedication will go a long way. Through this practise, both patients and
hospice volunteers are on the path to higher spiritual attainment.

Notes

1 Geshe Lhundub Sopa with David Patt, Steps on the Path to Enlightenment: A Commentary
on Tsongkhapa's Lamrim Chenmo, Volume 1: The Foundation Practices (Boston: Wisdom
Publication, 2004), p. 245.
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Geshe Tashi Tsering, The Foundation of Buddhist Thought, Part 1: The Four Noble Truths
(London: Jamyang Buddhist Centre, 2001), pp. 5-6.

Sopa, Steps On The Path To Enlightenment, p. 243.

Karin Walham, Lam RimOutlines. Beginners' Meditation Guide (Kopan Monastery Publication,
1996), p. 14.

Useful resourcesinclude Sogyal Rinpoche, The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying (San Francisco:
Harper Coallins, 1992); and Derek Doyle ThePlatformTicket: Memoriesand Musingsof a Hospice
Doctor (Durham, UK: The Pentad Press, 1999).

Lama Zopa Rinpoche, Ultimate Healing: The Power of Compasson (Boston: Wisdom
Publicaions, 2001), p. 213.

LamaZopa Rinpoche, Making Life Meaningful (LamaY esheWisdom Archive, 2001), pp. 13-28.
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Women's Buddhist Practise in the U.S.:
The 2005 Conference at Smith College

Susanne Mrozik

From April 7 to 10, 2005, a conference on the topic of Women Practicing
Buddhism: American Experiences took place at Smith College in
Northampton, Massachusetts. The conference was sponsored by several
local colleges — Amherst College, Hampshire College, Mount Holyoke
College, and Smith College — as well as the Sakyadhita International
Association of Buddhist Women." The long weekend brought together
nearly 1500 people, most of them women, to discuss the nature of
American Buddhist women’s practise today. Among the diverse group of
participants were professional academics, college students, public
intellectuals, Dharmateachers, monastics, lay practitioners, social activists,
aternative headlers, and artists. Many topics were discussed, including
“Buddhism and Creativity,” “Women Changing Buddhism: Feminist
Perspectives,” “Engaged Buddhism,” “Race, Ethnicity, and Class,” and
“Women Dharma Teachers.” The format of the conference encouraged
audienceparticipation. In additiontoformal panel presentations, therewere
numerous workshops on topics such as “Interfaith Identities,” “Bringing
Dharmato the Law,” “Traditional Tibetan Medicine,” “Practicing within
aFamily,” “Devotionin Buddhist Practice,” “ Dancein Praiseof Tara,” and
“Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction.” In this essay, | report on some of
the key issues raised at the conference, focusing especially on the many
facets of American Buddhist women'’s practise.

American women define Buddhist practise in very different ways.
These definitionsarenot mutually exclusive. Women can and doengagein
multipleforms of practise. Nevertheless, it becameclear during the course
of the conference that American women can have very different practise
priorities from each other and that many of uswere not fully aware of that
fact. For somewomen, meditationisthecoreof their practise. Accordingly,
there are many Buddhist meditation centresin the U.S., representing most
of theworld’s Buddhist traditions. For other women, however, meditation
is less of a priority. For instance, Sharon Suh, a scholar of Korean
American Buddhism, emphasi sed theimportance K orean A mericanwomen
place on performing devotional practices, such asbowing, at local temples.
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In addition to meditation centres, there are also many different Buddhist
traditions represented in the U.S., some dating as far back as the 19"
century. They serve different ethnic communities, accommodating
devational practices aswell as other community needs.

Many women at the conference defined an essential feature of their
Buddhist practise as social justice work. The conference thus devoted an
entirepanel to thetopic of “Engaged Buddhism.” DianaLion, aspeaker on
thispanel, aptly described Engaged Buddhism as the practise of “restoring
this world we share to its wholeness.”? A key aspect of her own Buddhist
practise is working on behalf of those incarcerated in U.S. prisons. Two
other speakerson the* Engaged Buddhism” panel, Eve Myonen Marko and
Virginia Straus Benson, focus their practise on conflict resolution and
world peace. Engaged Buddhists define their practise in avariety of ways
including human rights, peace, and environmental activism.

Other conference participants described how they incorporated aspects
of Buddhism into professional life, that is, into realms not explicitly
associated with religion: psychotherapy practices, the use of mindfulness
meditation for chronic pain and illness, and even the practise of law.
Finally, some women spoke about the connection in their lives between
Buddhist practise and the creative arts. We were fortunateto have the poet
Jane Hirshfield and the performance artist Meredith Monk a the
conference. They described how their art enables them to experience and
express the interconnection of all phenomena.

One of the reasons why American Buddhist women'’s practise is so
diverse is because American women themseves are diverse. There are
Asian, Asian American, and non-Asian women practitioners in the U.S.
Therearefollowersof different Buddhist traditions. Whereas somewomen
maintain exclusive alegiance to one tradition, other women practise in
morethan one tradition. You do not even need to be Buddhist to engagein
Buddhist practise. A growing number of Christians and Jews, among
others, are incorporating aspects of Buddhist practise such as meditation
into their own religious traditions. Along with all these differences, there
are also differences of ordination status, education, socia and economic
class, sexual orientation, and so on.

The diversity of asuch a multicultural society poses both challenges
and opportunities for Buddhist women. Asian, Asian American, and non-
Asian Buddhist women sometimes practise in very different kinds of
communities. For instance, some Asian and Asian Americans may prefer
alocal temple that serves as both the religious and the cultural centre for
their particular ethnic community. Non-Asians may prefer a meditation
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centre that, although it may have ties to a particular Buddhist culture, is
focused primarily onmeditation rather than the transmission of aparticular
Buddhist culture. Ironically, even though the vast majority of Buddhist
women in America are Asian and Asian American, most academic and
popular writings on American Buddhism focus on non-Asian Buddhist
women and their communities. This prompted Sharon Suh to ask an
important question at the conference When we speak about American
Buddhist women, whose America are we talking about; which women are
we talking about? Karma Lekshe Tsomo urged us “to move out of our
comfort zone” and learn more about each other.*

The conference also focused attention on the persistent problem of
racismin U.S. Buddhist communities, especially in the predominantly non-
Asian convert communities, which are dominated by white, middle and
upper-middle class women, such as myself. White Buddhists in America
like to think of themselvesas social and political liberals. Y et we continue
to create communities in which women of colour sometimesfeel like they
do not have an equal voice. The Zen teacher Hilda Ryumon Gutiérrez
Baldoquin reminded us that an important feature of American Buddhist
practise is using Dharma to hea the wounds of racism. She spoke
powerfully about racism, saying: “If anyone of us here —and not just folks
of colour —walks into a Dharma community that is predominantly white
and doesn't say, ‘How come? then we' re not awake.”®

Thereis great diversty among American Buddhist women, but there
is also a great deal of common ground. Conference participants talked
about their shared experiences with sexism. Many women are especialy
concerned with the problem of sexual predation in our Buddhist
communities, citing instances of male Buddhist teachers having sexual
relationswith their femal e students. Participants al so emphasised the need
for female Dharmateachers. Although from an ultimate perspective there
is neither male nor female, many American women still find it easier at a
conventional level to relate to female Dharma teachers. This raises an
important point: we need greater support for nuns in America. Since
Buddhism is reatively new to America, many American Buddhists,
especidly non-Asian American Buddhists, do not always fully appreciate
the value of monastics. Many do not recognise that monastics are a
precious gift. Nuns are our kalyanamitras (spiritual friends). They visibly
embody the Dharma and thus serve as visua reminders to refocus our
energy on Dharma. Finally, several conference participants focused
attention on the challenges of teaching Dharma to children. For Asian
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Americans, this includes the additional challenge of transmitting key
cultural values as well as languages to their children.

Theoverall mood of the conference wasone of confidence; confidence
in our ability as Buddhist women to transform ourselves and our
communitiesfor the better. The most inspirational aspect of theconference
is precisely what | find to be most inspirational about the Sakyadhita
International conferences on Buddhist women, namely, coming together
with other Buddhist women. There is something so powerful about coming
into physical proximity with other women who share acommitment to self-
transformation in the service of the transformation of others. We become
kalyanamitras for each other, bringing out the very best in ourselves. And
whenwomen bringout the best in each other, they become apowerful force
for positive change in the world.

Notes

1 Thelead organiser of the conferencewas Peter N. Gregory of the Rdigion Department at Smith
College. The conference steering committee was comprised by other local college faculty as well
as loca Dharma teachers and practitioners: Mario D’Amato, Maria Heim, Margi Gregory,
Catherine Anraku Hondorp, and Susanne Mrozk.

2 “Engaged Buddhism,” a conversation with Diana Lion, Eve Marko, and Virginia Strauss
moderated by Hilda Ryumon Gutiérrez Baldoquin.

3 “Women Changing Buddhism: Feminist Perspectives,” a conversation with bell hooks, Karma
L ekshe Tsomo, and Sharon Suh, moderated by Susanne Mrozik.

4 Karma Lekshe Tsomo, “Thelntemational Buddhist Women's Movement.”

5 “Race, Ethnicity, and Class” aconversation with HildaRyumon GutiérezBal doguin, Sharon Suh,
and Arinna Weisman, moderated by Carolyn Jacobs.
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The Gender Issue in Contemporary
Taiwan Buddhism

Yu-Chen Li

In Taiwan, morethan 75 percent of the Buddhist clergy ordained after 1953
are women. The visibility and social |eadership of nunsin Taiwan stands
in stark contrast to the low profile of nuns in Buddhist texts. Recent
changesin the proportion of monastic women has caused certain tensions
in Taiwanese Buddhist circles, however. Sincethe 1990s, Bhiksuni Chao
Hwei has been promoting gender equality for Buddhist nuns. In 2002, she
began a movement to abolish the Eight Special Rules for nuns. This paper
will introduce this movement, and analyse the strategy and discourse
introduced by Chao Hwei.

The Historical Background of Taiwanese Nuns' Ordination

In January 1953, Taiwanese monks and nuns gathered at the Great
Immortal Monastery (Daxian Si) in Tainan to receiveordination under the
supervision of the Buddhist Association of the Republic of China
(hereafter, BAROC) for the first time. With this, the BAROC initiated a
national ordination system and began to restructure the Chinese monastic
lineage after a half century Japanese rule (1895-1945). The registration
system imposed by the Japanese colonial government had excluded most
Taiwanese women from receiving ordination, by requiring a degree from
aJapanese Buddhist college, which was an extraordinary financial burden
for most Taiwanese. The new ordination system thus introduced greater
opportunitiesfor Taiwanesewomen by allowing themto enter the Buddhi st
order. Since the 1953 ordination, the number of fully ordained Buddhist
nuns (bhiksuni) has increased to an unprecedented level; more than 75
percent of the Buddhist clergy ordained after 1953 arefemae. Meanwhile,
the educational profile of Buddhist nunshasalso dramatically improvedin
the last two decades. M orethan one-third of the Buddhist nunsin Taiwan
are college educated, which has resulted in their new designation as the
“scholarly nuns.”

In addition to institutionalising annual ordinations, BAROC also
initiated asystem of monastic education based on scripturesthat hashel ped
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promotethe social status and sel f-esteem of Buddhist nuns. A critical factor
in the ordination of women is the procedure termed dual ordination.
According to the Buddhist monastic discipline (Vinaya), the monastic
community (Sangha) should initiate fema e membersin adual ordination
process. To confer dual ordination requires ten or twelve qualified
bhiksunis who have not committed any Vinayatransgressions over aten-
year period. Thesequalified bhiksunisordainnovice nunsand then present
them to monks who represent the Sangha and request they accept them.
Whenever a Buddhist community discontinues dual ordination, nuns lose
access to full monastic membership, as well as to advanced monastic
education and financial support. In short, dual ordination not only grants
full monastic membership for women, but also guarantees their autonomy
and the continuity of the community of Buddhist nuns.

Although Bhiksu Baisheng (1903-1989), the organiser of the annual
ordinations, agreed with Taiwanese nunsto institute this“reform” of dual
ordination, BAROC did not conduct adual ordination until 1970. Before
that time, Bhiksu Baisheng taught Bhiksuni Vinaya at Taiwanese
ordination ceremonies for almost twenty years. He also trained and
appointed his most learned nun disciples to serve as ordination ritual
instructors and supervisorsto oversee the candidates during their training.
This was a very practical arrangement, since three-quarters of the
Taiwanese ordination candidates were women and the discipline for the
Sanghastrictly followsgender segregation, especially during the ordination
process. |n order to promote better training and educationfor nuns, in 1956
Baisheng also requested Bhiksuni Foying from Hong Kong to prepare an
annotated version of the BhiksunT Vinaya For sx years, Foying devoted
herself to this work, which became the textbook used for bhiksuni
ordinations in Taiwan for ten years. By 1970, BAROC no longer had any
excuse to delay holding a dual ordination.*

The lifting of martial law in Taiwan in 1987 ended BAROC's
dominance over the national ordination system, but dual ordination has
continued to function as a significant indicator of internationalisation and
orthodoxy in Taiwanese monastic circles. For instance, Foguangshan
Monastery has conducted severd international dual ordinations to
distinguish its mission from that of the Theravadin Buddhist tradition,
which lacks full ordination for women. Tawanese Buddhists
enthusiastically sponsor these international events as a means of accruing
merit. However, thistrend toward internationalisation evokes the spectre
of increasing secularisationandlapsesin Buddhist monasti c orthodoxy. To
compensate for these perceived lapses, since the 1990s several new
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Buddhi st organi sations, such as Sanghaand Focang, havebegunto promote
close adherence to monastic discipline, including correct procedures for
dual ordination. These organisations are 0 seriously concerned about the
legitimacy of dual ordination that they have even begunto require nunsto
observe the Eight Special Rules (attha gurudharma), rules that not only
requirewomen to receive the dud ordination, but al so subordinate nunsto
monks.

The content of the eight gurudharmas and subsequent penalties are
stipulated differently in each Buddhist school. However, seven of these
gurudharmas are formulated similarly in the M ahayanaBuddhist schools:
(1) a bhiksuni, even if sheis a hundred years old, should rise and pay
respect to a bhiksu, even if he is newly ordained; (2) during the rainy
season retreat, abhiksuni- may not dwell in aplace wherethereisno monk;
(3) bhiksuni's must request the bhiksus to instruct them in the monastic
precepts and related rituals every half-month; (4) a prospective bhiksuni
shouldreceivethefull ordination (upasampada) beforeboth the bhiksu and
bhiksuni™ assemblies after a two-year training period; (5) a bhiksuni who
commits a serious transgression must perform the manatta and whatever
sanction isimposed before an assembly of both bhiksuni's and bhiksus; (6)
at the end of the rainy season retreat, nuns must observe the confession of
faults (pravarana) before an assembly of both bhiksuni s and bhiksus; and
(7) bhiksuni's are prohibited from mentioning the faults of bhiksus.?

Theshiftinemphasisfrom dua ordinationtothe eight gurudharmashas
created tensionsin Taiwanese Buddhist circles, even as public discussion
of the issue has been hushed. Both monastics and laypeople consider this
to be an internal Sangha concern, that is, a monastic matter that excludes
the participation of the laity. It was Bhiksuni Chao Hwei who began to
place the issue of the eght gurudharmas before the public.

A Controversial Heroine: Bhiksuni Chao Hwei (1957-)

Bhiksuni Chao Hwei has become one of the most famous and influential
religiousleadersin Taiwan, duetoher continuousstrugglefor humanrights
and gender equality. Since the1980s, she successfully mobilised Buddhists
to voice their views on right livelihood by organising a public protest
movement and by establishing Buddhist |obby groupsfor social reform. For
example, the Buddhist Association for Protecting Lives has organised
protestsand initiated | egal proceedingsto abolish the death penalty and to
prohibit horseracing, cock fighting, and animal circusesin Taiwan. Shehas
attracted the public spotlight, not only because she is an eloguent speaker
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and prolific writer, but also because she is the first monastic figure to
publicly challengeissuesthat havetraditional ly been taboo, such as sexual
harassment in the Sangha, and submit them to legal procedures.

In the early stages of her social movement, Bhiksuni™ Chao Hwei aimed
to advancethe social image of bhiksunis. In 1989, she sued the Department
of Drama of the National Performing Arts College, whose annual drama
production, “Longing for Profane Love,” depicted the story of a young
Buddhist who escaped from a nunnery to engage in love affairs. The
producers of several TV programmes that described love between monks
and nuns also received protests and made public apologies. After
continuous protests, the Taiwanese mediafinally curtailed its deprecating
portrayalsof Buddhist nuns. I nstead of using theterm bhiksuni, journalists
used to call Buddhist nunsnigu, a Chinese term that literally means “nun
auntie,” but negatively connotes an old woman who engages in
dishonourable business. Chao Hwei defended the term bhiksuni™ as the
appropriate form of address for a Buddhist nun, one that accurately
describes the social identity of Buddhist renunciant women.

The male-dominated monastic community recognises the influential
leadership of Chao Hwei, but in 1990 suggested that she conduct aten-year
retreat to concentrate on religious cultivation as a more modest pursuit.
Chao Hwei subsequently resigned from her work at BAROC and began to
retreat from public activities. Since then, she has devoted herself to an
academic career, teaching Buddhist ethics at various universities and
establishing Hongshi (Great Vows) Institute of Buddhist Education for
Buddhist Women. Unlikemost Buddhi st institutionsand coll eges, Hongshi
does not require students to leave their own nunneries to be full-time
students. Any nun who is unable or unwilling to retreat from her own
moneastic duties for a period of severd years is still welcome to enroll at
Hongshi and take courses one & atime. Studentsin this programme spend
at least one-third of their time doing independent research with individual
instructors, while one-third of their time is spent in intensive month-long
courses, a curriculum well-suited to the general schedule of monastic
activities. Most importantly, Hongshi is not a private monastic order, but
an academic institution open to dl nuns. Students and teachers follow
Buddhist principles in organisng their administration board and the
institute cooperates with various nunneries to hold meditation training
programmes during the summer retreat season. Because most sudents also
have responsibilities at their own monasteries while participating in these
educational programmes, Hongshi tends to offer practical coursestailored
to their needs. Courses such as temple administration and meditation
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counselling enable graduates to find teaching positions in their own
Buddhist institutes. In this way, Chao Hwei is gradually making her ideal
of modern bhiksuni education cometrue.

Both the institutional format and educational principles of Hongshi are
theresult of Chao Hwei’ spersonal experiencein her early monasticlife. As
an outstanding student at the Naional Normal University, Chao Hwei
attracted considerable attention when she entered the Buddhist order in
1978. Moreover, she was probably the first Buddhist nun to teach Chinese
literature at ajunior high school. In 1982, however, she left her master’'s
monastery for reasons relaed to her father's death in 1980. This was
definitely a difficult decision for her, because in monastic circles such a
step is generally viewed as cutting off, and perhaps betraying, the master-
disciple relationship.

Born as the second daughter of a poor soldier, Chao Hwei spent her
childhood with two sisters at a military orphanage in exchange for free
education. Although a teacher’'s salary was quite attractive from the
perspective of Chao Hwei's parents, who were ill and unableto pay their
medical bills, they never complained about their daughter’ sdecisiontogive
all her salary to her nunnery. As a Buddhist nun, Chao Hwei observed the
monastic precept to hold no personal money. She was shocked when she
learned that her father had died because he could not afford medical
treatment and recognised that she had been unable to care for her mother
and younger sister, both of whom were seriously ill and depressed.
Remembering her family’ sgenerousfinancial and spiritual support for her
education, Chao Hwei wasdeeply tortured by guilt when she realised that
she had failedtofinancial ly support her family. Shethus beganto doubt the
meaning of the monastic regulations and aspired to pursue higher Buddhist
education, two needs that were ignored by her order. After taking care of
her hospitalised sister for 45 days, Chao Hwei findly confronted the
totalitarian and hierarchical style of her monastic community and left to be
with her sick mother and sister. Fortunately, Bhiksuni Shin Chun, the
abbess of Xinglong Templein Kaohsiung, generously offered Chao Hwei
atemporary refuge, accommodations for her family, and a more flexible
monastic schedul e that allowed her to study until she found ateachingjob
at Fuyan Buddhist Institute in 1984.

Xinglong Templeisarelatively traditional Taiwanese nunnery. Most of
itsmembersareagei ng nunswith minimal education. Inthoseday, thenuns
maintained the temple financidly by selling vegetarian food they made
themselvesand offering ritual services. Participationin ritual serviceswas
not required, but nuns who participated in the nunnery’s ritud services
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received financial incentivesat the end of each month. Sick nuns received
ashare of the donations, and the abbess al so allowed qualified nunsto help
other nunneries and keep the donations they received. This temple also
observes the traditional custom of allowing old laywomen to live in the
temple and donate money in lieu of monastic duties.®* Chao Hwei’s two-
year stay at Xinglong Nunnery not only changed her understanding about
what it meant to be a nun, but also inspired her to promote the status of
nuns. | believe that Chao Hwei's practical and humane approach to
monastic reform, which distinguishes her from most young scholarly
monks, was influenced by her experience of sisterhood at Xinglong
Temple.

The Debate on the Eight Special Rulesfor Nunsin 1992

In October 1992, Chao Hwei and a writer named Channi initiated a
controversial debate on whether contemporary Buddhist nuns should
strictly observe the eight gurudharmas. Channi published an articlecalled
“The Understanding and Practise of the Eight Specia Rules’ in Sangha
Magazine. Chao Hwei responded to Channi in the next issue with “A
Discussion of Gender Ethics between Monks and Nuns.” Taking a
fundamentalist approach, Channi claimed to revive the eight gurudharmas
in order to confine nuns’ activities to isolated asceticism, requesting nuns
to be unconditionally subordinate to every monk and receive instruction
without questioning. Chao Hwei accused Channi of belittling nuns and
suspected that Channi was the pen name of a certain young monk who fet
threatened by nuns. To a certain degree, the revival of the eight
gurudharmas reflected a perceived crisis in Taiwanese Buddhist circles
over the greatly increasing population of nuns and their empowerment.

In her article, Channi identified hersdf as a nun of the Enlightening
Light Convent, a nunnery under the guidance of the famous Vinaya monk
Guanghua (1924-1996). Asone of the most influential monksto revive the
strict practise of Vinayain contemporary Taiwan, Guanghuaset such high
standards of Vinayadisciplinethat he claimed no qualified bhiksus existed
in China after the Song Dynasty (960-1279). He called himself a
sramanera, eventhough, like abhiksu, he had established hisown monastic
lineage. Channi cited Guanghua's criticism of contemporary Taiwanese
nuns as being ignorant of the eight gurudharmas.

Channi repeatedly scolded Taiwanese nuns for forgetting that they had
the 84 physical and mental deficiencies of a woman, including the
inclination to seduce monks and precipitate the decline of the Dharma.
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Specifically, Channi urged those arrogant nuns with doctora degrees to
watch their manners toward young monks with lower educational
backgrounds and poor socid skills. She cited the belief tha once amale
novice became an arhat, he would be capable of raising Mt. Sumeru (the
centre of the Buddhist universe) with just one little finger and shake the
whole world. In contrast, Channi warned, a bhiksuni arhat would be
incapable of raising a needle by her spiritud power.> Channi did not
explainwomen’s allegedly inferior spirituality, but emphasised that being
born in a female body was the result of sexual desire and potentially
damagingto the celibacy of monks. Therefore, Channi declared thepractise
of the eight gurudharmas to be the first priority of anun’'s religious duty,
and begged nuns not to waste their time with other forms of practise, such
as socially engaged activism or self-cultivation.® In short, Channi urged
Taiwanese nuns to remember that disobeying the eight gurudharmas was
atransgression and destructive to monastic ethics.

Chao Hwei viewed Channi as an apologist for the male-dominant
ecclesiastical hierarchy. Shedisagreedwith Channi’ sdepiction of women’s
commitment to the Dharma as being simply gatekeepers of monks
celibacy. Moreover, because Channi’s interpretation of the eight
gurudharmas was infused with patriarchal bias, Chao Hwei urged Channi
to develop greater self-esteem. She al so cast doubts onwhy younger monks
and younger monk teachers of Vinaya specifically emphasised the eight
gurudharmas and the 84 physical and mental deficiencies of women, a
subject that is rarely mentioned by senior monks. As a scholar, nun,
Buddhist writer, and social worker, Chao Hwei also pointed out that
Taiwanese nuns had promoted Buddhism and won social recognition due
to their educational qualifications and charitable activities. She asserted
that a Sangha that forced scholar nunsto be subservient to junior monks,
solely based on gender differences, simply increased the monks' arrogance
and would be of no help to the Dharma.

Chao Hwei blamed Channi for distorting the egalitarian Buddhist
teaching by sanctioning gender differences in the ecclesiastic hierarchy
based on theeight gurudharmas. She cited the research of the scholar monk
Yinshun to prove that the eight gurudharmas were a later development
attributed to the Buddha. Even when the Sangha later beganto observe the
eight gurudharmas, it did so as a socia convention during an ancient
cultural period to protect the nuns, not to humiliate them by holding them
responsible for monks' sexual desire.

The response of Sangha Magazine is noteworthy. The main editor,
Bhiksu Fazang, refusedto carry Chao Hwei’ sresponseto Channi, claiming
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that her article was too long. After Chao Hwei shortened the article, they
advised her not to damage the reputation of Buddhism by publishing this
material. Sangha Magazine continued refusing to publish her article until
Chao Hwel threatened to legal recourse under the publishing law. Under
these conditions, Sangha Magazine reopened the discussion of Channi’s
articleinthenext issue and made a public statement that they wished to end
the discussion. In this statement, Sangha Magazine insisted that it took an
objective position, but cameto the interesting conclusion that some people
are unable to understand the true meaning of the eight gurudharmas, due
to their own (bad) karma, and that the great miraculous merits of all the
Buddhd steachingswere beyond the imagination of peoplewho possessed
such shallow and conventional views.” Chao Hwei later published her
response to Channi’ s article and the Sangha Magazine editorial, in which
she claimsthat self-esteem among Buddhist nunsis necessary for harmony
in the Sangha.®

| tend to agree with Chao Hwei's apprehension concerning Sangha
Magazin€e' sresponse. There exists aserious tension between young monks
and nuns, precipitated by the predominance of nuns in the monastic
population and by the high educational standards of Taiwanese nuns.
Though protected by the ideclogy of male-superiority, religiously and
socially, monks have been aminority in Taiwanese Buddhist circles since
World War I1. In thefuture, the number of monksis certain to decrease. In
asociety whereancestral worship continues and families produce lessthan
two children on average, the society is reluctant to allow sons, epecially
only sons, to enter the Buddhist order.

As more women than men take robes, fewer and fewer monks will be
able to find monastic affiliations, since the Vinaya prohibits nuns from
taking monk disciples. In other words, it is illegal for young monks to
inherit nunneries. By contrast, monks can initiate nuns and designate them
astheir inheritors. Senior monks are few in number and ageing. Most fled
mainland China after 1945, well before the education reformin 1968, and
do not speak Taiwanese. It is an open secret in Buddhist circlesthat these
monks haverelied on their femal e disciplesto administer their monasteries
and religious enterprises.

Furthermore, it is difficult to keep monk disciples in their home
monasteriesfor long. They either prefer solitary cultivation, refusetrivial
tasks, study under different teachers outside their own monasteries, drop
out tofulfil military service, or are eager to pursue anindependent religious
career and thereby establish their own Dharma lineage. Nun disciples are
usually moreloyal and capablethan monk disciplesintaking careof ageing
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members of the monastic community. They are also adept at maintaining
strong rel ationshi ps between their monasteriesand their local communities.
Nevertheless, many old monks ignore the contributions of their nun
disciples and hand over the position of abbot to young monks.

It was very difficult to evaluate theimpact of the 1992 debate between
Channi and Chao Hwei, mainly because Sangha Magazine quickly closed
down the debate. L ater, the magazine became restricted to monksand nuns
only, purposely excluding thelaity fromwriting and readership. Therefore,
there was no way for laypeople to follow the discussion that ensued from
the exchange. Chao Hwei subsequently became more assertivein her stand
on equal relationships between monks and nuns and vigorously pursued
research on Buddhist monastic discipline, promoting a more liberal
approach toward the monastic regulations.” She explained that, as long as
the Sangha follows Buddhist principles, such asuniversal egalitarianism,
flexibility in the regulations should be allowed. Because social conditions
change considerably over time, Chao Hwei concludes that it is more
important to observe the principles of the monastic codein apractical way
than to adhere to the monastic regulations literal ly.*

The Eight Gurudharmas and Dual Ordination

To agrea extent, the 1992 debate on the eight gurudharmas was a by-
product of thedual ordination debate. The Taiwaneseordination system has
offered more opportunity for Buddhist women to take the ordination than
in previous generations. The success of BAROC in post-war Taiwan has
depended heavily on its representation of a pure and correct Chinese
Buddhism. It seems that BAROC aimed to eliminate the influence of
Japanese married clergy in Taiwan, but it was the education related to
ordination and the summer retreats established by BAROC that motivated
many Taiwanese Buddhists, especially women, to step upto the ordination
platform. The emphasis on monastic education in the BAROC ordination
system cultivated a generation of conservatives such as Fazang, Channi,
and Guanhua, who defined their rdigious practise strictly by the texts and
wereintolerant of any adjustmentsto tradition. The larger number of nuns
in the monastic population and their active social engagement is
unfortunately viewed by some as incompatible with ancient Indian
Buddhist texts.

In their first contact with Taiwanese Buddhism in the 1950s, Chinese
monksalready noticed thetremendous piety of Taiwanese Buddhist women
andtheir strong commitment toordination. Ironically, these Chinesemonks
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did not fed that it was necessary to perform the dual ordination for
Taiwanese nuns, because they were confident that Mahayana Buddhism
was superior to Theravada Buddhism. Dual ordination was the product of
early Buddhist schools, atradition seemingly superceded by theMahayana
emphasis on bodhisattva ordination. Most i mportantly, the senior monks
are the heirs and representatives of a Chinese Buddhist tradition that sees
the eight gurudharmas as part and parcel of dual ordination. As the
competitionover the ordinationsystem emerged inthe 1990s, ironically the
incorporation of the eight gurudharmas has become a way to legitimise
dual ordination. Especially, dual ordination is equated with modernisation
as away of recruiting more and more educated women. Hence, the more
legitimate dual ordination becomes, themorelikely the eight gurudharmas
areto attract attention. In thisway, there exists acontradictory relaionship
between dual ordination and the eight gurudhar mas; the former maintains
the autonomy of the Bhiksuni Sangha at the same time that the latter
confines nuns to a subordinate religious status.

If one examines the eight gurudharmas literally, this set of rules
guaranteesthe existence and empowerment of Buddhist nunsinstitutionally
by givingnunstheright toadministratewomen’ sordination, transgressions,
retreats, and education. Of course, the eight gurudharmas endow monks
with a higher status than nuns, because it was monks who initiated and
initially supervised the monastic membership of women. But nuns have
institutional access and relatively full membership. This is the primary
point for women’ sparticipationintheclerical hierarchy. Chao Hwei fights
for nuns to be addressed by their legitimate designation (bhiksuni), an
indication of the emergence of a strong professional identity among
Taiwanese nuns in the last two decades. The point | wish to make here is
that dual ordination is the crucial determinant in maintaining that strong
identity, even though it exposes the historical interpretation of the eight
gurudharmas that sparked the 1992 debate. Ironically, the debate over the
gurudhar mashasbecomeacodeboth for ordainedwomen’ slegitimacy and
their subjugated status within the Sangha. Thisinstitutional subjugationis
both disempowering and degrading, especidly when viewed from within
the contemporary culturd context; hence, it isbeing challenged. How can
Buddhismbeculturally relevant if it requiresthe subordination of monastic
women? The issue raises further questions about how Buddhism reflects
cultural differencesover time, questionsthat contributeto Buddhi sm’ sown
cultural evolution and may bring lost meaning to the Sangha itself.
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Foying, An Annotated Edition of the Bhiksuni Pratimoksa of the Dhar maguptaka School (Nantou:
Jitao lushi yongjiu Puli Xiangguang Jingshe, 1986), pp. 1-2. Baisheng pointed out that Foying
made a great contributi on to Buddhi sm through this book. The book has been reprinted as a gift
for the candidates of annual ordination in Taiwan for morethan 20 years.

See Yinshun, The Sacred Buddhist Canon Collected in the Early Days (Taipei: Zhenwen, 1988),
pp. 402-403.

When | visited Xinglong Templein 1998, | observed an el derly laywoman who chose to spend her
last days & the nunnery. This woman weas the relative of a resdent nun and her daughter-in-law
worked voluntarily at the nunnery to help take care of her. The agreement was that the nunnery
would take care of the woman's basic medical care and funeral service.

Sangha Magazine 2:1 (1992).

Channi, “The Understanding and Practice of the Eight Great Rules,” Ibid., p. 27.
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“A Statement of our Pasition,” Sangha Magazine 3:1(1993): 71.

Chao Hwei, Descending into the World for Passon and Righteousness (Taipd: Fgie, 1992), pp.
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In 1999, Chao Hwei published a book titled A Modern Interpretation of Vinaya Learning and
severa articles that analyse and critique the chauvinism of the Buddhist order. These works won
her acclaim among feminists.

10 See Chao Hwei, A Modern Interpretation of Vinaya Learning, p. 54.
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Visible and Invisible Obstacles Facing
the Bhikkhuni Movement in Thailand

Kulavir Prapapornpipat

Women have played a significant role in the practise and spread of
Buddhism since the Buddha's time in the sixth century BCE. When
Mahapajapati Gotami’, stepmother of the Buddha, asked for ordination as
a bhikkhunt’, or fully ordained nun, she initiated the Buddhist monastic
order for women. Her request led the Buddha to establish the bhikkhuni
order for women just five years after he established the bhikkhu order for
men. Mahapajapafi Gotami’s request was radical in a time where women
were not supposed to develop their own spirituality, but were supposed to
support their husband’s spirituality by performing rituals according to
Brahmin ideology. The bhikkhuni™ order immediately became popular
with women, both young and old, and many of them attained realisation
at different levels. Stories of enlightened nuns appear in the Therigatha
(Verses of Elder Nuns) in the Tipitaka.

Although the bhikkhuni ordination spread to many countries, especially
in Asia, surprisingly it never reached Thailand, despite the fact that
Thailand is the country with the highest percentage of Buddhists in the
world. This absence of bhikkhuni™ ordination is currently being challenged
by the women’s movement that originated in Western countries. Today,
Thailand has only 20 bhikkhunis (fully ordained nuns) and samaneris
(novice nuns), whereas Sri Lanka, which also practices Theravada
Buddhism, has several hundred bhikkhuris and novices. Especially sincethe
ordination of Dr. Chatsumarn Kabilsingh, a prominent, female Thai
professor ordained as a samaneri in 2001 and a bhikkhuni in 2003, the
bhikkhuni™ ordination has become a point of dispute in Thai Buddhism.
While there has been support for the establishment of the bhikkhuni order
from many Thai Buddhist scholars, many conservative Thai Buddhists have
voiced strong protests against the movement. At the beginning of the protest
against Dr. Chatsumarn’s ordination, the Thai Sangha kept silent, then
declared that they cannot recognise the ordination.

In this paper, | explorethe obstacles that face the bhikkhuni- movement
in Thailand. How do these obstacles manifest and how do they affect
Buddhist women? | find that many of the obstacles can be categorised into
two main types: visble and invisible. The paper concludes with suggestions
for strategies to lead the bhikkhuni” movement forward.
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Visible Obstacles

The first visible obstacle to the bhikkhuni™ movement in Thailand is the
structure of Thai Buddhist institutions. Unlike in Sri Lanka, Buddhist
institutionsin Thailand all belongto one body, which hasbeen continuously
ruled by the Supreme Patriarch and his ministers, namely, the Sangha
Supreme Council, under the National Bureau of Buddhism. Unity and
consensus are the strong points of this administrative structure. However,
this structure has also become a serious obstacle for spiritual development,
as it does not allow junior monks to express their different ideas and
viewpoints. For instance, concerning the bhikkhuni™ issue, there are many
monks who support women who wish to become a bhikkhuni’, but they
cannot openly express their opinions on the matter, lest they be expelled
from the temple by order of the Sangha Supreme Council. In addition, the
Sangha Supreme Council has the power to withhold monks' passports if
monks act against the will of the Supreme Council.

The second visible obstacle is the Sangha Act of 1928 CE that prohibits
Thai monks from ordaining Thai women as samaneri, sikkhamana, and
bhikkhuni~.! This Sangha Act has been translated from Thai into English as
follows:

ANNOUNCEMENT
No Monksor Novice can Ordain Women as Pabbajita*

According to the Buddha' s dispensation, women who want to be samaneri must be
ordained by bhikkhuni's. The Buddhaall owed bhi kkhuniswhohave been ordai ned for
more than 12 years to be a pavattini, which isan upajjhaya (a spiritual teacher). He
did not allow bhikkhusto be upajjhaya [for bhikkhunis]. Since the bhikkhuni™ lineage
wasextinguished long ago and thereisno bhikkhuni to preserve samaneri ordination,
therefore there is no samanerT to continue the lineage All of them are extindt. A
person who gives samaneri ordination is establishing that which the Buddhadid not
establish and removing what the Buddha established. He is an enemy of the religion
and a bad model.

For thisreason, monks and novices of any sect areprohibited from ordaining women
as bhikkhuni, sikkhamena, or samaneri- from now on.

Announced on June 18, 1928
Krom Luang Shinnavorn Siriwat

*Asitisused here, the term pabbajita isintended to include bhikkhuni, sikkhanana,
and samanert.
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This Act was promulgated after Mr. Narin Pasin, a progressive politician,
allowed histwo daughters, along with other women, to become ordained as
samanerisin 1927. Since he was viewed as a rebellious figure by the Thai
State at that time, his movements were closely followed by the Buddhist
hierarchy, including hiswork for the bhikkhuni- movement. Consequently,
these women were physically disrobed and put into jail for a certain period
of time. In 1928, the Supreme Sangha launched this Act, which is now a
serious obstacle for the spiritual development of Thai Buddhist women.
This Act not only defeats the Buddha's purpose in establishing the
bhikkhuni™ order, but it is also against the Thai constitution, which
guarantees religious freedom for both men and women in Thailand.

For theabove reasons, it isalmost impossible for Thai women to receive
ordination as a samaneri, sikkhamana, or bhikkhuni™ in Thailand. What
they can do is travel to other Buddhist countries to be ordained. Unless
there is financial support from the family or society, however, it is very
difficult for poor Thai women to ordain abroad, due to the many expenses
involved. Due to these financial limitations, many Thai women have
remained in the status of a laywoman or a traditional nun, known as mae
chee. Since the Sangha Supreme Council has never recognised the mae chee
as ordained people, their status remains ambiguous. The Ministry of
Transport does not recognise them as ordained, so they do not receive any
State support earmarked for the ordained, such as the free or discounted
travel fares monks receive. At the same time, the Ministry of Interior
considers them to be ordained, so they do not have the right to vote. This
double standard has marginaised mae cheesin Thai society.

Invisible Obstacles

The invisible obstacles to the bhikkhuni- movement in Thailand are less
formal and more abstract, but play an equally significant role in obstructing
the spiritual development of Buddhist women in Thai society. The first
invisible obstacleis the closed-mindedness of conservative Thai Buddhists.
One of the reasons conservatives cite for why bhikkhunis are not needed is
that Thailand has never had bhikkhunis throughout its history. Not only
does this reason reflect alack of comprehensi on about theimportance of the
bhikkhuni™ order, but it also reveals a closed-minded mentality. Unlike Sri
Lanka, where bhikkhuni s were once an established segment of society, the
bhikkhuni~ order never entered Thailand, at least according to present
historical evidence. T herefore, itisunderstandablethat most Thai Buddhists
perceive the idea of bhikkhunis to be rather novel. Few Thai Buddhists
realisethat the bhikkhuni~ order was established by the Buddha or that many
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bhikkhunis existed during the Buddha' s time. This does not mean that Thai
Buddhists should not consider this new idea, however, since many new
ideas have been well received in Thai society, such as democracy and
modernisation.

The second invisible obstacle is sectarian bias. Many Thai Buddhists
believe that Thai Theravada Buddhism is the only genuine form of
Buddhism and that other schools are not original. They cannot comprehend
why Mahayana monks wear trousers, do not shave their eyebrows, and eat
in the evening. These matters of appearance and behaviour have been
perceived as a lack of strict discipline. As aresult, many Thai Buddhists
have a somewhat negative attitude toward other schools of Buddhism.

This attitude also affects the way the bhikkhuni™ issue is perceived.
Buddhist women in the Thai Theravada tradition who become ordained in
the Mahayana tradition are considered exotic and, thus, not a part of Thai
Buddhism. Although currently there are some Thai women who have been
ordained in Sri Lanka, which follows the Theravada tradition just like
Thailand, these women have not been accepted by Thai society, since this
Theravada bhikkhuni~ lineage was restored by way of the Mahayana
tradition.

Another key invisible obstacle for the bhikkhuni movement in
Thailand is gender bias. There are some gender-biased beliefs in Thai
Buddhism that negatively affect the spiritual development of Buddhist
women. First, it is believed that women cannot attain enlightenment, a
belief propagated by monks in the Dhammakaya sect. For this reason,
women have to create much merit, make a wish to be reborn asa man, and
only then will they be able to achieve liberation. Second, women are
believed to be polluted and inferior beings. This message can be found in
some Pali commentaries, but not in the Tipitaka. Third, to be born as a
woman is viewed as a punishment for bad karma created in past lives,
especially for sexual misconduct. With these beliefs, Thai Buddhist women
have been placed outside the religious realm and have never been included
in decision-making in Thai Buddhism. These gender-biased beliefs are
evident in the legal definition of the Thai Sangha, which includes only male
members, namely, bhikkhus and samaneras.

M oreover, there is a double standard regarding gender and attitudes
toward ordination in Thai society. When a man wants to ordain, the public
agrees and encourages him. But when a woman wants to ordain, the public
questions and discourages her. Women'’s ordination is considered to be an
escape from life’s problems, whereas men’s ordination is considered to be
awish for purity and liberation. Not only have these gender-biased beliefs
and attitudes oppressed Thai women, but they pose subtle yet serious
obstacles for Thai Buddhist women'’s spirituality as well.
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Conclusion and Suggestions

| find it hypocritical that the Thai Sangha declared at the World Buddhist
Summit Conference in Bangkok December 2005 that Thailand will be the
world centre of Buddhism, when half the population of Thai Buddhists,
namely women, are still neglected. Unless there is a well-established
bhikkhuni™ order in Thailand, the Sangha declaration remains a mission
impossible, because the four groups of Buddhists, both men and women,
share equal responsibility for Buddhism.

All the obstacles mentioned above reflect the hierarchy and patriarchy
in Thai Buddhism. Both visible and invisible obstacles together have been
barring Buddhist women from spiritual development in Thai Buddhism.
Therefore, the visible obstacle — the power monopoly evident in the
structure of Thai Buddhism — should be reviewed and adjusted. The non-
Buddhist and uncongtitutional Sangha Act of 1928 should be amended or
cancelled. At the sametime, all invisible obstacles must be eliminated. The
closed-minded, sectarian, gender-biased beliefs and the double standard
towardswomen should be reviewed, reconstructed, and corrected. To tackle
these issues will take a policy that integrates education, social action, and
public policy reform. Last, but not least, Buddhist women need to organise
themselves to empower and support each other.

Note

1 Thisannouncement appeared in the Statement of the Sangha, vol.16, p. 157.

204



27
(Generation to Generation:
Transmitting the Bhiksuni Lineage
in the Tibetan Tradition

Jampa Tsedroen

For hundreds of yearsin Asia, Buddhism was passed from generation to
generation. Now, varioustraditionsof Buddhism arebeingtransmitted from
Asia to the West. At the same time, Western ideas are influencing
Buddhism in Asia. Tensions result when old traditions are questioned. It
becomes important to distinguish the essence of Buddhism, and what is
cultural or sociological embellishment, without losing the purity of the
various Dharma traditions in modern, fast-moving times.

Many Western women are asking whether Buddhism is suitable for
women at all, because in the West they cannot find many femal e teachers
with equal religious titles and positions. For example, there are still not
many Tibetan bhiksunis. Since thereis no Tibetan Bhiksuni Sangha, like
some Western female followers of Tibetan Buddhism during the last 25
years, a few Tibetan novice nuns have taken full ordination (Skt.
upasampada) in Hong Kong. Others, mainly Western and one Bhutanese
novice nun, took full ordination in the Korean, Taiwanese, or Vietnamese
Buddhist traditions. And athough Tibetan novice nuns are undergoing
Buddhist studies comparable to their male counterparts since the late
1980s, they have not attained the monastic academic titles of ageshe-ma
or khen-mo yet.

During the 1% Conference on Tibetan Buddhism in Europe in 2005,
H. H. the Dalai Lama donated CHF 50,000.00 as apilot fund to revive the
bhiksuni vow in Tibetan Buddhism. He suggested that Western nuns
shouldtake thelead by exploring waysto makethishappen, in consultation
with Buddhist leaders in Asian countries." Meanwhile, a Committee of
Western Nuns, composed of bhiksunis of the Tibetan tradition, was
established and met in March 2006 in the U.S. to prepare a paper
addressing the ordination issue. This paper was presented during a
conference of Tibetan Vinaya mastersin Dharamsalafrom May 22 to 24,
2006. The Tibetan government is pushingtheir Department of Religion and
Cultureto cometo aconclusion on thematter of bhiksuni ordination soon,
after the more than 20 years of research they have conducted. The results
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were presented during an International Symposium on Bhiksunt Vinaya
and Ordination Lineages with representatives of the various Buddhist
traditions in Hamburg in July 2007.

Before | make some suggestions on how to revive the bhiksuni- vow
in Tibetan Buddhism, let me briefly explain the theory of three types of
vows in Tibetan Buddhism and why there are Tibetan “nuns,” but no
Tibetan Bhiksuni Sangha. The crux of the matter of reviving the bhiksuni
vow isrelated to the Tibetan understanding of the authenticity of lineages
of the three types of vows, especially the Pratimoksa vow.

The Theory of Three Types of Vowsin Tibetan Buddhism

There are three important types of vows (Tib. sdom pa; Skt. samvara) in
Tibetan Buddhism that each person usually takes. (1) Pratimoksavows,
i.e., vowsof individud liberation; (2) bodhisattva vows; and (3) tantric or
mantravows. Withinthethreehigher trainingsof ethics, concentration, and
wisdom, these three types of vows belong to the training of ethics
(Stlasiksa).? When Tibetansfirst cameinto contact with Indian Buddhism,
they received these three types of vows. Shortly thereafter, the question of
whether the vows were always correctly transmitted became a topic of
debate.® Here | will mainly deal with one of the eight types of Pratimoksa
vows, namely, the vow of abhiksuni™ — the only type of Pratimoksa vow
that was (together with the preliminary vow of a sSiksamana) not
transmitted to Tibet. The bhiksuni™ vow is not taken from a single magter,
like the lay, bodhisattva, or mantra vows, but from two Sanghas — the
Bhiksuni Sangha and the Bhiksu Sangha — while the siksamana vow is
taken from a Bhiksuni Sangha.

Tibetan NunsWithout a Bhiksuni Sangha

One may wonder how there can be Tibetan nunswithout having a Tibetan
Bhiksuni- Sangha. From a Vinaya perspective, the Tibetan nuns are not
fully ordained nuns (bhiksunis), but are novice nuns (Tib. dge tshul ma;
Skt. Sramanerika). They are ordained by Tibetan bhiksus, instead of by
bhiksunis as prescribed in the Vinaya; thus they belong neither to a
Bhiksuni- Sangha nor to the Bhiksu Sangha.

Tibetan novice nuns arefirst mentioned in the Blue Annals during the
later spread of the doctrine to Tibet in the eleventh/twelfth century.*
Throughout the history of the earlier spread, from the late eighth to early
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ninth century, we have no accounts of novice nunsin Tibet, let alone of
bhiksunis, although there were many bhiksunisin India up to the late 11™
to earlyl2" century, even at Nalanda.®* We do not know which Vinaya
tradition these bhiksunis followed.

Tibetans practise the Vinaya of the Mulasarvastivadatradition, which
was spread mainly in northernIndia, but alsoin Nepal. The Bengali master
Santaraksitaintroduced it to Tibet in the eighth century. He livedin Nepal
where many monks went for Vinaya studies up to the eleventh century. As
in India, the bhiksuni™ order was almost extinct in Nepal by that time. One
late document mentions anun in Nepal in 1069.°

Surprisingly, although the bhiksuni™ vow was not transmitted to Tibet,
there are accounts dating from the early 14" century to the early 16"
century that mention bhiksunis in Tibet. For example, bhiksunis are
mentionedin abiography related to rGyal mtshan dpal bzang(1310-1391),’
in the Collected Works of Red mda’ pa gZhon nu blo gros (1348/9-1412)
and, especidly, in connection with the famous Sa skya master Sakya
mchog ldan (1428-1507), who functioned as abbot (Tib. mkhan po; Skt.
upadhyaya) for the ordination of the famous bhiksuni of Gyama, an
ordination that was performed by bhiksus only. The great Sa skyascholar
Go rams pa bSod nams seng ge (1429-1489) criticised this ordination.
Others claimed that it must have been valid, since Sakya mchog Idan was
a great Vinaya expert. However, al mention of Tibetan bhiksunis
disappears by the time of the 5" Dalai Lamainthe 17" century.®

The Authenticity of Pratimoksa Vow Lineages

The validity of ordinations depends mainly on the authenticity of the
Pratimoksavow lineages. If wewant to revive the bhiksuni vow in Tibetan
Buddhism, we are confronted with legalistic details. During Buddha
Sakyamuni’s lifetime, numerous prohibitions, prescripts, special
permissions, and supplements were made, as recorded in the Vinaya
Nowadays, there are various renditions, living traditions, and
interpretationsof theVinaya. Traditionally, completeVinayateachingsare
only handed down by bhiksus and bhiksunis, because theory and practise
have to go hand-in-hand.
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Records of Lineagesin Tibetan Buddhism

The Tibetans developed a unique system of recording lineages (Tib.
brgyud pa; Skt. parampara). Thereare varioustypes of lineagesin Tibetan
Buddhism, for example, Vinaya ordination lineages, mantra lineages,
lineages of bodhisattva practises, and so on. Tibetan Vinaya scholars
consider it very important that the lineage of succession of the abbots or
abbesses who conduct the full ordination (Skt. upasampada) be
uninterrupted to prove the authentic origin of the respective bhiksu or
bhiksuni™ vows. Thelineage must have been transmitted from generation to
generation, from one master to another, by conferring ordination from
master to disciple. In case alineage is broken, it must be shown that the
lineage that is newly adopted reaches back to the Buddha himself.

The records of vows, teachings, and initiati onsthat have been received
are called gSan yig or Thob yig. These recordsconstitute aspecial genre of
Tibetan literature. They consist of endlesslists of names of lineage masters
(Tib. brgyud pa’i bla ma; Skt. parampara guru) in chronological order. In
the title of each record, the name of the lineage is given, for example,
“Pratimoksa vow lineage.” Through agSan yig, famous lamas attempted
to prove that all the teachings (Tib. bshad pa) and vows (Tib. sdom pa)
they passed on had been properly received from earlier lineage masters.
One does not need to be gopointed as a lineage master. If a person has
received a certain transmission and passes it on to disciples, that person
becomes a lineage master. Thisis considered to be a great responsibility,
and therefore many lamas request their masters to perform such duties.
gSanyigsarefound inthe collected works (Tib. gSung ‘ bum) of eachlama.
Every lineage ends with the name of one’'s own master.

Tibetans expect the bhiksuni lineage to start with Buddha Sakyamuni
or thefirst nun he ordained, Mahaprajapati . Tibetan bhiksu lineages start
with Buddha Sakyamuni or Sariputra. With regard to the Indian masters,
these records jump over several centuries. Most important is the name of
the master who ordained the first Tibetan and the name of that mager’s
disciple. The lineages do not contain the names of all masters in each
generation; if they did, therewould be at | east three masters mentioned for
each hundred years. These records are not kept for historical reasons; they
are kept to verify the authentic origins of the lineage, to recollect the
kindness of one's lineage masters, and to enable one to take the vow with
confidence.

208



Generation to Generation
The Various Tibetan Bhiksu Lineages

In Tibet, as in Theravada countries, various Vinaya ordination lineages
existed. For example, H. H. the 13" and 14" Dalai Lamas’ are said to have
been ordained in a lineage that was transmitted by the great Kashmiri

pandit Sakyasribhadra (1140s-1225). Another lineage, one that reaches
back to Sakyasribhadra, is that of rJe Tsong kha pa Blo bzang grags pa
(1357-1419)," the founder of the Gelug tradition. These aretwo different
branches.™ Thefirst Tibetan bhiksuinrJe Tsong khapa’ slineageisgTsang
parDo rje dpal, and the first master mentioned in the lineage of the 13"
Dalai Lamais mKhan po Byang chub dpal. Each of thetwo lineages again
splitsintotwo, creating four Sanghacommunities, the so-calledfour Jo stan
assemblies(Tib. jo stan tshogs pa bzhi).** One biography of rJe Tsong kha
pa* says that he was ordained by the great Jo stan abbot, mKhan po bKa

bzhi pa Tshul khrimsrin chen.**

Thereis aso adivision of the lineage into three: Upper, Middle, and
Lower Vinaya Lineages. “Upper” refers to upper mNga' ris in western
Tibet. Thislineage was transmitted by the Indian pandit Dharmapala and
his main disciples at the time of Lha Blama Ye shes*‘od (11" cent.), but
thislineage apparently no longer exists.”* “Middle’ referstotheregionsin-
between dBus and gTsang. Thislineage isalso called “the middle lineage
from Kashmir,” since it was transmitted to Tibet by the great Kashmiri
scholar Sakyasribhadrato Saskya Pandita Kun dga’ rgyal mtshan (1182-
1251)* and to gTsang pa rDo rje dpal and mKhan po rDo rje dpal.”
“Lower” refers to the regions of A mdo and Khams “down” in Eagtern
Tibet.

When King Glang dar ma persecuted the Buddhist teachings in the
ninth century, three Tibetan monks went to Dan thig in A mdo and
conducted the upasampada of Blachen dGongs parab gsal*® together with
two Chinese monks (hva san), Kevan and Gyivan.* Gradudly thislineage
spread back to central Tibet, dBus, and gTsang. It had originally reached
Tibet through Santaraksitawho died about 788. He was one of the abbots
of the famous monastic university Nalanda and the founding abbot of the
first Tibetan monastery, bSam yas. He ordained the first seven monksin
Tibet according to the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya. According to an
illustration published by the contemporary Nyingmalama H.H. Drubwang
Pema Norbu Rinpoche(b. 1932), Santaraksitaseemsto have been ordained
inthislineage. The 13" and 14" Dalai Lamaswere thought to be holders of
this lineage, too, because one of their lineage ancestors, Pan chen Blo
bzang Chos rgyan (1570-1662) received ordination in this lineage from
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Dam chos yar ‘phel (b. 16" cent), a great scholar of bKra shis Ihun po
Monastery, in addition to the lineage of Sakyas Sribhadra, in order to
strengthen his ordination. A recent publication shows that thisis not the
case and that the Tibetan records were mistaken. H.H. the 14" Dalai Lama
is the holder of only one lineage, the lineage of Santaraksita, which only
survives dueto the kindness of two Chinese monks.”

Although various lineages exist in Tibetan Buddhism, unlike common
practise in Theravada, re-ordination is not common when changing
monasteries. Kieffer-Pllz reports that guest monk delegations from
Myanmar, Thailand, and Sri Lanka to other countries are often asked to
receive ordination anew — a legal act of so-called strengthening (Pali
dalhikamma; Skt. drdhakarma) —to ensure the validity of their ordinations
and enable them to take part in legal acts together with the monks of the
host country.*

Tibetan monks, regardless which lineage they hold, gather for rites such
as confession (Tib. gso shyong; Skt. posadha), rainy season retreat (Tib.
dbyar gnas; Skt. varsa), and so on, without reordaining, because they all
belong to the same Vinaya school, Mulasarvastivada.

The Validity of Ordinations

Another important criterion for reviving the bhiksuni™ vow in Tibetan
Buddhismis observing the proper procedure for conducting the ordination
rite. There are certain requirements that need to be fulfilled from the
perspective of Tibetan Vinaya. For example, the candidates need to be of
a certain minimum age and have correct, virtuous motivation. The monks
and nuns performing the ordination must have certain qudifications, too,
such as a minimum of seniority in the order, knowledge, and experience.
Even during the lifetime of the historical Buddha, a number of faults
naturally occurred duringordinations, for exampl e, the candidatefell asleep
during theritual or it waslater discovered that the upasampada abbot had
committed a major transgression (parajika) and therefore had not been
a pure bhiksu. Despite that, the Blessed One considered the ordinations
valid. In general, if an ordination ceremony has been concluded by
announcing its date and time, it islegally valid. If it later becomes known
that the procedure was faulty in some way, the error is not considered the
fault of the person who was ordained, but of the ordination masters. | have
never heard of an ordinationbeingdeclared invdidinthe Tibetan Buddhist
tradition. In any case, it is considered a duty to perform ordinations as
correctly as possible.
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What is the main cause for the arising of the bhiksuni vow?
According to Tibetan commentators, the mogt important cause is the
virtuous mind of renunciation. Likewise, it isimportant to havethewishto
take the vow and the conviction that it has been obtained. Furthermore, it
isimportant not totake the vow on one’ sown throughimagination; instead,
the precepts should be received in the presence of a human Sangha that
performs the legal act (karma). According to the Mulasarvastivada
Vinaya, alegal act in abhiksuni upasampada issimilar to alega actina
bhiksu upasampada, in that the motion is put forward three times and is
followed in the fourth instance by the decision (Tib. gsol ba dang bzhi kyi
las; Skt. jfidpti-caturtha-karma; Pali fatti-catuttha-kamma). But, unlike the
bhiksu ordination, which is conducted only once before a Bhiksu Sangha,
the bhiksuni ordination procedure is conducted before two Sanghas at the
same time. According to the Pali Vinaya, by contrast, thisact needsto be
performed twice: once in front of a Bhiksuni Sangha and again, on the
same day, in front of a Bhiksu Sangha. Therefore, in Pali, the formal
ordination of a nun is caled atthavacika upasampada (eight
pronouncements upasampada), i.e., two instances of four proclamations,
one by the Bhiksuni~ Sangha and the other by the Bhiksu Sangha.

Reviving the Bhiksuni Vow in the Tibetan Tradition

Tibetan monk scholars see two possible ways of ordaining bhiksuni'sin
agreement with the Vinaya tradition of Tibet: (1) an ordination of
bhiksuni's by a Sangha of bhiksus only, and (2) adual ordination, that is,
an ordination by two Sanghas: a Bhiksu Sangha and a Bhiksuni Sangha.
Some Vinaya scholars favour an ordination by a Sangha of bhiksus only,
because they want to make sure that the nuns get the ordination lineage of
their own Vinayatraditionand thusfeel assured that the lineageis pureand
unbroken. Many sramanerikas would like to receive the bhiksuni- vows
from H.H. the Dalai Lama, either following the bhiksu ordinationrite (rite
for males: Tib. pha chog) or the bhiksuni™ ordination rite (rite for females:
Tib. ma chog). If the ordination were performed by bhiksus only (i.e.,
following the rite for females, but contrary to instructions, without
bhiksunis), technically speaking, H.H. the Dalai Lama would need to
function as the upasampada abbess (Tib. snyen par rdzogspa’i khan mo;
Skt. upadhyayika ), as in the above-mentioned case of Sakya mchog Idan
(1428-1507). Hewould al so need to give thesiksamana ordination and the
brahmacaryopasthana (Tib. tshangs spyod nyer gnas), which are usually
given by bhiksunis only. It should be noted that, al though Shakya mchog

211



Jampa Tsedroen

Idan (1428-1507) was a great Vinaya scholar, he was later criticised for
ordaining nuns as bhiksunis.

There is also some discussion about whether the Tibetan
Mulasarvastivadabhiksunt rite, if conducted by two Sanghas, isto belead
by an abbess or abbot. No abbot is explicitly mentioned in therite; thereis
only mention of an abbess and abhiksu who functions asthe master of legal
acts (Tib. las kyi slob dpon; Skt. karma acarya). Some feel that theriteis
to be lead by an abbot, while others think it is to be lead by the abbess.”
Since an upasampada abbot (Tib. snyen par rdzogs pa’i mkhan po; Skt.
upadhyaya) is not mentioned in the Tibetan Mulasarvastivada bhiksuni
ordination rite, it may be led by the abbess; the nun to be ordained must
mention her ordination master by name.

The question is how therite should be performed if followers of more
than one Vinaya school are involved, for example, Tibetan bhiksus and
Chinese bhiksunis. Since there were no different Vinaya schools during
Buddhd s lifetime and all Vinaya schools today can be traced back to the
Buddha, it should be no problem to agree that, although the nuns ordained
may have a different Vinaya ordination lineage than the monks of their
traditions, they may still practise the same Vinaya tradition as the monks,
if thiswere considered more convenient. In the Vinaya Pitaka, thereis no
prohibition against followers of various traditions performing legal acts
together.

H. H. the Dalai Lama thinks that a discussion about these issuesand an
agreement on an international level is needed, and that this discussion
should include leading bhiksuni masters. He seems to think that the
bhiksuni™ masters from other traditions should have a say on how the
ordination should be performed correctly in the Tibetan tradition. In this
way, their knowledge and experience, based on that of former generations,
would be taken into account. The Dala Lamakindly gave hisfull support
and agreed to participatein an international symposium held in Hamburg,
Germany, from July 18to 20, 2007. He hoped that the symposium would
inspire Buddhist women in their dedication to religious life and help them
gain socia recognition. Leading Buddhist monks, nuns, and academics
specialising in Vinayawere invited to speak at the conference.

Eliminating Doubts with Regard to the Living Bhiksurii Lineages
Although it is not possible to go into detail, due to space limitations, |

would like to mention one more point of discussion and some doubts that
remain. Some Tibetan Vinayascholarsseem to be confused about the fact
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that nowadays bhiksunis are sometimes ordained by bhiksus only and
sometimesby both Sanghas. They suppose that there must be two lineages:
one lineage of ordination by bhiksus only and one lineage of dual
ordination. Infact, thereisonly onelineage. That lineage started in 357 CE
when the Chinese bhiksuni- Ching Chien (Jing-jian) was ordained by
bhiksus only. Since there were no bhiksunisin Chinaat that time, thiskind
of ordination was considered valid, similar to the ordination of the
followers of Mahaprajapati during the lifetime of the Buddha.

Later, thisbhiksunt lineage was strengthened through adual ordination
ceremony conducted in 433/434 CE by bhiksunisfrom Sri Lanka, together
with Chinese bhiksus. The ordination was headed by the Singhalese
bhikkhuni~ Tessara (Skt. Devasara; Chin. T'ieh-sa-0*®) as the upasampada
abbess and the Indian bhikkhu Sanghavarman, who acted as the
upasampada abbaot. The ordination took place in Nanlin Monastery in
China and the name of the first Chinese bhiksuni- who was ordained by
both Sanghas was named Hui-kuo (Hui-guo). Altogether, 300 womenwere
ordained by the two Sanghas.

Thefact that thisbhiksuni lineageisstill alive isproved by the fact that
Chinese bhiksunis never disappeared from Mainland China and tens of
thousands of bhiksunis still exist today. In contrast to the Bhiksu Vinaya
ordination lineage, the Bhiksuni Vinaya ordination lineage consists not
only of bhiksunis, but also of bhiksus. Throughout history, the bhiksushave
always had the final say on how to perform the full ordination of nuns
correctly in specific circumstances.

Conclusion

From a Tibetan Buddhist perspective, the bhiksuni- lineage could be
adopted by relying on other traditions. Just as the bhiksuni™ lineage has
beenrevivedin Sri Lanka, now TibetanVinayascholarsareconsideringthe
revival of a Tibetan Mulasarvastivada bhiksuni lineage, too, whether an
ordination by Tibetan bhiksus and bhiksunis of the Dharmaguptatradition,
or an ordination by Tibetan bhiksus only.

| personally suggest an ordination by a Sangha of ten Tibetan bhiksus
and twelve Dharmagupta bhiksunis. We do not know which lineage
Bhiksuni Devasara followed. There are no accounts of Dharmaguptakas
in Ceylon. According to Skilling, we only have accounts of bhikkhunis of
the Mahavihara and the Sagalika schools at that time.?* This means that,
during the first dual ordination held in China, it was agreed that the nuns
would henceforth follow the same tradition as the monksin China, that is,
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the Dharmagupta tradition, alineage that flourished from the first century
onward, especially in northwest India.

All bhiksus and bhiksunis are followers of the one Vinaya tradition of
Buddha Sakyamuni. Over the course of centuries, this lineage split into
various branches and devel oped different renditions of the Vinaya Pitaka.
All lineages today are of one origin and of one nature, and therefore pure
and unbroken. This does not mean that it is not worthwhile to keep
different lineagesalive or that lineages cannot be broken. Historically, this
has happened from time to time in various countries. Bhiksu lineages have
been broken and revived with the support of other bhiksu lineages.
Similarly, it should be no problem to revive the bhiksuni lineage where
it no longer exists. As long as Bhiksu and Bhiksuni Sanghas do exist
somewhere in the world, regardless of tradition, the Vinaya taught by the
Buddhais still alive. Most important than the lineage is renunciation.
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Buddhist Monasticismin a Consumer Society

Tenzin Palmo

The topic of Buddhist monasticism and consumerism is huge and very
important. Here | can only touch briefly on afew aspects, without dealing
with anything in depth. However | hope that even these few words can
spark some debate and constructive discussion.

First of al, | would like to say that, of course, there are many masters
of all Buddhist traditions who are totally committed to spreading the
Dharmato all those with interest. They teach both theory and practise and
often encourage their followers to engage in activities for the benefit of
society ingeneral. These magters, both ma e and femal e, both monastic and
lay, exemplify the Dharma life well-lived and arean inspiration for us dl.
However, this talk is dealing with some of the problems of the Sanghain
modern times and therefore | apologise for seeming critical and negative.

A whileago, afriend wastelling me about her father’ srecent death. She
had called around to various Buddhist temples to arrange the funeral
ceremonies. |n every temple, she wastold thelist of price rates, depending
on how many monks would be chanting, for how long, and so on. It was
like contacting a businessfirm. Nobody offered condolences on her recent
bereavement. No one asked, “Isthere any way that we can help you?’ The
monasteries happily charge money for their services, but do not often offer
consolation or advice. Shewas so disheartened by thelack of kindnessthat
sheamost lost faith inthe Dharma altogether and considered changing her
faith.

Meanwhile, in various Buddhist countries, educated laywomen have
raised the question of the relevance of the monastic Sangha in modern
times. Traditionally the monasteries were often the schoolrooms where
youngboyscould receive an education. Additionally, somemonksand nuns
were skilled in herbal medicines and charms, so they were the trusted
doctors for their supporters. They aso served as counsellors in times of
trouble, so their relationships with the laypeople were very close and
reciprocal.

The Sangha was set up by the Lord Buddha as a way of life to bring
spiritual benefit to the monastics, but also to be a shining example for the
often harassed lay supporters engulfed in worldly concerns, showing that
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a life of simplicity and contentment is possible, and is conducive to
happiness and peace. The monastic Sangha members are supposed to
exemplify the life of wisdom and compassion set forth by the Buddha. In
particular, they are to be living examples of the Dharma life well lived.

We should remember that the Sanghaisthethird object of refuge. After
hisenlightenment in Bodhgaya, the Buddhajourneyedto Sarnathto find his
erstwhile companions. After converting, they were ordained and became
the first members of the Sangha. And throughout Buddhist higory, in all
countries of Asiawherethe Dharma has taken root, the Sangha has played
a crucial role in preserving and handing down the precious teachings.
Almost all the great scholars, meditation masters, and lineage holders have
been monks. When the great monastic universities of Nalanda and
Vikramashilawere destroyed inthe twelfth century and most of the monks
were killed, Buddhism in India effectively died out.

Although the Sangha has continued to flourish in other parts of Asia,
nowadays certain members of the Buddhist temples in these countriesare
seen misappropriating fundsoffered out of devotion by their lay supporters.
Some higher-level monks openly spend these donations on fancy cars and
other luxuries. They live alifestyle of self-indulgent pleasurethat is out of
reach for most of their devotees! In one city, we saw a street given over
entirely to shops selling Buddhist artifacts and there a monk was having
himsdf measured for a robe in front of a full-length mirror with all the
fastidiousness of abusinessman selecting an Armani suit! The Buddhaand
his followers often wore robes sewn together from castoff clothing found
on rubbish heaps. So nowadays people are asking, how are the monks in
any way superior to us in their lifestyle? Why should we honour and
support them when some are not even trying to lead alife of humility and
renunciation?

Ancther challenge to be faced is the growing pointlessness or
inaccessibility of the Dharma, which is still often taught in an archaic
language and manner that haslittle relevanceto the present-day lives of the
audience. Many of the traditional sutras are directed to the much slower
lifestyle of bygone ages. They are also intended for monastics and seemto
havelittle adviceto offer in themodern market place. So younger Western-
educated people usually regard Buddhism as old-fashioned, boring, and
totally alien to their own lives and aspirations. Clearly the problem hereis
not the Dharma, which is timeless, but the presentation of the Dharma,
which has become sadly outdated.

There is aso the question of temples becoming increasing large and
elaborate, seeming to celebrate the glory of wealth and ostentation rather
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than true Buddhist values. Senior monks are judged by the extent of their
property and the size of their following. However, the majority of the
devotees are older women. Those members of the younger generation who
are obsessed by modern consumer values and are looking for higher ideals,
often seeonly theusua materiaistic valuesmirrored back, evenin Dharma
circles.

Another complaint | have heard is that nowadays some of the senior
monks have become arrogant and look down on the laypeople. Many of the
laity are very sincere in their Dharma commitments and both study and
meditate with conviction. However, it seems that some meditation masters
do not take the effortsof the laypeopleseriously. They regard therol e of the
laypeople to be only as donors and supporters for the temples. Therefore,
the laypeople dare not approach these high monks with their meditation
questions and need for guidance.

In other words, the modern monastic Sanghais often seen as proud and
unapproachable. The laypeople think, “I support them, but what do they
really do for me?’ Often, for the educated, simply making merit is
nowadays not considered a sufficient reason to keep financing a group of
peoplewho appear to make no contribution to society. There haveal so been
an increasing number of scandalswithin the Sanghathat cause the faithful
to lose their trust.

Meanwhile, in many countries of Asia, theriseof Christianityisawake-
up cal for Buddhists. At least within the Protestant denominations, the
laypeople are involved at the heart of things and there is an emphasis on
communal participation and social responsibility. Although there are now
many Buddhist groupsthat areinvolvedin social work, still many Buddhists
ask what more can be done to involve the Sanghain helping society on all
levels.

Inall this, what can nunscontribute to resolvethese problems? How can
nuns help to bridge the gap between the Sangha and the laypeople? What
role can the modern nun play in reviving an interest and conviction in the
Dharma among the young and disaffected?

First, | think that, on thewhole, nuns are more approachable. Peopleare
usually less intimidated in the presence of awoman. So nuns are ideal for
the role of counsellor and teacher. Nowadays, at least in the Mahayana
countries, the modern nun is well-educated and confident. Gradually in
other Buddhist communities, such asin Sri Lankaand among nuns in the
Tibetan tradition, the opportunity for education and training is on the
increase.
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Women often have a strong social conscience and | feel that, once the
nuns have the means to advance through education and increased self-
confidence, they can make a significant contribution to society. Indeed, in
countries like Taiwan and Korea, the nuns are already at the forefront of
social activities. Nuns who are experienced in meditation and studies can
moveinto rolesasteachers, presenting the Dharmain an accessibleway and
connecting with present-day audiences. On the whole, nuns are lesslikely
to be arrogant, sensudly over-indulgent, or involved in scandals. Women
are usually considered both intuitive and practical, and it isthese aspects of
the Dharma that need to be emphasised for the present younger generation
who are solost infalsevalues, seeking happiness on pathsthat |ead straight
to suffering.

We need fresh approaches in presenting the Dharma for the modern
world, where materialistic values run directly opposite to those
recommended by the Buddha, even though he himself was brought up in
circumstancesof luxury and power. The poisons of the mind are saturating
our society and many people are desperate for relief and antidotes. The
Dharma, with its clear message of contentment, kindness, peace, and
insight, can definitely help us to overcome our mental afflictions. The
monastic Sangha members are the trained doctors and nurses who can
administer this medicine with skilful and compassionate knowledge.

May the Sangha’ s true role, as an example of renunciation, simplicity,
joy, and wisdom, shine out to lighten the darkness of false values
surrounding us in this day and age.
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Starting a Tibetan Study Centre
for Nuns in South India

Tenzin Yangdon

Buddhism began over 2500 years ago when the historical Buddha,
Siddhartha Gautama, sat under the bodhi tree in Bodhgaya and achieved
true enlightenment. Many yearslater, in the eighth century, Buddhism was
brought to Tibet and began to flourish there in its many aspects until the
1950s, when the Chinese People’s Liberation Army invaded Tibet and
began a programme of violent ethnic cleansing, which continues until
today. Most monasteries and nunnerieswere totally destroyed. Those that
have been restored are generally small. Religious studies and ritual
practices are controlled by the Chinese government. Because of this, many
nuns have fled Tibet and come to India seeking religious freedom.

To the best of my knowledge, nunsin Tibet were interested in studying
Dharma, but nunneries and lamas prepared to teach nunswere rare. Many
nuns had no experience of livinginanuns' community. Most Tibetan nuns,
eventhoselivingin nunneries, did not do philosophical studies of logic and
debate. Most were engaged in ritual and meditation practicesto purify their
minds and create positive potential.

Following His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama's advice, debate on
Buddhist philosophy has been incorporated into the curriculum of
nunneries in the Tibetan exile community. In addition to Buddhist
philosophy and five central Buddhist treatises (Commentary on the Path,
Prajfaparamita, Madhyamika, Abhidharma, and Vinaya), nuns in exile
have the opportunity to study Tibetan grammar, poetry, English, history,
and literature.

The first nunnery to be established in exile was Gaden Choeling in
Dharamsala. The nunsthere started classesin Buddhist philosophy in 1987.
The six major nunneries where the Gelugpa tradition of Buddhism is
studied are Gaden Choeling, Jamyang Chéling, and Dolma Ling in
Dharamsala; Khachoe Gakyi Ling and Thukche Choeling in Nepal; and
Jangchub Choeling Nunnery in Mundgod (South India). The two largest
nunneries where the Nyingma tradition of Buddhism is studied are
Namdroling in Bylakuppe (South India) and Shugseb in Dharamsala. The
two largest nunnerieswhere theK agyu tradition of Buddhismisstudied are

223



Tenzin Yangdon

Mahayana Buddhist Nunnery (Tilokpur) near Dharamsala and Pangaon
Retreat in Manali. There are also two nunneries at Rajpur near Dehradun
where nuns study the Sakya tradition of Buddhism.

Jangchub Choeling Nunnery was founded in 1987. In 1989, the first
class of Buddhist philosophy began, a course that takes 17 or 18 years to
complete. These days, we have 20 classes in progress. During the 18-year
course of study, the nuns at our nunnery have the opportunity to study the
philosophical texts and debate their meaning. Previously only monks were
engaged in these philosophical studies. These advancements in nuns
education have occurred dueto HisHolinessthe Dalai Lama’ sinstructions
for the benefit of the current generation of nuns.

Today there are 165 nunsliving at Jangchub Choeling Nunnery. The 36
sramanerika precepts are observed by al the nuns. A typical day at the
nunnery begins with morning prayersat 5:30 Am that usualy last for an
hour. From 9 aAm to 11 am, classes in the scriptures and debates are held
simultaneoudy. In philosophy classes, wefirst start with Collective Topics,
an elementary classinlogic that lasts for three years. In the third year, we
also learn about the mind and mental factors (Lorig). In the forth year, we
study advanced logic and reasoning (Tarig). In thefifth year, we begin the
study of valid cognition (Pramana) and hold debateson thistext during the
winter debate tournament every year. Thefollowing five years, we study
the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajfiaparamita). Then we concentrate on Je
Tsongkhapa' sEssence of Eloquencefor another year. After that, we study
Middle Way philosophy (Madhyamika) for three years. The next three
years, welearn Abhidharma (Treasure of Knowledge). Inthefind year, we
study monastic discipline (Vinaya). So far, we are only studying the
sramanerika precepts, since there is no bhiksuni lineage in the Tibetan
tradition. Altogether, we study for atotal of 18 years. To evaluate how
muchwe havelearned duringthe year, an annual examination isconducted
every summer in June. Two students from our monastery will finish the
curriculum next year andwill be eligible to take the examsfor the monastic
academic degree of geshe for the first time in the history of Tibetan
Buddhism.

Since January 2005, Western science has been added to the curriculum
as part of the Science M eets Dharma Project. The science class, conducted
by Swiss Resourceinstructors, is held from 11am to 1 pm. Inaddition, the
nuns study Je Tsongkhapa s Graduated Path to Enlightenment (Lamrim)
from 3 pPm to 4 pm. They aso attend classes in Tibetan grammar and
handwriting, logic, philosophicd debate, and English. The nuns do akind
of analytical meditation as they practise debate.
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Since 1995, nuns from Jangchub Choeling Nunnery have been
participating in the grand Winter Debate Tournament (Jamyang Kunchoe)
held by rotation at different nunneries. The Tibetan Nuns Project takescare
of the travel costs aswell as food for 20 nuns and one teacher from each
nunnery. The more nuns participate in the debates, the more they can
learn from each other. It is therefore our sincere wish to strengthen this
educational exchange with other nunneries to be able to acquire more
knowledgeand experience. Thenunsfeel that their practiseof thefivegreat
treatises that are studied in the course of the geshe studies programme are
a contribution toward helping ensure a peaceful world.

At the moment at Jangchub Choeling, two nuns have reached the study
of Vinayaand areintheir final year. There are eight nunsin the final class
of Abhidharma. The mgjority of the nuns are studying the Perfection of
Wisdom right now. The nunnery has eight teachers from Ganden and
Drepung Monasteries, located nearby. Three senior nuns teach Tibetan
grammar and English to the young nuns, while others teach philosophy.
Once amonth, our abbot, Geshe Kelsang Namgyal, a monk from Ganden
Jangtse Monastery, gives us advice on the rules of our nunnery and the 36
sramanerika precepts.

Once they have finished their studies, most of the nuns at Jangchub
Choelingintendto help teach new novice nuns. Othersare looking forward
to going back to their native places to provide spiritual guidance and help
benefit peoplein their spiritual practise. Some of the nuns prefer to gointo
retreat. Many women from different parts of the world have expressed a
need for more Buddhist nuns to help spread the Buddhist teachings in the
West. They feel that women may be more comfortable asking personal
guestions and seeking spiritual guidance fromnunsrather than monks. The
nuns who are studying at Jangchub Choeling hope to be able to help fulfil
the needs of women in the near future.

Nuns regard it as a hig step forward that the youngest Jangchub
Choeling nuns are attending classes at the Central School for Tibetansin
Mundgod, wherethey arereceiving agood general education. Thankstothe
Science Meets Dharma Project initiated by His Holiness the Dalai Lama,
our nunnery is the only location where nuns who wish to do so can study
Westernscience. Thesenunsmay play animportant rolein bridgingthegap
between laypeople and monastics, aswell as between Dharma and science
in the future.
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Buddhist Women at Wat Paknam
Temple in Bangkok

Amphai Tansomboon

The Thai Buddhist nuns called mae chee are very different from the
bhikkhunis who exist in Sri Lanka, Korea, and Taiwan, in terms of
disciplinary rules, practices, and ordination procedures. According to the
rules and regulations established by the Buddha for the ordination of
bhikkhunis, awoman who wishes to be ordained must receive ordination
first from the bhikkhuni order, then from the bhikkhu order, and observes
several hundred precepts.' By contrast, a mae chee receives ordination
from a bhikkhu and observes only eight precepts.? It is a new challenge to
study the Thai Buddhist nunsand their place in Thai Buddhist society. Itis
important to learn about the roles of mae chees in order to support them
appropriately.

Both mae chees and laywomen at Wat Paknam have played significant
and inspiring roles in Thai society. Through training in meditation with
PhraM ongkolthepmuni, thelate abbot of Wat Paknam Templein Bangkok,
mae chees became meditation masters with the capacity to help people
around the world to overcome suffering. As mae chees and laywomen
became skilled in meditation, they assisted Phra Mongkolthepmuni in
spreading the Dhamma and also in tending to the practical needs and
realities of the 20" century, between World Wars | and 11. They continue
to make significant contributions up to the present day.

Many extraordinary mae chees from Wat Paknam contributed a great
deal to society. Mae chee Jan Kohn-nok-yoong, who was trained by Phra
M ongkolthepmuni, isrecognised as thefounder of Wat Phradhammakaya.
Mae chee Warnchai Chukorn set up a meditation centre at Rajchaburi
Province where she successfully teaches Dhamma to children and trains
them in ethical behaviour. Othersinclude Mae chee Y anee, who initially
set up the Thai Nuns' Institute, and Mae chee Rampha, who has carried on
thework of the Thai Nuns' Ingitutein the position of president until today.
Mae chee Ananda of Wat Paknam helps people resolve the various
problems in their livesand is presently active in establishing a permanent
place for the Thai Nun’s Institutein Bangkok. Ajarn Tritha Niemkham is
the president of PhraMongkolthepmuni Wat Paknam Alumni Association
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and actively supportsall Wat Paknam' s activities and communities. Khun
Jintana Osodh has taught Dhamma to people in the community, first as a
mae chee and later as alaywomen.

Mae chees Placein History

In the Buddha' stime, Queen Mahapajapati Gotami” was the first woman
to become a fully ordained bhikkhuni. Bhikkhunis had an equal
opportunity to attain enlightenment and had important roles in spreading
the Dhamma, just as the bhikkhus did. After the death of the Buddha, the
bhikkhuni order flourished for many centuries beforeit died out in India.
The bhikkhuni™ lineage was introduced to Sri Lanka by Sanghamitta, the
daughter of Emperor Asoka, during the reign of King Devanampiyatissa
(236-276 BCE) 2 After the bhikkhuni™ order was established, it survived in
Sri Lankafor centuries.

In 429 CE, a group of bhikkhunis from Sri Lanka went to China and
spread the bhikkhuni~ order there. There have been fully ordained Buddhi st
nuns in many countries, such as Sri Lanka, Taiwan, and Korea, but the
order never spread to Thailand. Instead, Buddhist nuns in Thailand are
known as mae chees and are recognised by the Thai Bhikkhu Sanghaasthe
fourth sector of the Sangha. A few years ago, Bhikkhuni Dhammananda
made efforts to establish a full-fledged bhikkhuni™ order in Thailand. She
was ordained as a bhikkhuni in Sri Lanka. Thus far, however, the Thai
Bhikkhu Sangha has not fully accepted her role in Theravada Buddhi sm.

The Thai mae cheesare very different from the bhikkhuniswho existin
Sri Lanka, Korea, and Taiwan in terms of ordination procedures and the
Vinaya rules they observe. Initialy, the Buddha established rules and
regulations by which bhikkhunis received ordination first from the
bhikkhuni™ order and thereafter from the bhikkhu order. The ordination of
mae chees is much simpler. Mae chees are ordained by making a
commitment to observe eight Vinayarules. In the Theravada tradition in
Thailand, abhikkhu observes 227 Vinayarules. A mae chee observes eight
rules, whereas abhikkhuni- observes 311 rules. Thisiswhat distinguishes
amae chee from abhikkhuni~. The bhikkhunisthat exist in Southeast Asia
are generally regarded as belonging to the Mahayana tradition.

A mae cheeisalaywoman who decidesto spend her lifeasarenunciant,
enters a monastery, and is ordained by a bhikkhu by teking a vow to
observe eight precepts. The term mae chee is derived from tha chee,
meaning a woman who wears white clothes.®> The term chee denotes a
woman who is ordained as a femal e renunciant and leaves lay life behind,
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haslittle concernabout soci ety outside the monastery, wearswhite clothes,
shaves her hair, eats two meals a day like the monks, and chants in the
temple. The mae chees’ objective is to take the Three Jewels as their
refuge, learn the Dhamma, practise meditation to gain tranquillity,
concentrate on purifying their mindsto become free from defilements, and
cultivate merit in order to reach the ultimate goal of nibbana. Some senior
bhikkhus imply that the term mae chee means one who conguers the
defilements of her own mind. Since amae cheeisafemalerenunciant, she
isrespected as a“mother chee,” mae meaning “ mother.” Whether or not a
woman has previously been married, all are called mae chee. About half of
the mae chees are over 50 years old, about 40 percent are between 30 and
50 years old, and about ten percent are between 15 and 29. Mae chees are
happy and content with their simple life, humbly observing only eight
precepts very strictly.

In Thai history, evidence fromtwo tabl ets of engraved marbleinscribed
in an ancient language shows that mae chees existed in Thailand in 279
BCE (264 Buddhist era). Mae chees existed at just about the sametime as
Thai bhikkhus, when Sona Thera and Punamuni Thera came to
Suwanbhumi, which is present-day Nakornpathom Province. In the
chronicles of the Sukothai period, we find many references to mae chees.
Later, during the Ayodhaya period, women suffered greatly after losing
their fathers, husbands, children, and other close relativesin wars. For this
reason, many women turned to monastic life and sought serenity asamae
chee.

Dhamma at Wat Paknam

There have been many mae chees who have contributed greatly to Thai
society, just as bhikkhus do, though often behind the scenes. In contrast to
women at other temples, the Buddhist women at Wat Paknam have
opportunities equal to the monks and novices to obtain higher education,
practise meditation, and contribute to society. Most mae chees at Wat
Paknam are ordai ned with strong faith at an early age and remain nuns until
they die. Inthe 19" century, PhraM ongkolthepmuni (Sodh Candasaro) was
appointed the abbot of Wat Paknam. Serving as abbot from 1916 to 1959
(BE 2459-2502), he wasthe first meditation master in Bangkok of that era
who was capable of teaching both Dhamma and meditation. He was very
famous for spreading Buddhadhamma in Thailand. He spent 43 years
teaching meditation to Buddhists—throughout World War |, World War 11,
and many other important historical incidents in Thailand. His
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Dhammakaya meditation method is well-known and has been taught for
nearly 90 years, from 1916 (BE 2459) to the present.

Phra M ongkolthepmuni administered the temple economically, due to
the scarcity of resources and food during World Wars | and | 1. However, he
never neglected the disciplinary rules of the Sangha and he provided
education to all — monks, novices, nuns, and laypeople. His vision for
developing Wat Paknam was different from that of other temples. He
emphasised cultivating the spiritual values of each individual to become a
good human being, rather than building luxurious facilities.

His strategy was based on temple devel opment in accordance with four
suitable things (sappaya). First, he focused on suitable people, training
monks, novices, nuns, and lay disciples to have good behaviour
(cariyavatta) and discipline (Vinaya). Second, he emphasised good
hospitality, extending a welcome to all visitors. People who come to the
temple should get agood impression, seeing respectful monks, novices, and
laypeople with good morality (sila) and hospitality, thereby developing
faith in them. Suitable food should be offered to everyone. Third, he
emphasised a suitable residence, where everyone has good living
conditions. The temple should be clean and tidy, with a peaceful
atmosphere. It should provide good surroundings for meditation practise.
Fourth, he focused on suitable Dhamma, propagating Dhamma to the
peopleto generate the best possible merit. Along with morality (sila) and
hospitality, the wat (temple) should provide people with knowledge. Inthe
evenings, monks, novices, and laypeopl e should listen to the Dhamma and
practise meditation. They should receive appropriate Dhamma teachings,
so they can apply them beneficially to their lives. Once people are happy
and receive good results from their study of the Dhamma, andit reflectsin
their lives, they will spread the word to others to come to the temple.

Phra Mongkolthepmuni was so highly respected throughout Thailand
that people usually address him as Luang Phor, which mean “father,” asa
sign of respect and affection. He hel ped unite the academic and meditation
components of Buddhism, which had been developing on separate tracks.
Wat Paknam became well-known as a place that provided knowledge in
both scriptural studiesand practise. For thisreason, more and more monks
and nuns becameinterested in being ordained at histemple. Peoplefromall
walks of life came to Wat Paknam to obtain higher education in Pali and
Dhamma studies, especially meditation practise. Phra Mongkolthepmuni
supported higher education for everyone. Monks, novices, nuns, and
laypeople could select their own education programme. Whether they
preferred to study Dhamma, Pali scriptures, or practise meditation, they
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could do so, as they wished. Anyone who did not like to study, but
preferred to work could help with the administration work. Onething that
Phra Mongkolthepmuni did not support was letting time goes by without
doing anything useful for the community.

Phra M ongkolthepmuni’ s main teaching was that one’ s mind should be
purified through cultivating oneself spiritually. A major cause of suffering
isthedefilementsof themind. PhraM ongkol thepmuni taught Dhammakaya
meditation to people to lessen their grief. A person should practise
meditation to be ableto know, see, and be the Dhammakaya.® He proved to
people that the Dhammakaya will be one's personal refuge — to support
whol esome conduct physically, verbally, and mentally; to elevate spiritual
values; and to cure illnesses. He did not just speak words; he proved the
practical value of the teachings to people by helping them see it for
themselves, just like a scientist runs experiments.” He reminded everyone
to practise meditation regularly and learn Dhamma in order to let go of
sense pleasures, eliminate suffering, achieve serenity, and gain theinsight
needed to reach nibbana. Everyone should practise continuously and be
patient in order to achieve their goal.

Phra Mongkolthepmuni taught the samatha-vipassana meditation
technique as a basis for practising the Buddha s Four Foundations of
Mindfulness: contemplating body within body, feelings within feelings,
mind within mind, and mind-objects within mind-objects, then
concentrating deeper and deeper to reach higher and higher states. The
mind becomes refined when it is still.

Phra Mongkolthepmuni’ s specific motto was “stop.” In meditation, he
taught “stop still” in order to attain the Dhammakaya.® In daily life, he
taught hisfollowersto “stop retaliation,” to cut the momentum of negative
karma (kamma). Hetaught: “ A bhikkhuwill neither fight nor run away, just
stop and continue doing good deeds.” His word “stop” means to stop
sustaining and creating innate, subconscious defilements for ourselves.
Over time, this technique could eliminate conflicts and major social
problems. We must learn to be tolerant of other’ s temperaments, without
fighting back or forcing issues. At the same time, we must maintain our
own principles and dignity, not ignoring our principles or allowing others
to step on our rights. The key point is to conquer one’'s own mind by
eliminating all defilements, such asanger, hatred, and obscurations. When
one acts on the defilements of the mind, one creates bad karma for oneself
and others.

Phra Mongkolthepmuni’s reputation spread worldwide. He taught
peopleto attain the Dhammakaya, which enabled them to visit heavan and
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hell for atime, under the guidance of the master, and to see the results of
indivuduals' good and bad kamma. By 1954, Wat Paknam had become
very famous and popular, and the number of people had increased
tremendously to 225 monks, 205 novices, 400 nuns and 50 lay followers.®

Mae chees at Wat Paknam

Buddhist women come to Wat Paknamfor different reasons. Somewant to
be able to seethelivesof their parents after death, somewant to be ableto
cure their parents from illness, and some want to dedicate merit to their
dead relatives in heaven or hell. Each woman’s practise depends on her
goal, but all certainly strive to attain the Dhammakaya to achieve a better
rebirth.

Lifefor the early mae chees at Wat Paknam was not easy. Everyonein
the temple was required to follow the same daily monastic routine and to
perform certain duties together, for instance, chanting and listening to
teachings. The mae chees had the responsibility of preparing two meals a
day for the monks and novices. They had to get up very early in the
morning, rising at 3 Am for morning chanting at 4 am. After one hour of
chanting and meditation, they had to prepare meal sfor breakfast and lunch,
then clean the kitchen until noon. In their spare time, they attended
afternoon Dhamma study classes and practised meditation under Phra
M ongkolthepmuni’ s supervision in the evening. Mae chees were allowed
to study both Dhamma and Pali. At night, some did meditation and some
did homework for their Dhamma classes. They had very littlefreetime for
their own personal tasks. Time management was very important for them.

Mae chees and laypeopl e who attained the Dhammakayawere assigned
duties in the meditation workshops. Especially during World War Il, they
wereassigned to take turnsmeditating continuously for 24 hoursto help the
country and other nations. There were two teams who took on this duty
fully, taking turns at four shifts of six hours each, throughout a 24-hour
period. PhraM ongkol thepmuni instructed and supervisedall themeditation
sessions during WW |I. After the war was over, the schedule changed to
three shifts of four hours each. The night shift was assigned to €l derly mae
chees who were not doing Dhamma study, since the younger mae chees
attended afternoon Dhamma classes. Those who were not on duty taught
Dhamma. Mae chees who achieved high levels of attainment were
delegated to teach Dhammain different provinces to help people in need.
Thosewho remained at Wat Paknam had aduty to meditate and hel ppeople
who were suffering fromillness and other problems. Those who attained
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the Dhammakaya had a duty to cure peopl €’ sillnesses through meditation.
Everyday, they picked up requests fromthesi ck, whowrotetheir symptoms
on paper.

Many outstanding mae chees performed duties assigned by Phra
M ongkolthepmuni. M ae chee Thongsuk wasgood at teaching Dhammaand
Mae chee Jan Kohn-nok-yoong was good at meditation. Others included
M ae chee Thanom, MaecheeChaluey, MaecheeY ankee, Maechee Tritha,
Mae chee Thunyanee Sutket, Mae chee Rampha Buakamchay, Mae chee
Thaveeporn, Mae chee Wanchai Chukorn, Mae chee Jintana, Mae chee
Brahma, and many more. Each had different duties to help Phra
Mongkolthepmuni run Wat Paknam.

Mae chee Yanee was one of the first group to achieve attainmentsin
meditation. In 1969, shewasapioneer in settingup the Thai Nuns' I nstitute
and held the position of president. First, she organised a meeting of nuns
from all over Thailand to develop unity and adopt standard regulationsto
follow. Three years later, the Thai Nuns Institute Foundation was
established to support education for all women and children, and many
other activities. Mae chee Rampha, who also attained the Dhammakaya,
was then appointed the president.

M ae chee Jan K ohn-nok-yoong was one of the mae chees who devoted
her time to practising meditation diligently until she attained an advanced
level of Dhamma. She was eager to learn Phra Mongkolthepmuni’s
Dhammakaya meditation technique in order to discover where her father
had taken rebirth. She did not have to study Dhammain classesor work in
the kitchen. Instead, Phra Mongkolthepmuni often taught her Dhamma
through meditation and by asking questions. She was assigned to help
society and the nation. After Phra Mongkolthepmuni passed away, Mae
chee Jan Kohn-nok-yoong taught the Dhammakaya meditation technique
at her residence at Wat Paknam Bhasicharoen. Following in Phra
Mongkolthepmuni’ s footsteps, she taught her disciples to perform good
kamma and to practise the perfections (parami’), including giving (dana),
ethical conduct (sila), and meditation (samadhi).

In 1970, Mae chee Jan K ohn-nok-yoong gathered a pioneer group of her
disciplesto establish ameditation centre known asWat Phra Dhammakaya.
She was the backbone of this temple, appointing her leading disciple
Phrarajbhavanavisudh (Dhammajayo) as the abbot.’® She envisioned a
temple with a clean, peaceful atmosphere suitablefor meditation practise,
whereindividuals could become really virtuous human beings.** Wat Phra
Dhammkaya has become a large, well-known temple using modern
technology to spread the Dhamma. More than a thousand people gather
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there for meditation practise every Sunday and on special religious days.
The temple has spread Dhamma all over Thailand and abroad. At present,
thereisavery popular Dhamma programme called “ Dao Dhamma’ on Wat
Phra Dhammakaya s DM C Channel. People can tune into this programme
and listen to Dhamma talks about the law of kamma. Thisisagood way to
teach people to be aware of the results of their actions.

Ajahn Tritha Niemkham became a mae chee when she was young. She
devoted her time to studying Dhamma up to level three and practising
meditation up to the advanced levels. She had to study very hard at night
for her Dhamma classes, in addition to meditation. While Phra
M ongkolthepmuni wasalive, she servedinmany capacities at Wat Paknam,
creating programs that have continued up to the present. She served the
temple in many ways and supported all its activities. Because of health
problems, she later gave up being a mae chee, but remained an active
supporter of Wat Paknamin all kinds of charity work for the benefit of the
community.

Ajahn Tritha Niemkham was a member of the committee of the Luan
Phor Wat Paknam Foundation from its inceptionin 1981 (BE 2524) and
became chair of the Phra Mongkolthepmuni Wat Paknam Alumni
Association in 1989 (BE 2532). Her main duty is to help people with all
kinds of problems — illness, business, family problems, and charity — as
well asto raisefundsfor needy students. She supportsall kinds of Buddhist
activities, both in Thailand and abroad. She spreads the Dhammakaya
meditati on method, promotes Dhamma unity, and conducts merit-making
activities without getting involved in politics.** This association has
organised many activities based on unity and cooperation among disciples.
The association conducts merit-making activities at Wat Paknam, but also
extends help to other templesin Thailand and abroad.

Ajahn TrithaNiemkham isinstrumental in hel ping people developfaith
in Phra Mongkolthepmuni and Wat Paknam, and encourages them to
contribute funds for the kathina (offering ceremony) and other functions.
She was behind the most important construction project a Wat Paknam: a
marble Tipitaka engraved with the Pali scriptures tha was built at
Buddhamonthon from 1989-1998 (BE 2532-2541). There werein thetotal
of 1,418 pieces (or 709 pairs) of marble slabs engraved with the Tipitaka.
Eachwas 1.1 metresinwidth and 2 metresin height. The PhramahaVihara
was built with concrete and iron in Thai architectural style as a place to
exhibit the marble Tipitaka. She also had the idea of planting trees in
Buddhhamonthon National Park. Buddhamonthon presently serves as a
Buddhist Conference Centrewhere Buddhistsfromall over theworld come
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tojoin handsfor world peace and extend thelife of the Buddhist teachings.
Ajahn Tritha Niemsham always offers food to all the monkswho cometo
Buddhamonthon for such activities.

Mae chee Warnjai Chukorn became a mae chee when she was young.
She studied Dhamma up to thethird level and practised meditation at the
same time. Phra M ongkolthepmuni trained her in advanced meditation as
hisassistant (a*“ conqueror of evil”). She was sent out to teach Dhammain
many places. After Phra Mongkolthepmuni passed away, Mae chee
Warnchai Chukorn established a meditation practise centrefor mae chees,
named Samnak Patipatti Dhamma Suan Kaew, a Jombueng, Rajchaburi
Provincein 1983 (BE 2526). Her objectivesin setting up thiscentrewere
to provide opportunities for education and meditation practise to women
and children. The centre's most important activity is a spiritual
development session called “renunciationpractise” (nekkhamma pati patti),
whichisorganised onimportant religious occasionsall year round. Further,
she established a foundation and uses the interest earned for charitable
work to promote Buddhism, aid communities, and support young students
who are good in studies but lack of money to continue school. Another
successful project of hers was the Buddhist Sunday School established to
promote ethicsand mord education among the youth. Her objectivesareto
teach young people to be good children and good citizens. She wants to
teach the youth to have good behaviour, moral conduct, and virtue. She
teaches them to keep Buddhism in their hearts as their refuge. The
important virtues are to be honest, and to have gratitude and devotion.*®
Thousands of students apply to take the Dhamma examinations each year.

Khun Jintana Osodh came to Wat Paknam when she was very young.
She diligently worked in the kitchen and practised meditation until Phra
M ongkolthepmuni appointed her to be a Dhamma and meditation teacher.
Presently, she owns an herbad medicine shop and teaches Dhamma to
peoplein need.

Continuing Phra M ongkolthepmuni’s Mission

It has been a tradition for Buddhist women at Wat Paknam to follow the
discipline and regulations Phra Mongkolthepmuni established. Everyone
has to perform some duty, whether it isworking in the kitchen, meditating,
studying Pali or Dhamma, or doing administrative work. Mae chee
Thunyanee Sutket is the head mae chee who supervisesall the mae chees
and serves as the chief cook in charge of meal preparation for monks and
novices.
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Over time, many mae chees pursued higher education at the university
level toimprove their knowledge. For example, Mae chee Y upin graduated
from Mahidol University and Mae chee Srisalab graduated from Pune
University in India. Both of them are now working at Mahapajapati
Buddhist CollegeinNakornrajsimaProvince. M ae chee Duangporn wasthe
first mae chee at Wat Paknam and the second one in Thailand to obtain
grade9in Pali, thehighest level —an achievement equivalent to the monks.
She now teaches at Mahapajapati Buddhist College. | graduated with a
B.A. degreefrom the United States and received a Master’ s degree in the
International Programme in Buddhist Studies at Mahachula ongkorn-
rajvidyalaya University. Now | work assecretary of that programme and do
volunteer work for World Vesak Day celebration. Other mae chees are
pursuing M.A. degrees at Thammasart University and Mahamakut
University. Presently, Mae chee Y upa has been elected to lead the mae
chees of Thonburi Didtrict. There she is actively in charge of building a
permanent building for the Thai Nuns' Institute, called Ratanaprasart.

Buddhist women at Wat Paknam have traned hard in meditation to
assist PhraM ongkolthepmuni and further hismission for the country. With
the valuable skillsthey obtained from him, these mae chees havebeen able
to extend their help to people suffering in the competitive, materialistic
contemporary world. They play important roles behind the scenes of the
Sangha, guiding people to obtain a transcendent level of peace and
happiness. They teach people to take the Three Jewels as their refuge,
rather than trusting in black magic and holy water. They follow in Phra
Mongkolthepmuni’s footsteps and practise his teachings, which have
proven so vauable for people, especially in Thai society. The central
teaching is for Buddhists to use Buddhist concepts to resolve issues
skilfully and nonviolently. Thisisthe central duty of the Buddhist women
of Wat Paknam. Remarkably, Thai Buddhist women at Wat Paknam
Temple have proven that they are definitely not second-rate.

Notes

1 |.B. Horner, trans., The Book of the Discipline (Cullavagga) (Pali Text Society: Oxford, 1992),
vol. 5, p. 375.

2 A mae chee undertakes to observethe precepts to abstain from: (1) taking life; (2) takingwhat is
not given; (3) sexual misconduct or unchastity; (4) false speech; (5) intoxicants causing
carelesmess/heedl essness; (6) untimely eating; (7) dancing, singing, music, and unseemly shows;
wearing garlands; and gpplying unguents and scents; and (8) the use of high and large luxurious
couches. P. A. Payultto, Dictionary of Buddhism (Bangkok: Suetawan Company, BE 2545[2002]).

3 Wilhelm Geiger, trans., The Great Chronicle of Ceylon (Mahavamsa) (New Delhi: AES Press,
1993), pp. 88-90.
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Theeight precepts are to refrain from: (1) taking the life of living creatures, (2) taking what is not
given, (3) sexual activity, (4) falsespeech; (5) intoxicants; (6) untimely food; (7) dancing, singing,
entertainment, garlands, perfumes, and cosmetics; and (8) high or luxurious seats or beds.
Phrargjakavee, “Mae Chee and the Continuation of Buddhism,” Journal of Thai Buddhist Nuns,
May-August, BE 2546.

Dhammakaya here refers to a supra-mundane body that is pure, uncompounded, and not subject
to the three characteristics of anicca (change), dukkha (unsatifactoriness), and anatta (no-self).
Phra Ajahn Maha Jayamangalo, The Heart of Dhammakaya Meditation (Bangkok: Dhammakaya
Buddhist Foundation, 1997), p. 156.

Niemkham, Ajahn Tritha, Twice-told Stories about Luang Phor and Wat Paknam (Bangkok:
Charoen Phol Books, 1984), p. 12 .

Through meditation, the mind becomes pure and fine and eventually is able to attain a high level
of dhamma called Dhammakaya. At this point, the meditator is able to extract a celestial human
body from the coarse human body and travel to hdl or heaven.

Sophon Chuenchum, “ TheMethod of Samadhi and Vipassana Meditation Practice,” Luang Phor
Sodh’ s Bibliography (Bangkok: A.T.N. Production Co., BE 2544), p. 128.

Dhammak aya Foundation, World Peace through Inner Peace (Bangkok: Dokbia Publishing, BE
2542), p. 18.

Sujitra Phoolpipat, “The Rde of Wat Phra Dhammakaya in the Present Society”, M.A.Thesis
(Bangkok: Department of Fine Arts, Kerg University, BE 2539), p. 37.

Niemkham, Twice-told Stories, p. 161.

Interview with Ajahn Mae chee Warncai Chukorn, the meditation magter of Suan Kaew Dhamma
Practice Center, January 12, 2005.
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Ashram Mata Meditation Centre for Women:
A Hermitage for Buddhist Practise

Tipawan Tipayatuss

Ashram Mata is a meditation centre in the northeast of Thailand that was
establishedin 1996 for women whowish todevelop their minds. The centre
is open for bhikkhunis, samaneris (ten-precept nuns), mae chees (eight-
precept Thai Buddhist nuns), and upasikas (eight-precept laywomen
practitioners). Experienced instructors are in residence at the centre to
assist guests in their meditation practise.

Ashram Mataislocated in Nakornratchasima Province, three hours by
bus from Bangkok. The province has 1,700 temples and several hundred
meditation centres for monks, but no more than ten meditation centresfor
women. Nakornratchasima Province is a silk-producing region with the
second largest populationin Thailand and an interesting history. One of the
most famous historical personages, a woman named Khunying Mo, is
familiar to Thai people dl over the country. Khunying Mo is regarded as
aheroine because of her courage and intelligence. More than one hundred
yearsago, sheand her brave femal e friendsfought against the L aotianarmy
and, by employing clever military strategies, succeeded in winning
Nakornratchasima Province back from Laos. All Thai men and women
respect Khunying Mo’ s extraordinary achievements and she is considered
divine. Millions of Thais visit Nakornratchasima every year to pay their
respects before a statue of her located in the centre of the city.

Paktongchai, the district of Nakornratchasima Province where Ashram
Mataislocated, isfamousfor handmade Thai silk. Inrecent years, the sub-
district of Puluang has developed into a Dhamma land for women. Upin
the mountains, agroup of mae chees and upasikas have lived and practised
at Ashram Mata for more than fifteen years now. Four yearsafter Ashram
Mata was established, Mahapajapati Theri College, the first Buddhist
college for women in Thailand, also moved to this area and is situated
nearby.

Ashram Mata is situated in a mountainous area between the foot of a
mountain and its summit. The centreis privately owned and has gradually
developed into a meditation centre that can accommodate a substantial
number of practitioners. The Ashram started with afew buildings and, as
it acquired more land over the years, the number of kutis (individual

237



Tipaw an Tipay atuss

dwellings) has grown. Today, Ashram Matais divided into four specific
areas. Practitioners can choose the area where they would like to stay and
practise. The areas differ in accordance with the needs of different
practitioners. Vegetarian food is provided for al practitioners.

Area One is the core of Ashram Mata. The first buildings were built
here, including themain shrine hall and dining area. Chantingis held daily
in the shrine hall. Some of the buildings in this area have electricity. This
areaisfor practitioners who want to learn more about Buddhist theory. In
this area, the practitioners may speak and read. Experienced fellow
practitionerswho live here are avail able to share their knowledge, answer
guestions, and discuss various Buddhist topics. Mae chee Dr. Pairor
Tipayatat, a retired deputy professor from the Faculty of Science at
Chulaongkorn University in Bangkok, isapermanent Dhammalecturer at
Ashram Mata. For eight years, she conducted regular Dhammatalks and
meditation retreats at the International Suan Mokh Retreat Centre in
Chalya, Surathanee Province. Sheisan honorary supervisor inthetraining
of professors aa Khon Khan University on how to apply Dhamma
techniquesand integrate ethicsin the curriculum. Since 2003, she hasbeen
teaching Buddhist philosophy and Buddhist logic & Mahapajapati Ther
College. Other experienced practitioners visit periodicdly to share their
knowledge of Dhamma practise.

Area Two is for silent retreat. Both beginners and experienced
practitioners can practise in this area. A meditation teacher who has been
ordained as a mae chee for thirty years lives in this area. She practises
insight meditation and hel psthose practitionerswho request her advice and
instruction. All practitioners at Ashram Mata follow eight, ten, or more
precepts. One or two meal sareprovided for each practitioner, with thefinal
meal of the day eaten before 12 o'clock noon. Practitioners who stay in
Area Two have the option of eating in the dining hall, which may not be
completely silent, or collecting their meals at the dining hall and eating
aloneintheir kutis.

AreaThreeisaso for silent retreat. This areaissimilar to Area Two,
but here all kutis are situated in the forest. An enclosed path for walking
meditation is attached to each kuti. This provides protection from rain,
insects, and heat. Thisareais more remotethan the other areasandincludes
several open practi se shelterswith outdoor walking paths. Thisareaisalso
suitable for tudong, or ascetic practises. Practitionersin this area collect
their meals by walking to the dining hall on the traditional almsround.

AreaFour, Dhamma Savika, was created in 2005. Like AreaThree, this
forest area is appropriate for combining ascetic practises with the four
foundations of mindfulness. The purpose of setting up kutisin thisareais
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to give practitionersan even greater opportunity to practise seriously inthe
forest. Here practitioners are encouraged to make full use of the forest
around them by practising outdoor sitting meditation, doing walking
meditation in the forest during the night, and even sleeping in the forest
under an umbrella. We have found that even many experienced
practitionersare still afraid of stayingin theforest done. Practising in this
area may be helpful in overcoming fear and developing courage.
Occasionally, the centre organises meditation retreatsin theforest in Area
Four.

The main practise at the centre is mindfulness with four foundations.
Practising the four foundations of mindfulness involvesbeing continually
mindful of what happenstothe body, feelings, thought, and mental objects.
The practise of satipatthana vipassana bhavana (insight meditation
through the sustained application of concentrated mindful attention) is
mindfulness of four types: (1) mindfulness of bodily sensations
(kayanupassana satipatthana); (2) mindfulness of feelings
(vedananupassana satipatthana); (3) mindfulness of conscious events
(cittanupassana satipatthana); and (4) mindfulness of objects of
consciousness (dhammanupassana satipatthana).

When paying attention to these objects during meditation, three events
occur insuccession: (1) thearrival of phenomena; (2) observingor noticing
the phenomenathat arise; and (3) the ability to seeand know derived from
this type of mindful observation. Eventually, practitioners are able to
realise the three characteristics of al conditioned phenomena:
impermanence (anicca), unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), and impersonality
(anatta).

Ashram Mata welcomes women from all cultural backgrounds who
serioudy wish to practise the four foundations of mindfulness and various
ascetic practises. The ashram offers retreat facilities not only for Thai
women, but for practitioners from around the world. Together, these
Dhamma practitioners strive to end suffering by following in the footsteps
of the Buddha.
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Initial Six Years of the First Buddhist College
for Nuns and Laywomen in Thailand

Monica Lindberg Falk and Srisalab Upamai

Accessing education has been one of the most important issues for the
20,000 or more mae chees (eight-precept Buddhist nuns) in Thailand.*
Sincethemae chees have been shut out fromtheformal Buddhist education
system in Thailand, their education has been limited by the fact that mae
chees have generally had to organise education for themselves. They have
been primarily dependent on private donations and so religious education
for women in Thailand has been largdy aprivate, individual responsibility
hampered by a scarcity of facilities and qualified female instructors.

The mae chees have long stressed the need for structured systems for
religious education. In spite of a lack of education, the mae chees have
progressed spiritually, but they have not been able to take their rightful
places as teachers, administrators, role models, and so on. Lacking a solid
educational foundation themselves, they have no footing from which to
make contributions to the lay community. Consequently, a number of
leading mae chees worked hard to establish a college for mae chees. In
1999, after years of intensive work and much struggle, the first Buddhist
College for mae chees and laywomen opened in Thailand.

The Founding of Mahapajapati Theri Buddhist College

Mahapajapati Theri Buddhist College was founded by a former lawyer,
Mae chee Khunying Kanitha Wichiencharoen, in co-operation with the
Thai Nuns' Institute (Sathaban Mae Chee Thai). The nuns named the new
project Mahapgjapati Theri Buddhist College after the first Buddhist
bhikkhuni. The first seven years of the college€'s operation was, in all
respects, atruly groundbreaking period.

Mae chee Khunying Kanitha died in May 2002 and the founding of
M ahapaj apati Theri Buddhist Collegewasher final project. Throughout her
life, she worked with issues of women'’s rights. She aways stressed the
importance of education and it was her long-standing dream to open a
college for nuns. Improving the level of education for nuns had also been
aconcern for the Institute of Thai Mae Chees for decades.
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Access to Buddhist as well as secondary and higher education is an
important issue for the mae chees. Over the years, the Thai Nuns' Institute
has been engaged in various training courses and educational programmes,
which reflect the Institute’s emphasis on giving mae chees access to
knowledge of both religious and secular subjects. The programmes of the
Thai Nuns' Institute have been specifically designed to cater to mae chees
with little educational background.

Mahapajapati Theri Buddhist College is situated in the northeast of
Thailand, in Nakorn Ratchasima Province. At the beginning of 1998, a
large piece of land was donated by a family for the specific purpose of
building a college for mae chees. Over the following months, the Thai
Nuns' Institute arranged several meetings to discuss the details of the
college. The main question was whether the Institute should accept the
donated land in Nakorn Ratchasima or not. Some of the mae chees were
hesitant about the land’ s location and were afraid that it would be difficult
to establish the college in such a remote area. Finally, the mae chees
decided to accept the donation and continued working to raise funds to
construct buildings.? First, they needed toinstall electricity and water inthe
remote area, which was without these facilities. The combination of Mae
chee Khunying Kanitha's social network, educational background, and
social engagement made it possible to establish the college within a
reasonable timeframe. Immediately after the Institute of Thai Mae Chees
accepted the idea of building the collegein Nakorn Ratchasima, Khunying
Kanitha began spreading news about the project and raising funds to build
it. She arranged for the college to be under the patronage of the Thai
Buddhist Supreme Patriarch. Soon after that agreement was reached, the
mae chees went to meet and pay their respectsto him. Mae chee Khunying
Kanithatried to reach out toall mae cheesthroughout thecountrytoinform
them about the college and the approaching opportunity for them to study.
She wrote letters to every temple and asked the monks to inform the mae
chees living at their temples. She also asked the monks to support the
college. Wherever she went, she brought printed information about the
college and invited mae chees to participate in meetings, seminars,
conferences and other gatherings to help promote the project.

From the beginning, M ae chee Khunying Kanitha tried to interest the
government in the issue of education for mae chees. She succeeded in
getting the Minister of the Department of Religious Affairs named as the
advisor of the Mahapgjapati Theri Buddhist College Committee. The
college is affiliated with Mahamakut Buddhist University, one of the
universitiesfor monks. Financially, it would not have been possibleto open
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a college for mae chees without the support of the monks. Mae chee
Khunying Kanitha, together with the nuns at the Thai Nuns' Institute,
proposed that Mahamakut Buddhist University authorise the new college
and the university adopted the proposal in November 1998.

The Building Process

Mae chee Khunying Kanitha wanted the college to begin functioning as
soon as possible. In 1998, however, there were no buildingson theland in
Nakhorn Ratchasima. Therefore, for thefirst threeyears, beginningin May
1999, the college began holding classes on the grounds of the Association
for the Promotion of the Status of Women (APSW), a facility founded by
Mae chee Khunying Kanitha on the outskirts of Bangkok that housed
various enterprises to benefit women. In May 2002, the mae chees moved
to the new permanent sitein Nakorn Rachasima. Antagonism between mae
chees and monks is rare. Many individual monks appreciate mae chees

practise and support them both financially and educationally. Mae chee
Khunying Kanitha, like other mae chees in leading positions, had good
relationship with the monks, which is important for the mae chees
autonomous existence.

Donations to Mahapajapati Theri Buddhist College have come from
many different sources. Besidesthe donors mentioned above, Mahamakut
University for monks has made donations to the college, as have many
monks in the area where the college is located. Mae chees and laypeople,
both in Bangkok and at other places, have also donated generoudy to
support the project. The donations have not only been used to build the
main buildings at the college, but have also been vital in hel ping construct
the college’ sbell tower, lay out the garden, buildawall around thecollege,
put up electricity poles, ingall electricity, and build the small dwellings
(kutis) at the college.

The Study Programme

Currently, Mahapajapati Theri College offersaBachelor of Artsdegreein
Buddhismand Phil osophy. The col lege administrators planto expand their
educational programme by offering a Bachelor of Arts in Social Work.
Mahamakut Monks University is responsible for the curriculum at
Mahapajapati Theri Collegeand thepresident of the collegeisamonk from
M ahamakut University. Courses are taught both by mae chees' wholive at
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the college and by other teachers who come from Thailand's two
universities for monks, Mahamakut Buddhist University and
Mahachulalongkorn Buddhist University, and from other universities in
Bangkok and Nakhorn Ratchasima Province.

Activitiesfor Villagers Offered by the College

Mahapajapati Theri College isavaluable asset not only for the mae chees,
but also for the neighbouring lay community. The college runs a Sunday
school for children who live in nearby villages. The number of children
who attend the Sunday school varies between 50 and 100.

The college also runs various short vocational training courses for the
villagers. The college wants to help the villagers learn skills that will
contributeto thevillagers' economic devel opment. The college appliedfor
and has received funds for vocational training programmes from the
government and specialists have been invited to lead the courses. The
courses have proved worthwhile and about 50 villagers ordinarily attend.
Four times ayear, the college organises Buddhist camps for children from
ten to fifteen years old. The camps usudly lagt three days, from Friday to
Sunday, but some are seven days long. More than one hundred children
typicdly participate in these camps. Through games and other playful
activities, children learn how to cooperate, how to calm their minds, and
how to live a good life. Mahamakut Buddhist University financialy
supports most of the camps.

The Students and their Aspirations

Buddhist institutions in Thailand play an important role in facilitating
education, not only for monks, but also for lay boys and men. Many
families cannot afford to sendtheir children for further studies. Many girls
leave school after completing their compulsory education, earlier thantheir
brothers. Until recently, compulsory education in Thailand was for six
years; thiswill now beincreased tonineyears. However, poor familiesfind
the cost of children’s school books and uniforms difficult to meet. Boys
who lack financid support have always had the opportunity to get both
secular and religious education through the Buddhist temples, free of
charge. Before the introduction of Western education in the 1930s,
education in Thailand was administered solely by the monasteries.
Education was originally designed to inculcate literacy and thus provide
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access to the Buddhist teachings. Since women were denied the right to
become part of the Sangha, they were deprived of any education.
Ordinationwas not class-specific; it could be temporary and the monastery
was equival ent to an open school or university where all menwere freeto
come and go and to acquire education.’

Most of the nuns and laywomen who sudy a Mahapgapati Theri
College come from poor farming familiesand were unabl e to pursue higher
education due to poverty, since there are no educational opportunities for
them through the temples. In the first years of the college’ s existence, the
students came mostly from the northeast of Thailand, but now the students
comefromall regionsof Thailand. A few studentsat the collegecomefrom
other Asian countries, such as Nepal, Bangladesh, Laos, and Cambodia.
Therequirementsfor studying at the college are that the student befemale,
have finished high school, not have any infectious disease, and be willing
to observe the eight Buddhist precepts. Thereis no age limit for entering
the college. All students have scholarships that cover their tuition fees.

The mae chees who study a Mahapajapati Theri are provided with free
meals and accommodations; lay students pay a smal sum for food every
month. Both mae chees and lay students pay for the electricity they use in
their room, but the el ectricity isnot costly, sincetwo or three sudentsshare
aroom and therefore split the cost of the electricity.

Mae chee Wanitaa, who studies at the college, has noted differences
between the lay and the ordained students. She stated that the mae chees
have much in common and are not attracted to the activitiesof worldly life,
asthelay studentsare. She shareswith studentsthe story of thetremendous
struggle she had to get an education. She had almost given up hope when
afriendtold her about the newly opened college. She said thiswasthe only
chancefor her to study. There are opportunities for mae cheesto study in
Bangkok, but that is far too expensive for most, because it is difficult for
mae chees to find aff ordable accommodations there.

In Conclusion

Mahapajapati Theri Collegeisstill dependent on donations, but theleaders
of the college are confident that peoplewill continueto offer their support.
Livingin aremote area can be difficult for teachers, students, and visitors,
due to the long distance and time they must spend travelling. On the other
hand, living in a quiet place, close to natureis conduciveto studies and to
Buddhist practise.
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By April 2007, 56 mae chees and |aywomen had compl eted their studies
and graduated from Mahapajapati Theri College with Bachelor of Arts
degreesinBuddhismand Philosophy. Typically, thereareabout 70 students
studying at the college. Over the years, more laywomen than mae chees
have appliedto study at the college. There are many mae chees throughout
the country who still do not know about the college. At the same time,
differences in lifestyle between mae chees and lay people often make it
difficult for mae cheesto study at secular universities. Sometimesthereis
alack of respect for mae chees, which makes it more complicated for mae
chees to attend classes at these universities. For example, the schedule is
not adjusted to fit the renunciants’ lifestyle of not eating after noon and it
is much easier and more convenient to study at a place were everybody
livesaccordingtotheeight precepts. Moreover, if mae chees study together
withlaypeople, thereisahigher risk that they may give up their ordination.
Maintaining the order of mae chees is another good reason for having a
college especially for mae chees.

Notes

1 Thereisno generally agreed upon system for transcribing Thai words using the Roman al phabet.
In thisbook the editor has chosen to transcribe the Thai word for Buddhist nun mae chee. In other
texts mae chii or mae ji may beused.

2 See Monica Lindberg Falk, Making Fields of Merit: Buddhist Female Ascetics and Gendered
Ordersin Thailand (Copenhagen: Nias Press, 2007/Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007)
pp. 194-226.

3 lbid.
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You Don’t Understand Me:
Respectful Listening Skills

Malia Dominica Wong

There was once a candy maker who made candy
in the shapes of animals and birds of different colors and sizes.
When he sold his candy to children,
they would begin to quarrel with words such as these:
“My rabbit is better than your tiger...

My squirrel may be smaller than your elephant, but it istastier...”
And the candy maker would laugh at the thought of grown-ups
who were no less ignorant than the children
when they thought that one person was better than another.

~ Anthony de Mello

We are all communicating, al the time. Whether in our temples, our
communities, intheworkplace, with our familiesand friends, or evenwhen
weare alone, weare always engaging in someform of sending or receiving
messages. The itch you feel on the back of your hand is telling you that
there’ sanirritation; therumblinginyour stomach isannouncingto you that
it wants attention and is waiting to be fed. Silently stting in a group
listening to a Dharmatalk or discussion, you may think you are just being
quiet, yet silence, as we al know, can be passive or aggressive, letting
others know of either our agreement or disagreement. In addition to our
body language and speech, what do all have in common? We are dl
engaged in building friendships, resolving conflicts, handling difficult
people, building trust, leading and supervising, guiding and counselling,
and liberating others from the miseries of the world. Each of these is an
opportunity for growth. There are many different ways each one of them
can be approached. All can be handled positively through our cultivation
of respectful listening skills.

Herewewill explore some of the various avenuesto enrich our common
understanding.
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With the wish to free all beings
| shall always go for refuge
to the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha,
until the attainment of full enlightenment.

As long as space endures
and as long as sentient beings remain,
May | too remain,
to dispel the miseries of the world.

For those of us who have taken refuge, to learn more skilful means of
understanding and creating harmony with othersof different traditionsand
culturesisanecessity —inour livesand for our practise—in order to dispel
the miseries of the world. We cannot help but be exposed to people of
mannerisms, thoughts, speech, ways of doing things, likes and dislikes,
which are different from the knowledge we grew up with from our family
background, political and geographical environment, education and
monastic training. Thisisnot to say that othersareright and we are wrong,
or that we are right and others are wrong. But sometimes we may feel
uncomfortableand awkward, and sometimesothersmay feel uncomfortable
and awkward. Thisisnatural; it is okay. It is apart of our practise of the
Eight-fold Path, Right Understanding, which involves respectful listening
skills.

In this century of multiculturalism, due to the effects of widening
immigration and communications, it is important to realise that we
ourselves al'so belong to many cultures at once. | an Chinese, but | like to
eat Korean kim chee, watch Japanese anime (cartoons), listen to Indian
bhajans (songs), wear German Birkenstocks (shoes), and create crisp
spinach-cheese won tons. | speak Chinese with an English accent, and
sometimes | speak English with a Filipino or Hawaiian accent. I'm
speaking to you now with the confidence I’ ve gained through American
education, and yet, after publicly speaking, | often resort back into theshell
of my upbringing as ashy, quiet Chinese. Through using Right Effort to
become more aware of different communication styles, issues of time,
customs, and values, we may fine-tune our bodhisattva intention and help
ourselves and others cross the bridges of misunderstanding that add to the
miseries of the world. Let’s begin by looking at the way we listen to
ourselves.
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Listening to Our Body

Close your eyes for a moment. Sit up straight. Fed your vertebrae come
into alignment as they stack themselves up lightly upon each other. Take
a deep breath and slowly raise your shoulders up to your ears. Pause. Be
mindful of any tensionyou may feel. Slowly breathe out asyou lower your
shoulders back into place. Repeat thistwo more times. Listen to what your
shoulders or neck may be saying. For example “I’'m tired.” “The bag
you' re carrying on me istoo heavy.” “I’m tense.” “| need to let go more.”

Next, drop your chinto your heart centre. Slowly rotate your head tothe
left: left ear over |eft shoulder; back; right ear over right shoulder. Come
back to centre.

Repeat this two more times. And then, circleto the right three times —
right ear over right shoulder, back, | eft ear over |eft shoulder, centre. Listen
once again to what your neck may be telling you. “Hello, are you paying
attention to me? Y ou’ re working too hard.” “ Stress!” “Ouch!” “Om mani
padme hum...”

Hold your hands out in front of you and rub your palms together. Rub
your neck. And, listen to your body say, “Thank you for recognising that
I’m here.”

Perhaps we' ve gotten so used to the tightness in our shoulders that we
think it s natural . But that lump or knot isn't. How well do we listen to our
body and identify correctly what it's saying to us? One day, Shifu (my
Chinese Buddhist teacher) told me of an acupuncturist who wascoming to
the temple and invited me to see him. | just had an asthma-like attack the
day beforewhere | could feel my lungs closein and experienced difficulty
in breathing. Hechecked my pulseandsaid, “Y our lungsare okay. It'syour
spleen that is not. You have a cold stomach, too.” | could not understand
what those other two organs had to do with my lungs. So | asked him. He
responded, “ Even your spleen and stomach are not the cause of your lungs
tightening, stress is. You have alot of stress. You need to get rid of the
stress.”

Ahhh! What | perceived externaly via my lungs was not the real
problem. How many of us, in like manner, may acknowledge that the
tightnessin our shouldersisn’'t from“devel oping muscles,” or working on
the computer long hours, but actually from an unresolved issue or problem
that we' ve been carrying around for along time? 1t takesat | east six months
of alot of gress before the body will begin to physically show weakness.
How well do we listen to our body and correctly interpret what we may
hear?
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When we haveatoothache, what kind of facial expression dowe make?
What if the door just slammed on our fingers? Or, what if someonetold us
that we just won afree ticket to Hawai*i?

Each of these expressions can be interpreted in a number of ways. If I,
asaperceiver, did not know what wastruly going on withyou, | could have
thought that you disapproved of me (instead of havingatoothache); or, that
you were angry (rather than in pain from the door slamming on your
fingers); or, that you were hyper-tense, or just crazy for keeping on smiling
(having won the free ticket to Hawai‘i.) Our perceptions of ourselves and
others are often distorted due to our failure to consider important
information.

We often mistakenly judge others based on how we view ourselves or
upon our own experience. We areinfluenced by what ismost obvious, even
though the most obvious factor isn't necessarily the only cause of
something. We also cling to first impressions, even if they are wrong. We
tend to assume that others are like us —think like us, act like us, and feel
about people and eventsthe same aswe do. Wealsotend tofavour negative
impressions over positive ones.

By applying certain meditation techniques to listen to our bodies and
increase awareness of how and why we perceive things as such, or make
certain assumptions, we can e€liminate a number of hurtful
misinterpretations. Buddhist scriptures tell us that during an intensive
meditation retreat, ayogi should follow certain guiddines. First, one acts
like ablind person even though one may possess complete sight. The way
to do thisisto lower the eyelids to keep the mind from scattering. Second,
oneactslike adeaf person, not reflecting, commenting upon, or judgingthe
soundsonemay hear. Third, one putsaway all knowledge, eventhough one
may have a great deal of learning. A yogi or yogini- should act like an
ignorant person who does not know much. Fourth, one acts like a hospital
patient, frail and sick, by slowing down and moving very mindfully.

By practising these four guidelines in daily life, we may come to the
point of hearing what others are actually saying and meaning, rather than
what we have been pre-conditioned to respond to, which may not be all
their truth. Sayadaw U Pandita reminds us, “In each moment, try to be
mindful and present with whatever is arising, in order to penetrate deeply
into the object.”
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Listening to Others Body Language

There are some useful exercises for understanding voice inflection and
body language. With a partner or in a small group, people take turns
reading certain statements on a sheet of paper, asif they really meant it.
Their partners practise observing the rising and falling tones in the voice
and noticing any accompanying body language.

If we look at an iceberg, we only see the tip of it. Observing the
externds of language, facial expressions, bodily movements, attire, and
visible preferencesis like the tip of theiceberg. However, underneath the
surface of the water lies the bulk of the iceberg from which these visible
expressions manifest. What lies beneath the surface are the perceptions,
attitudes, and values of our countries, families, education, and religious
influences.

Listening to others also invalves understanding the gestures used in
various cultures. Reading through the following gestures, see which ones
you resonate with or find in your own country. Accept that other gestures
may make you feel uneasy. It' snot that someright and somearewrong, it's
just that they are from different parts of the world. If you had been born
there, you might be following the same patterns.

China
» Chineseareenthusiastic applauders. Group clapping isacommon
way of greeting. When welcomed in this way, it is customary to
return the applause or say “thank you.”

» Personal space is not necessarily valued. Chinese often stand
much closer together than Westerners.

e |tis culturally acceptable to push and shove in stores or when
boarding public buses or trains. There is no need to apologise.

» To cal someone, face your pam downward and move your
fingers in a scratching motion. Other ways of doing this may be
considered rude, asif callingan animal.

» Use your whole hand for pointing.
» Avoid using your feet to push or touch objects.
Japan

* InJapan, it isimportant to remember two things: 1) style, or the
way things are done, is just as important aswhat is being done;
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and 2) observe your Japanese hosts carefully and follow their
example.

» The act of bowing is the traditional greeting. 1) The person of
lower rank bows first and lowest; 2) The lower the bow and the
longer you maintain it, is evidence of your respect and sincerity;
3) When you are with someone who is your equal, adding a bow
one shows aslight degree of respect; 4) When you are unsure of
the other persons status, it is better to bow not quite as low; 5)
The proper way to bow is about 15 degrees, sliding your hands
down to the knees or at the sides, keeping the back erect, keeping
the eyes lowered.

» A gentle Western handshake can be used for greeting.

» The Japanese are orderly people. Lining up and taking turns are
generally respected, except in crowded train and subway stations
where the huge volume of people causes touching and pushing.

* A simple smile can mean, or hide, a lot of things. happiness,
confusion, apology, or sadness.

» Cover your mouth when laughing or yawning.

» A wave of the hand back and forth in front of one's own face
(palm outward), may mean “| don’t know,” “I don't understand,”
or “I’m not worthy.”

Korea
*  When walking in public, stay to the |eft side of the walkway and
stairway.

* |t is generaly considered impolite to enter a room without
knocking first. However, Koreans may not wait for you to open
the door, knocking and then entering.

Philippines
» Shaking hands is the common way for men and women to greet
each other.

» Filipinos may also greet one another by quickly lifting their
eyebrows.

o Generally speaking, Filipinos are atouch-oriented society.
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Instead of using the hand to point to an object, it's common to
shift the eyes toward it or to purse the lips and point with the
mouth.

Taiwan

The elderly are held in high respect. One way of showing respect
isto cover your left fist with your right hand or place the pams
together and raise both hands to your heart. Other ways include
opening doors for them, rising when they enter a room, and
speaking to them first.

Loud behaviour is not asign of good mannersin Taiwan, except
in some restaurants.

Malaysia

Bow glightly to elderly people you encounter.
Keep your hands out of your pockets when in public.
When exiting aroom, say “Excuseme,” and bow dlightly.

Never touch or pat the head of a child, asit is believed to be the
“seat of the soul.”

Toss the head from side to side to signal “yes.”

To point at an object, extend your right hand with your thumb
extended and fingersfolded under.

Use a salute to beckon ataxi.

When answering a decision-making question, Malaysians may
often quickly answer “yes,” evenif that’snot what ismeant. This
isto avoid “losing face” while away of replying “no” is sought.

It is common for people to ask questions about your weight,
income, status, etc.

The United States: How Others View Americans

TosomeAsians, Americansappear direct and impulsive; toLatin
Americans, Americans seem a little reserved.

Sense of Space: Generally, Americans are not touch-oriented. In
normal socia situations, they stand about 30 inches apart from
one another, their personal “comfort zone.”
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Individualism: In some cultures, American individual freedom
and self-confidence are admired; in others, they are disurbing.

Dress: Many cultures dress more carefully and conservatively.
American casualness and fashion is sometimes associated with
looseness in morality.

Teacher-Student Relationshi ps: In many cultures, theteacherisa
highly respected, firm, disciplinary figure. Students are to keep
quiet, and obey. In the United States, where freedom of
expression and individual thinking are encouraged, visitors are
occasionally shocked to see what they consider disrespectful
attitudes toward teachers.

Pace of Life: The American emphasis on punctuality and
efficiency is often distressing to people from Africa, Asia, and
Latin Countries.

Other Cultural Differences

Now, if we look at the aforementioned very closely, and we try to listen
with our ears and eyes, we can see clearly where a lack of exposure to or
education in the mannerisms of the world's multicultural diversity can
unintentionally cause deep rifts between people. “ You don’t understand
me.” “ | don't knowwhy you don'tlikeme.” “ You arebeing rude.” Itisnot
easy to be sengtive to every living being, but that is what our cultivation

Direct Eye Contact: To many Asians, Puerto Ricans, West
Indians, African Americans, and Native Americans, this may be
considered to be rude, disrespectful, or intimidating. For
Europeans and A mericans, making eye contact showsthat people
are interested in you, and paying attention.

The O.K. Sign: In France, it means “zero.” In Japan, it means
“money or coins.” In Brazil, Germany, and the former U.S.S.R.,
itisnot anice gesture.

Crazy Sign: In Argentina, it means you have a telephone call.

practises are about. There is always so much more to learn.
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The Art of Empathetic Listening

Aswe have seen, communi cating across culturestakes great sensitivity and
awareness. However, the benefits of growing in self- and other-awareness,
building trust and respect, reducing tensions, allowing for collaborative
problem solving, and learning other ways of deding with situations are
goals we should all aspireto.

InaFamily Circus cartoon strip, alittle girl looks up at her father, who
is reading the newspaper, and says: “Daddy, you have to listen to me with
your eyesaswell asyour ears.” Here, we shall look at the art of empathetic
listening as a way to listen deeper with our eyes and ears.

Accordingto MerriamWebster’ sCallegiateDictionary, empathyis“the
action of understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, and vicarioudy
experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experience of another.” The act of
listening is less important than the skill or art of how we listen.

When we practise listening to ourselves, we see how important it isto
“hear like a yogi.” We can apply these same meditation guidelines to
increase our empathetic listening skills.

» Actlikeablind person, even though you possess compl ete sight,
to keep the mind from scattering. When others are
communicating, drop everything actively listen. Help the other
aong through using positive non-verbds (e.g., nodding head, eye
contact, etc.).

o Act like a deaf person, not reflecting, commenting upon, nor
judging the sounds you may hear. Be in the moment. Notice your
own reactions; come back to what is being heard. Practise non-
judgement.

» Put away all knowledge, even though you may have agreat deal
of learning. Donot try to comparewhat isbeing offered with what
you already know or have experienced. Be receptive to learn
more.

» Act like a hospital patient, frail and sick, by slowing down and
moving very mindfully. Put yourself in the other person’ s shoes.
Be a sounding board for them. Be patient; be grateful.

Thisiswhat the art of empatheticlistening isabout; itiswhat theliberation

teachings of the Buddha touch upon. When we listen well, we help others
to grow. Welet themknow that they areimportant. If someone’ s behaviour
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confuses us, we can hold the personin trust, and ask for clarification later.
In this way, we can help the person toward clearer self-expression and
increase our multicultural awareness.

It may take many lifetimes to know all of the practises, verbal and
nonverbal signals, gestures, and emblems of all world cultures. But oncewe
make the Right Effort to sudy, practise, and try to understand, we can see
how, like alotusunfolding, how beautifully multi-dimensional they are. As
Sayadaw U Pandita of Burmaonce said: “We do not practise meditation to
gain admiration from anyone. Rather, we practise to contributeto peacein
the world.”

The Metta Sutta

Thisiswhat should be done
By those who are skilled in goodness,
And who know the path of peace:
Let them be able and upright,
Straightforward and gentle in speech.
Humble and not conceited,
Contented and easily satisfied.
Unburdened with duties and frugal in their ways,
Peaceful and cam, and wise and skilful,
Not proud and demanding in nature.
L et them not do the slightest thing
That the wise would later reprove.
Wishing: in gladness and in safety,
May al beingsbe at ease.

Whatever living beings there may be,
Whether they are weak or strong, omitting none,
The great or the mighty, medium, short, or small,

The seen and the unseen,
Those living near and far away,
Those born and to-be-born
May all beings be at ease!

L et none deceive another,
Or despise any being in any state.
L et none through anger or ill-will
Wish harm upon another.
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Even as a mother protects with her life
Her child, her only child,

So with a boundless heart
Should one cherish all living beings,
Radiating kindness over the entireworld,
Spreading upward to the skies,

And downward to the depths,
Outward and unbounded,

Freed from hatred and ill-will.
Whether standing or walking, seated or lying down,
Free from drowsiness,

One should sustain this recollection.

Thisis said to be the sublime abiding.
By not holding to fixed views,
The pure-hearted one, having clarity of vision,
Being freed from all sense desires,
Is not born again into the world.
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The Name of the Nun: Towards the Use
of Inclusive Language and True Equality
in the Buddhist Community

Christie Yu-Ling Chang

I would like to start my paper by sharing two incidents, both from my
personal experience. The first incident took place in Hawai‘i, where |
studied and became closely associated with a Buddhist monastery for the
first timein my life. There were only two resident nunswhile | was there
and | had always thought that this monastery was for nuns only. One day,
one of the nuns told me that her shi-xiong (“ Dharma brother”) would be
coming back soon. | was a bit surprised and amost concluded in my own
mind that | had been mistaken in thinking that this monastery was for nuns
only. Even when | finally met this*“Dharma brother” of the nun, who was
so obviously a nun, too, | was not quite sure whether my eyes were
confusing me. What | did not realise back then was that it has been a
tradition in Chinese monasteriesfor nunsto address each other as Dharma
brothers, not sisters. This is because the nuns are now considered da
zhangfu, literally meaning “big/grand man/husband” in Chinese.

The other incident happened in Taiwan. As theresident director for a
study abroad programme for American college studentsin Taiwan, part of
my responsibilities is to lead field trips and visits to various dtes in
Taiwan, including Buddhist temples and organisations. One time, we
visited Tzu-Chi (Ciji)* Foundation, the largest and best known Buddhist
charity organisationin Taiwan, wherewewere shown adocumentary of the
founder, Ven. Cheng-Yen (Zhengyan).? The documentary was done in
Chinese, but it included English subtitles. As soon as the documentary
started, however, | found several students starting toturn their headsto me.
The students looked puzzled whenever the pronoun “he” appeared in the
documentary to refer to Ven. Cheng-Y en, because they remembered | had
told them earlier that Tzu-Chi was established by a Buddhist nun. Finally,
at the end of the documentary, one of the students raised her hand and
posed this question about the use of the pronoun “he.” We were then
informed that Ven. Cheng-Y en was referred to as* he” because a Chinese
nun was rendered gender-neutral .
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Thisincident rai sed questionsabout theterm da zhangfu, whichliterally
means “hig husband.” The students, though still looking puzzled, did not
pursue the matter further. Some of them probably could not care less, yet
afew of them still looked rather uncertain. To be honest, | would not be
surprised at all if my American students were not convinced. As anative
speaker of Mandarin Chinese and a trained linguist, | myself am not
convinced by such a statement either.

Problemswith the Term Da zhangfu

If da zhangfu is different from zhangfu and could be gender-neutral, we
should be ableto find lingui stic evidenceto prove that da in Chinese could
mean something like “beyond,” so that da could really change the original
gender reference of zhangfu. However, if you look up the word da in a
Chinese dictionary, you will seethat is never the case. As an adjective or
modifier, da basically meansbig, huge, or grand; for example, the Chinese
word for “house” isfangzi and abig house isda fangzi. When the wordis
used to refer to aperson, dameans* senior” or someoneinahigher position
or rank, so dajieis literally a compound of “big” and “sister,” meaning
“elder sister.” Da laoban (literdly, “big” plus “boss’) refers to aboss of
high rank. Therefore, we see that the adjective da never changes the
attribute of the noun it modifies.

Evenin more abstract cases or more metaphorical usages such asdaren
(big + person), referring toagrown-up or agovernment official in ancient
Chinese society, we see that da ren still refers to a person, just with a
higher position. Da does not change the internal atribute or essence of a
noun, much lessthesex or gender of the personit modifies. To give another
example, we know that in the past, when men were still allowed to have
more than one wife in ancient Chinese feudal society, the first wife was
referred to as da laopuo (“big wife”), but again, “da” does not make the
modified wife gender-neutral. In contemporary Chinese usage, wefind that
a“male chauvinist” istranslated as ada nanren (big + man) and afemde
chauvinististranslated into ada nuren (big + woman). A da nanrenisstill
aman and ada nuren is still awoman.

Therefore, to use da zhangfu to refer to all Sanghamembersin Chinese
issimilar to using the so-called generic words “he” or “man” torefer toall
human beings, which is rather exclusionary of women, and therefore
problematic from a feminist perspective. To refer to female Sangha
members using male terminology istherefore confusing to anyone outside
the Chinese Buddhist community, especialy to those from the West. It

261



Chridtie Yu-Ling Chang

further raises questions about routinely associating greatness with being
male.

Problemswith Shixiong (Dharma Brother)
and the English Pronoun “He’

We can imagine how shocked Western feminists are when they learn that
the chinese nuns address each other as “Dharma brother” and that the
English pronoun “he” is used to refer to a Chinese Buddhist nun in
tranglation in order to emphasisethat nuns are gender-neutral . For the past
few decades, feminists in the West, including scholars, educators,
researchers, and so forth, have been trying their best to humanise the
English language® They see English as a rather sexist language,
particularly in the now-outdated use of “he” and“ man” — so-called generic
terms—to refer to al human beings. Anactivist, VardaOne, even used the
term “Manglish” to expose the gender bias that is embedded in English.*
Alternatives to such generic masculine nouns and pronouns have been
proposed to replace all these gender-biased usagesin English, especiallyin
daily expressionsandtitles. Exampl esinclude the emergence of wordssuch
as*“chair” or “chairperson” instead of “chairman,” Ms. instead of Miss or
Mrs., and“heor she” or the plural form “they” instead of simply using “ he”
for al human beings, whichis currently replacing previous well-accepted
norms.

In the world of religion, there have been rewritings of sacred liturgy,
feminist readings of the Bible, and feminist theologies, in which God isno
longer seen or understoodas* he.”® Therefore, Western feministsdefinitely
have a very difficult time understanding why Chinese nuns address each
other as Dharmabrothersand Chinese Buddhi sts choose the sexi st pronoun
“he” to refer to a nun, when Western feminists have fought so hard to get
rid of this sexist pronoun and especially when Buddhism is said to be a
religion in which dl beings are equal .

Proper Ways of Naming Buddhist Nuns

What are the termsfor Buddhist nuns? Arethere proper waysand improper
ways to address Buddhist nuns? Does it matter how Buddhist nuns are
addressed? In May 2003, three Buddhist associations in Taiwan filed
complants against a TV commercial made by afood company, in which
the term nigu was used to refer to Buddhist nuns. The Chinese Buddhist
Bhiksuni- Association, oneof the three protesting organisations, explained
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intheir complaint |etter to the company that nigu was not a proper termfor
Buddhist nuns. Inthe word nigu, the feminine suffix -ni from Sanskrit was
added to the Chinese word gu, which refers to senior unmarried lay
females, called “auntie,” which has nothing to do with the Sangha. The
Bhiksuni Association’s letter also explained that the correct term to be
used is bigiuni, the trandliteration of the Sanskrit term bhiksuni in
Mandarin Chinese. The letter also stated that the association would ask all
their followers to boycott all the vegetarian products produced by this
company if thefood company did not immediately takethisTV commercial
off theair.

Another protest against the use of the term nigu took place two years
later. On October 27, 2005, Bhiksuni Chao Hwei held a press conference
inTaiwan’ sLegislature Y uan.® Two other nunsraised two hugepostersthat
read, “1 am not called nigu. Call me bhiksuni-,” and “I am not called nigu.
Call menishi.” Here, theterm nishi is considered more respectful, because
“shi” denotesateacher. When challenged by the mediaasto why Buddhist
nunsshould be addressed asteachers, when the mediaisnot really studying
with the nuns, Bhiksunic Chao Hwei powerfully argued that, if Christian
minigersare called “mushi” in Chinese, it should be equaly acceptable to
address Buddhist nuns as “nishi.” Bhiksuni Chao Hwei also pointed out
that she did aquick search on the yahoo.com search enginethe night before
the press conference and confirmed that theterm “nigu” isindeed aways
associated with negative connotations or even sexud scandds. This
negative association explains why most Taiwanese nuns | know prefer to
be addressed simply as shifu (teacher) or fashi (“Dharmateacher”), terms
that convey no gender differentiation.”

What different terms are used to name and address Buddhist nunsin
other languages and cultures? Do they a so carry negative connotationslike
the Chineseterm nigu? Are these namesinclusive and respectful ?Nuns are
called mae cheein Thailand, sunimin Korea, ani or cho-lain the Tibetan
tradition, ayalay or tilashin in Burma, donchee in Cambodia, co in
Vietnam, and so forth. But what do these names for Buddhist nuns mean
literally? For example, | was told that ani actually means “aunti€” in
Tibetan, and could be used to address any senior laywoman or even a
housemaid sometimes. Co in Vietnamese actually means simply sister or
the pronoun “she,” while the other more respectful term, Thay, which
means teacher, is usually reserved for monks only. So what are the
implications? As Buddhist women, should we reconsider the use of these
names?

263



Chridtie Yu-Ling Chang
Names, Mindful Speech, and Inclusive Language

Beforewe answer the question posed above, let us reconsider what isin a
name. The world-famous writer Shakespeare suggeststhat the name of the
rose should not change the essence or fragrance of the rose. In reality,
however, we know that language (including names, titles, and labelling) is
never neutral. Language is powerful and politica. Names and titles are
especidly so. They carry the attitude that a society holdstowards a certain
group of people. The power structure of a society can also be easily
reveal ed through a study of who hasthe power to name and what the names
given to a specific group of people are. For example, in ancient Chinese
society, the fact that women had no names corresponds to women'’s very
low or lack of statusin that patriarchal feudal society. In early Taiwanese
society, too, where labour was important and male decedents were more
valued because they carried on the family lineage, women received
unbelievably undesirable names. For example, my grandmother’s name
literally meant “salt” or “salty” (that is, distasteful). Some other popular
names for women include zhaodi, literally, “to bring or wave in brothers,”
and zu, literally meaning “enough.” Some women were given names that
denote “dislike” or even “hate.” From this, we can infer the status of
Taiwanese women in the old days. We can only imagine how women
bearing such names must have felt to be called by such derogatory names
throughout their lives, continually reminding them of their worthlessness
and influencing how they saw themselves.

Some Buddhists may think that, as Buddhists, we should not worry
about names, but simply focus on our practise. Nevertheless, if we agree
that it is mindfulness that Buddhists practise, and if we agree that speech
is also something that we should be mindful about in our daily lives, we
should never trivialise the consequences of naming, or naming karma, if
you will. Moreover, as the world outside the Buddhist community is
becomingfamiliar withthe concept of inclusivelanguage, Buddhistsshould
not excuse themsel ves from becoming moreinclusivein terms of language
use. But what do we mean by inclusive language?

The Concept of Inclusive Language

A quick internet search turns up pages of linksthat explain what inclusive
language means, why it matters, how it works, and all the do’s and don’ts
for the use of inclusive language. One easy online definition of inclusive
language islanguagethat assumesthat womenand men arefully equivalent
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participants in human society. In other words, inclusive language is not
biased in a way that perpetuates the tacit assumption that men are the
standard form of human being. We alsofind writing guidelinesfor students
in various university writing centres, such as: “Inclusive languageis any
language that does not stereotype or demean men or women. When your
professor requiresinclusive language, you need merely avoid noninclusive
language, sometimescalled “ sexist language” A Googlesearchfor thisterm
immediately linksto apage on “Do’s and Don' ts of Inclusive Language.”®
These inclusive language guidelines are also being incorporated into
various versions of the Bible.

The concept and implementation of inclusive language are not without
debate or controversy, of course, but, for Buddhists, | believe there is no
conflict in incorporating this concept into our daily practise. The concept
of inclusive language can help increase our mindfulness in our daily
language use. Thereis absolutely nothing wrong with using this concept to
help ensure that our personal language useis inclusive and that our ways
of addressing each other are respectful. Asamatter of fact, this concept of
inclusive language is very compatible with our daily Dharma practise.

Proposal for Inclusive Language asa Tool for True Equality

Buddhistsare very proud that Buddhismis an egalitarian religionin which
al beings are viewed as being equal. But how truly equal are we in this
human ream? How truly equal are al members in the Buddhist
community? How equal are men and women in Buddhist societies? If
women are excluded even in the language used among Sangha members,
and if mindless and disrespectful language for women is still beingused in
Buddhist circles, then how truly equal are we? We have noted the
confusing and demeaning non-inclusive terms of addressthat are used for
Chinese nuns, such as*dazhangfu,” “Dharma brother,” the pronoun “he,”
and “nigu.” If we agree that we Buddhists are to practise mindfulnessand
if one of our major preceptsis to do or speak no harm, it should not be a
problem for us to include mindful speech and practise addressing each
other with respect. Meanwhile, as the use of inclusve language becomes
aglobal trend and focus of awareness, perhapsit isalso time for Buddhists
to honestly reflect onthe languagethey use. How are nuns addressed? Are
Buddhists using respectful terms to name and address female religious
specialists? Let us hope that Buddhist practices, such as the practise of
mindfulness, will foster true equality, perhaps by starting from the use of
inclusive language.
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Notes

The name is spelled Ciji in Hanyu pinyin, the Romanisation system used in Mainland China,
athough the official trandliteration by the organisation itself is Tzu Chi. In this paper, | am
following the official transliteration adopted by the organisation itself for proper names.

The same name is officidly transliterated as “Cheng Yen” by followersin Taiwan.

Mary Orovan, Humanizing English, 3 edition (Hackensack, NJ: Art and Copy, 1972).
“Manglish” isthe name of a column by Varda (Durrell) that appears regularly in the periodical
Everywoman (published in Venice, CA).

One can simply do aquick search on an internet search engine, using key terms such as “feminist
bible” or “sexist language’ and one will be led to numerous websites that discuss controversieson
the male-only image of God in Christianity and apparently sexi st language use in the Bible.
Lifayuanis similar to theU. S. Congress.

The second morpheme, “fu,” in the term “shifu” actually means “father” in Chinese.

E.g., Madia Task Force, Honolulu County Committee on the Status of Women, 1998.
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35
Translating the Dharma and Gender
Discrimination: The Blame Should Be On Us

Shobha Rani Dash

A number of Buddhist textssuggest discrimination against women. For one,
the Buddhais often criticised for being reluctant to give approval to women
to enter the Sangha. Even when women were finally able to gain entry into
the Sangha, they were assigned a subordinate status. When M ahaprajapat,
the aunt and foster mother of the Buddha, went to ask his permission to
become a bhiksuni’, he is said to have denied her. The claim of gender
discrimination is rooted in this denial. Mahaprajapati implored him three
times and each time the Buddha's reply was the same: “Alam Gotami(T)
mate rucci matug amassa tathagatappavedite dhammavinaye
agarasmaanagariya pabbaja’ ti.” * This episode has been trandated and
interpreted variously. English renditions of the Chinese and Japanese texts,
along with a few well-known English translations of the Pali statement
mentioned above are given here, in chronological order:

1. The Chinese text Zhong-ben-qgi-jing (Jpn. Chuhongikyo, 207
CE) says: “TheBuddhasaid, ‘ Stop, stop, O GotamT . It isnot an
easy task for women to enter my Dharma and Vinaya.’”?

2. The Chinese Madhyamagama (Chin: Zhong-a-han-jing, Jpn:
Chuhongikyo, 397-398 CE) says: “ Stop, stop, O Gotami. You
must not think like this.”?

3. The Chinese trandation of the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya (Chin:
S-fen-10, Jpn: Shibunritsu, 408 CE) says: “Stop, O GotamT.
You must not say like this that women should be allowed to
renounce the household and enter the Buddha path.”*

4. The Chinese trandation of the MahisasakaVinaya (Chin: Wu-
fen-10, Jpn: Gobunritsu, 423-424 CE) says: “Stop, stop. You
must not say like this.”®

5. The Chinese sutra Fo-shuo-qu-tan-mi-ji-guo-jing (Jpn:
Bussetsu kudommi kikakyo, latter half of the fifth century CE)
says: “Stop, O Gotami. Thereis no need to do it.”®
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6. The English translation of the Pali Anguttara Nikaya by the
Pali Text Society (1935) says: “Enough, O Gotami! Set not
your heart upon the going forth of women from the home to the
homeless life into the discipline of Dhamma declared by the
Tathagata.”’

7. The Japanese translation of the above Pali statement in the
Vinaya Pitaka (1970) says: “Stop, O Gotami. You must not
wish that women should leave the household and become
renunciants in the Dharma and Vinaya preached by the
Tathagata.”®

8. The English translation of the Vinaya Pitaka (in Pali) of the
Sacred Books of the East series (1975) says. “Enough, O
Gotami? Let it not please thee that women should be allowed to
do so.”®

The above translations each express a strong refusal. This draws
attention to the expression “alam Gotami ma te rucci....” The term alam
generally communicates a strong negative expression such as “enough” or
“stop.” But, according to the Pali-English Dictionary of the Pali Text
Society, if the term alam is used together with a negative and a vocative
form, then it gives a very soft meaning of the entire sentence, something
like “look out” or “take care.” Examples of this usage are found elsewhere
in the Pali canon.”

The Samantapasadika™ (the primary Pali commentary on the Vinaya
Pitaka) and the Manorathapurani*® (a commentary on the Anguttara
Nikaya) explain that the Buddha refused the ordination of Mahapajapati
three times because he wanted to convey the importance of his Dhamma
and, at the same time, he wanted her to be seriousin observing therules and
regulations of the Sangha. If he had allowed her entrance immediately, she
might have taken it lightly. Among the translations quoted above, perhaps
the closest rendering isthe Zhong-ben-qgi-jing: “ Stop, stop, O GotamT. Itis
not an easy task to enter into my Dharma and Vinaya and to wear the robe.
If one wears the robe, one must be pure throughout one’s whole life and
must master the Brahmaway.” In other words, an accurate rendering of the
Buddha’' s words portrays him as severe and cautionary toward women, but
not discriminatory. He was warning her, not refusing her.

It seems that discriminatory terms for women were pronounced more
during the later phase of the Buddhist texts, that is, in the translations and
commentaries. For example, in the Paramatthadipani’, the commentary on
the Therigatha, the term pada paricarika (lit., serving on one’s feet) has
been used to mean “wife” in referring to the Sakyan women who followed
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Mahaprajapati, but in the root text we do not find this term.” In the
Papaficasudani, the commentary of the M gjjhima Nikaya, Mahaprajapafi’
is depicted as having been the wife of the monk Nanda in one of her former
lives.™* Here, too, the term pada paricarika is used for wife. The Pali
canonical commentaries are full of such examples. This may indicate that,
by the time the commentaries were written, wives were relegated to the
status of maidservants, asthe term implies. The terms patin or bhariy could
have been used instead, as these terms were already in use during the
commentarial period. These examples are clear indications of the social
status of women in India and China at the time and reflections of the
customs of the society in which Buddhism was located.

From the Lotus Sutra

The Lotus Sttra is often quoted because of itsreference to thefive obstacles
that a woman faces that prevent her from becoming a Buddha until and
unless her body istransformed into that of a male. In the Sanskrit version
of the Lotus Sttra, when the eight-year-old daughter of Sagara, the dragon
king, announces that she has attained enlightenment, the monk Sariputra
expresses doubt. He saysthat this is not possible, because there has been no
example of a woman attaining Buddhahood and, up to that time (adyapi),
no woman had achieved the rank of a Brahma, Sakra, great king
(maharaja), universa monarch (cakravartin), or non-regressive bodhisattva
(avaivartika bodhisattva). Even so, the text shows the daughter of King
Sagara transforming herself into a male body and appearing as an
enlightened being.

This portion of the Lotus Sutra is often quoted as an example of gender
discrimination in Buddhism. But we must not overlook the fact that this
comment is made by the monk Sariputra, not by the Buddha himself.
Further, attention should be paid to the term “adyapi” in Sanskrit which
means “still,” “yet,” or “to this day.” Even if no woman had attained these
five ranks up to that time, that does not mean that women are incapable of
attaining them in the future. Instead of taking Sariputra’s comment as a
denial, the statement may be taken as simply expressing his astonishment.
He questions with surprise a wonderful and incredible event that he has
never heard of before.

One more important point is to be noticed. | have used here three
editions of the Sanskrit text of the Lotus Sutra and in all the editions it is
written “five places or ranks” (pafica sthanani). When Dharmaraksa (Ch.
Zhu-fa-hu, Jpn. Jikuhogo) translated the Lotus Sutra in 268 CE, he
followed the Sanskrit interpretation and used the term wu wei, which means
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five places or ranks. But when thetext wastranslated by Kumarajivain 406
CE, a very discriminatory expression is introduced. Kumarajiva used the
term wu zhang, which means five obstructions or obstacles. Kumarajiva's
translation includes additional discriminatory comments, also. In reply to
the dragon king's daughter, Sariputra says, “You say that you will soon
attain the highest path. Thisisdifficult to believe. Why isthis? The female
body is polluted; it is not a fit vessel for the Dharma. How can you attain
the highest enlightenment?’ This part of Sariputra’'s comment is neither
found in the Sanskrit texts nor in the work of Dharmaraksa. Kumaragjiva's
translation was based on a manuscript from Kucha (Qiu-ci), which is
unfortunately not extant, making it impossible to determine whether these
comments were in the original manuscript or were interpolationsintroduced
later by Kumarajiva or somebody else. Onething is certain, however; asthe
text travelled from Indiato Central Asia, it was influenced by local thought
atthetime, soitis possible that later interpretation and translations refl ected
gender bias. Thisis an example of how place and time affect the process of
interpretation and translation of Buddhist texts. Although three Chinese
translations of the Lotus Sutra are extant, unfortunately Kumarajiva swork
is more widely read in most Mahayana countries. In Japan, it has added
fuel to the flame with respect to gender discrimination.

A further concern is that the five ranks or obstructions are different in
the Sanskrit and Chinese versions of the text. In the Chinese version, the
five obstructions are the inability to become a great Brahma, a Sakra, a
Mara, a sovereign monarch, or a Buddha. The term maharaja in the
Sanskrit text is not found in the Chinese text. Conversely, theterm “Mara”
is not found in the Sanskrit text. If the five obstructions were really
important factors for women on the path to enlightenment, they should be
the same in all versions of the text.

In Chapter 12 of the Sanskrit version of the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha
predicts that the bhiksuni's Mahaprajapati and Y asodhara will become
tathagatas in future named Sarvasattvapriyadarsana and
Rasmisatasahasraparipuradhvaja, respectively. Although no conditions are
mentioned here, such as the necessity of transforming a female body into
a male, the names of the tathagatas the two nuns will become are male.
Interestingly, in both the Chinese translations, it isimpossible to distinguish
whether the names are male or not. It may be that, in Sanskrit, the
masculine forms of hames are used for grammatical reasons, that is, so they
will agree with the term tathagata, which is masculine in gender in
Sanskrit. If thisis the case, it would be mistaken to conclude that a woman
cannot be atathagata with afemale name or in afemale form.

Although the Lotus Sutra is the most widely cited, various other texts
also mention these five ranks or obstructions. All these texts came into
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existence between 207 and 601 CE. Hence, it may be the case that women
occupied alower social statusthan men and that discrimination towardsthe
women prevailed in society at the time. If so, it is possible that societal
attitudes toward women influenced how Buddhist texts were read.

Arguements Supporting the Positive Implications
of the Buddha’'s Comment

Whether the Buddha actually made discriminatory comments about women
is a big question mark. There are contradictions here and there in the texts
that call their authenticity into question. For example, let us examine the
eight special rules according to the Pali sources. Inthe Vinaya Pitaka, the
sixth condition says that a woman can become fully ordained only after she
completes two years as a probationer. But, in fact, this is not what
happened, either in the case of Mahaprajapati or in case of the Sakyan
women who accompanied her. The Buddha ordained them without asking
them to train for two years as probationers. Further, in addition to the
Vinaya Pitaka, this rule is mentioned in the Anguttara Nikaya, but is not
found among the eight special rules for nuns mentioned in the Zhong-a-
han-jing or the Madhyamagama, a Chinese translation of the Nikayas.

Many other such contradictions can be found in the canonical texts that
cast doubt on later translations. Even if we accept provisionally that the
Buddha himself hesitated to admit women into the Sangha, his hesitation
may have been justified on the following grounds:

1. Most probably, the Buddha's prime objection was for
Mahaprajapati Gotami , who was the first woman to appear
before the Buddha to request permission to become a nun. It
can easily be imagined that, as a queen, she had never
experienced the hardships of life. For a person from her
privileged background, it would have been avery arduous task
for her to go from door to door with an almsbowl to gather her
daily sustenance. It is possible that the Buddha did not want to
see his esteemed mother in such dire circumstances.
Alternatively, perhaps he wastrying to verify Mahaprajapati’s
determination.

2. Thiswas not an issue that affected Mahaprajapati alone. The
second time she appeared before the Buddha, she was
accompanied by a large group of Sakyan women. Although
Mahaprajapati seems to have been very sincere and firm in
her decision and approach, the rest of the women may not

271



Shobha Rani Dash

have been equally stalwart. Their decision to follow
Mahaprajapati’s lead may have been simply a temporary
impulse.

The Sakyan clan was not a very large one and the spectre of
large numbers of women opting for the renunciant life was no
doubt a matter of concern. If many women decided to become
nuns, it might create serious problems not only for the clan, but
for the entire social fibre.

There are evil-minded individuals in every society and the era
of the Buddha was no exception. A famous incident is cited in
the texts. Once, when Uppalavanna Theri was living in a
forest, she was raped by her cousin Ananda Manaba, who was
her lover before she renounced the world. As this example
indicates, there was every possibility that the monks might
tease or insult the nuns on their way to collect alms. No doubt,
the Buddhawas much concerned about the safety of the woman
renunciants.

Not all the monkswho joined the Sangha were highly realised
or liberated from desire. In fact, the texts mention numerous
examples of monks who were still vulnerable to the passions.
Such monks may easily have been weak to sensual attraction,
so the possibility of monks generating lust toward nuns cannot
be ruled out. The anticipated result was corruption and
disturbancesin the Sangha.

Since the dawn of civilisation, women have played amajor role
in household life. Perhaps there was also apprehension that
women’s admission to the Sangha would lead to the
disintegration of the family life. Moreover, the contributions of
thelaity to support the Sangha, such as the preparation of ams
food, could have been hampered simultaneoudy. Thus, the
admission of women to the Sangha may have been seen as a
great potential stumbling block to the smooth development of
the Buddhadharma.

The requirement that a bhiksuni™ observe nearly one hundred
more Vinaya precepts than abhiksu is not simply due to gender
discrimination, but is related to biological factors that are
beyond women’s control.

What may be viewed as denying opportunities to women can be
viewed instead as a way of protecting nuns from possible
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transgressionsby monks. I f the Sangha had begun with women,
men might have faced the same restrictions when they applied
for admission to the order. Women were not the problem;
rather, it was a question of members of the opposite sexes
constructively growing and functioning together.

Concluding Remarks

Thus, when reading a text, it is easy to construe the subject matter
ostensibly. A failure to delve more deeply ultimately leads us into a
quagmire, however. The problem does not lie in the scriptures themselves;
rather, variant interpretations often grow out of subtle differences in
translation. What has come down to us today as gender discrimination may
instead be the outcome of misinterpretations that were located in the social
limitations of the times and places where the texts were written and in the
linguistic demands of conveying the meaning of these texts in different
languages as the texts moved from South Asiato East Asia. Asusual, itis
the bias and ignorance of the mind that creates all the problems.
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36
The Language of Tibetan Nuns
in the Indian Himalayas:

Continuities as Change

Carol L. Winkelmann

The home-in-exile of His Holiness the Dalai Lamaisin north India, in the
foothills of the Himalaya M ountains. In and around D haramsala there is a
constellation of nunneries educating Tibetan girls and women, an historic
endeavour involving standards and practices that seek to approximate and,
further, innovate on traditional male monastic education. Hence, many
people —insiders and outsiders, supporters and critics — are interested in the
ways that the socia consciousness of the nuns is changing.

As a practitioner and alinguist, | have been going to Dharamsala since
2002 to learn from the nuns. My initial premise has been that the nuns'
language is liminal, transitional, and destabilised by cultural, politicd, and
theological uncertainties. Thus, it is semantically fluid and open to
relatively rapid change. Contributing to this state of linguistic flux is the
fact that many of the younger nuns are from Indian border areas and,
because of the diversity of dialects among the new arrivals, English often
functions as a language of general exchange. Contributing to a linguistic
statis, however, are several factors including some resistance to cultural
imposition and deeply interiorised notions of gender roles. In addition,
Buddhist monastic education is generally thought to be straightforward
cultural transmission (i.e., rote learning or memorising of canonical texts)
in effect, based on language resistant to change. Indeed, this characteristic
is cherished by many Tibetans who struggle for the survival of their culture
in the diaspora

My arguement, however, has been that the nuns' language does not
reflect simple rote learning. Instead, it ranges aong new conceptual
trajectories. In part, the nuns are responding to a widely perceived need for
spiritual revitalisation within thelarger monastic community.* Additionally,
they are influenced by a global politics of gender that seeks to create new
forms and meaningsin the interest of gender justice.” To get at the details,
I initially focused on three mechanisms of language change recognised in
Western feminist linguistics as universal strategies: linguistic disruption,
form-replacement, and alternative discourses (Pauwels1998). Interestingly,
these mechanisms have proven functional in more subtle ways than in
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Western contexts. Further, alternative linguistic theory — more aptly
descriptive of indigenous or local contexts — critically augments the
analysis.

Language Change: Western Theoriesin Non-W estern Contexts

Linguistic disruption seeks to expose sexism through direct intervention in
the unfolding of discriminatory texts. The goal is to associate negative
consequences with the use of languagethat devalue or denigrate women and
girls. In some contexts, this strategy may prove useful. For nuns, however,
this is a potentially dangerous strategy. Disruption can lead to conflict, and
religious vows, cultural codes, and gender regulations mitigate against open
conflict.® Consequently teachers, leaders, or other interlocutors wielding
sexist language are generally insulated from public confrontation.

For the nuns, stories often provide more subtle means to did odge sexist
language. If a story is meant to derail an ongoing stream of sexist talk, it
functions as polite disruption — otherwise, stories are a form of alternative
discourse. The story of the Buddha's aunt, who convinces the Buddha,
through the mediation of Ananda, to allow women into the Sangha, is an
example of polite disruption, which | have repeatedly heard used to disrupt
popular beliefs or institutional positionsthat question whether, for example,
the nuns should be allowed to be fully ordained or to become geshes.

In more interesting indirect rhetorical moves, however, Tibetan nuns
have used Western nuns as surrogates to disrupt sexist ideologies. For
example, one Western nun who holds misogynist notions of Tibetan nuns
as inferior is a target of their derision. In targeting her, they can displace
their feelings and indirectly criticise the more significant target: males who
view women as less capable scholars or practitioners. It is an indirect way
to disrupt without directly criticising the monks — a forbidden speech act
with karmic penalties.*

A second mechanism of language change recognised in Western
feminist linguistics is form replacement. Its goal is to create language in
which women and men are treated symmetrically by replacing sexist forms
with non-sexist forms. In the West, this practise is most often associated
with corrective pronoun use, such as using she/he instead of he, and with
replacing gender-marked lexical items, such as mankind with humankind
and so forth. English translations of commentaries or ritual prayers do
contain forms we would consider sexist. For example, the devotee — male
or female — is described as the “son” of Mafijusri, a wisdom Buddha, in
prayers heralding the deity’s compassion as a father.®> The nuns maintain,
however, that in Tibetan recitations the forms are gender neutral. Mafijusri
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isthe parent to the child. Thisisnot alwaysthe case,’ surely, but this is the
nuns’ perception and, in fact, it is supported by anthropological linguists
(e.g., M.J. Hartman) who argue that English does impose gender-exclusive
forms on some languages that have more gender neutral syntactic and
semantic forms. Buddhist women do create prayers to deities, including
female deities, such as Tara, that circumvent some of the form replacement
issues. At the same time, the canon does have narratives that describe
women as sexual temptresses or that seek to cut male sexual desire for
women by minutely describing dead, decaying female bodies. Female
practitioners replace such expositions by switching out female bodies for
male bodies. In deity yoga, form replacement takes on embodied meanings
asthe femal e practitioner imagines herself into the guise of amale deity and
the male practitioner into the guise of afemale deity.

Finally, however, the nuns studying under the tutelage of male geshes
may not simply replace language formations at will. Examinationsinclude
writing out the canonical texts word for word. Memory lapse, however
motivated, may mean failure to pass into new grades or standards. Students
who question may risk negative attention or censure.

The third strategy that linguists accept as a universal means of language
change is the creation of completely new language to express women'’s
perspective; that is, alternative discourses. The speaker does not replace or
disrupt in an effort to reform; she revolutionises by offering a new vision.
In my view, this strategy may be most accessible for the nuns.

The obvious way to wield alternative discourseisto tell new stories and
the nuns do tell stories of great women teachers or yoginis, like Y eshe
Tsogyal, the eighth-century consort of Padmasambhava. Likewise, W hite
Tara is much beloved deity. At the same time, the nuns revere
contemporariessuch as Khandro Rinpocheand Karmal ekshe Tsomo. Such
female role models figure into alternative stories that function as
counterweights to the massive historical record about great male
practitioners. By telling these stories, the nuns transmit new visions of
strong femal e leadership. Language venues such as Sakyadhita are obvious
and powerful forums, of course, for the creation and distribution of
alternative discourses for Buddhist women. There are obvious print media
instances such as journals, newsletters, and books, which do not seek to
disrupt or replace as much as to promulgate new, innovative
conceptualisations of gender friendly Buddhism.

To sum up thus far: theoretically, Western feminist notions of language
universals have some, though limited usefulness for the language of the
nuns. In a most general sense, there are two variants of gender-related
religious language in circulation in Dharamsala. One variant is the
traditional language grounded in canonical text which undergirds gender
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discrimination. The second variant resists the older variant through
contestation or invention of anew sociolect. The nuns are using, to varying
degrees and in different language situations, the second variant. They are
shifting away from traditional forms. Yet, unlike in Western circles, the
forms are not unmitigated. William Labov’s concept of gender paradox
may apply in this situation. Labov’s idea is that women conform more
closely than men to sociological formsthat are prescribed but they conform
less when they are not prescribed. | do not research male monastics and
cannot make comparative claims. However, the nuns do not typically
engage in direct unmitigated disruption or replacement in prescribed
situations where social sanctions or negative karmic consequences may be
levelled, that is, in public mixed gender conversations. They use mitigated
forms of disruption or replacement. Yet they will engage in alternative
discourses when social sanction does not seem certain to follow, that is, in
same-sex conversations or in conversations with sympathetic others.

One Western formulation does seem to hold true: women seem to use
higher frequencies of innovative formsin changes from below, that is, ones
that are neither legislated by or used against perceived authority.” Of course,
some nuns are not motivated to language change. And most are simply not
in a position to publicly contest the traditional variant. Thus, each variant,
the traditional and the new variant, has its own trajectory. In select or
gender-segregated conversations, some nuns sometimes use the second
variant. Further, the processis skewed towardsinnovative speakers, namely
more educated middle-aged nuns who aspire to geshe degrees and/or full
ordination. Other nuns, older and younger, for whom less is at stake or for
whom the stakes may appear too high, may be less motivated to action for
social change.®

Variability, of course, is necessary, but not sufficient, for change.
Language change derives from multiple causation, both interna and
external factors, that is, options and triggers. Indeed, there are many factors
mitigating against language change. Culturally speaking, many Asians tend
to avoid standing out and, of course, innovation means standing out. There
is also a dearth of other prospects for linguistic mixing, such as would be
provided by regular or extensive access to media, travel, and so forth.
Another significant factor is a distaste or fear of wholesale borrowing or
imposition of Western ideas, including feminism. In short, categories
derived from Western rationalism or science would seem to be at least
sometimes untranslatable or incommensurable to non-W estern contexts.

Hence, | am currently investigating nuns’ language through the lens of
the Asian cultural theorist AshisNandy. Nandy emphasises, “ ...the primacy
that should be given to the political consciousness of those who have been
forced to develop categories to understand their own suffering and who
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reject the pseudo-indigenization of modern theories of oppression.” ® Nandy
studies the slippage between modernism and traditional knowledge
structures. In multicultural Dharmasal a, such slippage seemsinevitable and
ultimately meaningful. As suggested earlier, the language of the nuns might
be expected to hold traces of both worlds, the modern and the traditional,
or in other phraseology, feminist and customary, progressive and
conventional, alternative and habitual. A W estern analysis, mapped onto the
nuns’ language, yields findings not always fully sensitive to the cultura
rifts of meaning between the East and the West. What linguistic traces, then,
fall outside the categories of linguistic disruption, form-replacement, or
alternative discour ses?

Nandy posits three types of language that slip through Western
objectivist capacity to measure. They are the language of the self, the
language of continuity, and the language of the spirit. | suggest that such
manoeuvers are occurring in the language of the nuns and discuss the last
category, language of continuity.

The Language of Continuity

In Western ways of thinking, all instances of deviation or alteration are
viewed as evidence of change. To apply the concept to Buddhist nuns in
north India: when the nuns tell stories of great women saints in Tibetan
religious history, such as Y eshe Tsogyal,™ the stories can appear to W estern
eyes as evidence of progressive meaning-making: women are reclaiming
their history. Asian history spans millennia, however, and according to
Nandy, alterations or deviations are not necessarily indices of change.
Nandy posits a language of continuity, a semantics that assumes that all
change flows out of deeper continuities. Every change, however enormous,
isonly a special case of continuity. In Asian ways of thinking, each change
is another form of the unchanging.

Macro-level examples of this phenomenon in Buddhist discourse are
easily available. The Buddha's first teaching to disciples, and the
subsequent foundation for Buddhist belief, concernsthe Four Noble Truths.
The Four Noble Truths about existence are these: life is suffering, suffering
is causal, there is a way to end suffering, and the Buddha discovered it.
Buddhists view human-made suffering, dukkha, as impelled by ego. In a
world marked by gender discrimination and in the light of the Four Noble
Truths, Tibetan nuns offer an interesting version of consequences. That is,
the suffering caused by male ego to others has consequences. If aman is not
compassionate to women, he may bereborn as afemale (or as an ant!). So
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it isbest to maintain behaviour shaped by compassion, not ego. One should
treat women respectfully.

The conceptual disjunction, to Western feminism, concerns the
bifurcation of the sexes, with females traditionally viewed as less valuable
than males, now asserting their right to equitable treatment. The continuity,
to anon-Western standpoint, concernsthe laws of kar ma. Samsara (cyclical
suffering) is ended and enlightenment is attained when males give up ego
and treat women justly. In effect, what may be construed as Tibetan
women's resigance toward feminist consciousness may actually be,
linguistically cloaked, the language of a theological continuity — here, the
laws of karma. Subscribing to their own notions of the dynamics of
oppression, the nuns retain the validity of their religious beliefs, yet
accommodate to the new and changing social situation exemplified by their
unprecedented opportunity, at least since the early Sangha, to study
advanced Dharma in monasteries for women — an opportunity created in
large measure, ironically, by the diaspora and the spillage of Western ideas
and other resourcesinto their traditional lifestyle.

The nuns’ ordinary language™ evidences other examples of a language
of continuity not easily managed within broad W estern linguistic categories.
In response to a query about femal e role models or women admired by the
nuns, many names are offered. The names cover a spectrum from mythical
or quasi-legendary women to contemporary nuns, both Western and non-
Western. One nun, however, intriguingly wrote:

The mother who gave birth to Ven Karma Lekshe Tsomo. Who
gave all time to Help for others. All woman are Mother of all
beings. If there are no woman, then there are no-Body. Womans
nature is compassion and Kindness. Woman are very important for
every body.

Karma Lekshe Tsomo helped found Sakyadhita International Association
of Buddhist Women and is a figure of great devotion to Buddhist nuns.
Interestingly, instead of lifting up Karma Lekshe Tsomo herself as the role
model, the nun lifts up her mother. In keeping with the Buddhist doctrinal
emphasis on Mother as the ideal giver and recipient of compassion, this nun
is able to pay homage to Woman in both traditional and progressive
paradigms. Sacred scripture and doctrine is upheld; change (such as the
great change Karma Lekshe Tsomo represents and inspires in her
unflagging work for the education of the nuns) is seen in the context of
continuity.

The language of continuity is language that, at a deep or metaphoric
level, recognises change as the result of shifting conditions, not absolute
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disjunctions or unbridgeable gaps. Thus it does not overtly express change
as new phenomena, only as the ongoing shifting nature of phenomena
Using it, the nuns are able to preserve their own agency or subjectivity
without either capitulating to Western feminist ideol ogical impositions or
engaging the error of egoism by insisting on their own importance in the
unfolding struggle to gain equal status for women in the Sangha. Such
action would accrue negative karma and threaten cultural survival; hence,
it is not, in unmitigated fashion, desirable.

Conclusion

The language of continuity revealsalinguistic strategy that, in my ongoing
research, will receive more attention, along with other categories derived
from postcolonial or developing world theorising. Yet, it is cogent now to
ask: Arethetwo types of analyses, that of a W estern feminist linguisticsand
that of developing world origins represented by Ashis Nandy,
irreconcilable? Can the same articulations of the nunsto counter sexism be
both the language of social change and of the search for stability or survival
in the diaspora? Clearly the answer depends on the position of the one who
asks. Surely adesireto make all feminisms, or even language theory, fit one
mould or method (that is, Western, rational, universal), however well-
intended, risks pre-empting deeper truths and full expression of the lived
experience of indigenous or dominated people. Western feminism cannot
simply replace the beliefs and values of Tibetan women living in situations
of diaspora, cultural imposition, and social and religious patriarchy, in the
same way that a gender sensitive speaker might replace an exclusive
pronoun for an inclusive one, make up a new story, or disrupt forces larger
and more powerful than herself.

Certainly, more inquiry and thoughtfulness isin order. A language of
social change does indeed surfacein the discourseof the nuns, though often
in more subtle ways than the ways typically used by Western women.
Hence, these preliminary findings may speak to some observers who
believe that change in the socia consciousness of the nuns has been slow.
Perhaps such observers are viewing the nuns largely through the lenses of
the West rather than those of Asia.

An anthropologically sensitive analysis unveils multivalent semiotic
layers not readily apparent to Western observers. In my view, the slippage
between analyses suggests that the Tibetan nuns in northern India are
compelled toward social change as they simultaneously negotiate the
imperatives of cultural survival. Or, as Nandy would have it, they enact
change as continuity. Surely this is no mean linguistic feat. The nuns
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language revea s that they are agents of change in their own right and in
their own time.

10

11

Notes

“The Sisters of Ladakh” is a video by Ricardo Lobo in which this concept is discussed at some
length. The nuns believe they can lead the way through the example of their own good behaviour
— their compassion, modern educational practices, and work for justice. Thus they can show others
the right path. The nuns take leadership in this task.

Rhetorical strategies familiar in Western feminist religious discourse, such as non-sexist forms and
historical reassessment, surfacein the nuns' language. However, these forms are distinct to the local
theologies and politics of acommunity-in-exile. Some genres, such as chd (one of the few Buddhist
liturgies or rituals created by a female, Y eshe Tsogyal) conform to tradition; others, such as
invocation and interpretation, reconfigure it.

Indeed Buddhism enjoins al practitioners to practice patiencein the face of adversity. In traditional
lojong, or mind-training practice, there are at | east two pith slogans —“W hichever of the two occurs,
be patient” and “Be grateful to everyone” — that could be interpreted as directions to avoid
confrontation. In fact, any number of slogans can beinterpreted as directions to avoid confrontation.
In my Buddhist philosophy class, nuns silently observed when laypeople questioned the sexism of
scripture or teachers. In private, nuns discussed the sexism of some geshes and the direct obstacles
some geshes created to the nuns’ educational success. One widely-circulated anecdote among class
participants relates how, when confronted by Westerners about his sexist exegesis, one geshe pulled
his robe over his head and refused to continue the teachings. One Western translator is known to
refuse to translate misogynist passages and thus the geshe for whom she translates has been known
to skip entire chapters or sections of misogynist scripture, without comment.

Daily Recitations (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan W orks and Archives, 2001).

The standpoint of my informants is rhetorically of interest: they believe English is, either
intrinsically or by way of translation process, less able to deal with the Buddhist concept of the non-
duality of the enlightened Buddha.

William Labov, “The Intersection of Sex and Social Class in the Course of Linguistic Change,”
Language Variation and Change 2:205-254. Cited in Terttu Nevalainen and Helena Raumolin-
Brunberg, eds., Historical Sociolinguistics (New Y ork: Longman, 2003), p. 111.

| have been told stories of the resistance of older nuns to the new educational practices in the
nunneries.

Ashis Nandy, Bonfire of Creeds: The Essential Ashis Nandy (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2004), p. 22.

Y eshe Tsogyd was the eighth-century consort of Padmasambhava, Guru Rinpoche, who brought
Buddhism to Tibet. She transmitted many Nyingma teachings herself and is known as a wisdom
dakini and a meditational deity (known by many names, including: W hite Tara, a female Buddha
of long life; Vajrayogini/Vgravarahi, a meditational deity, or yidam, who personifies wisdom
mind; and Sarasvati, a female bodhisattva of culture, learning, speech, and music. See Judith
Simmer-Brown, Dakini’s Warm Breath (Boston: Shambhala, 2001), pp. 65-69.

My interaction with the nuns takes place in English, alingua franca of the nunneries. English is the
second, third, or fourth language of many nuns. It is the second official language of India, thus
widely studied and used. Nuns from the Indian Himalaya speak a variety of regional dialects and
many nuns from Tibet do not speak Hindi. Hindi is the official language of India but, increasingly,
gives way to English in multilingual, multiethnic Asia. Many Indians do not even speak Hindi at
home. The curriculum of the nunneries includes English and Tibetan, and Hindi is sometimes
offered as an extracurricular course of study. | do not edit the nuns' language here except for
occasional ellipses.
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37
The Net of Indra: A Writing Workshop on
Women's Global Connectedness

Sandy Boucher

Y ears ago when | heard that some of my feminist friends were planning to
attend the first United Nations World Conference on Women in M exico, |
wondered why they would want to go. | was an ardent feminist activist in
my own community in the United States, and it had not occurred to me to
concern myself with women in other countries, or to think I might learn
from them. The same was true of me as | began Buddhist practise. Like
most of us who practise in the West, | was focused on learning to sit still
and pay attention to my breath, on reading Buddhist texts, and relating to
my teacher and the group of meditators who became my community. Of
course, | knew that this great spiritual path had been brought to us
Westerners from Asia, but | felt little identification with Asian Buddhists
or Asian women practitioners in particular.

Then how did I, in 2006, make the decision to do everything in my
power to get to Malaysia to attend the Sakyadhita Conference? Why was |
filled with such enthusiasm and passionate interest that | took the trouble,
with my partner, to organise a fund drive in which 48 of my friends and
community members donated the money for my plane fare and expenses?

This question informed my decision to offer a writing workshop in
which we would explore each participant’s personal connection to the
global multicultural Buddhist women’s community that was represented
and embodied at the conference. | knew we would be taking in a great
wealth of information, from every corner of the Buddhist world, and
probably by the end of the conference we would be happily overwhelmed
with facts, analysis, inspiration, new perspectives. | wanted the workshop
to offer an oasis of quiet reflection, a time of slowing down, going inward
to reflect, hoping that it might allow us to integrate and deepen our
experience.

As Buddhists, some of us are familiar with the concept of Indra’s net.
Indra, an Indian god, spread his net throughout the universe, and at each
juncture of the net was adiamond, or some say a drop of dew. In each drop
of dew, or diamond, is reflected every other diamond or drop of dew in the
net. Just so, we are all interrelated. Wereflect, in our individual awareness,
the consciousness, the needs, the frustrations, the insights, joys, and
discouragements of all beings across cultures, nationalities, and languages.
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Together we are developing a vision of a Buddhist world in which
women will be empowered, supported, and encouraged. But as Buddhist
women engage in the world, while looking outward to what needs to be
done, we must always be looking inward to discover the truth of our deepest
experience. So | offered in the workshop an opportunity, a moment of
lookingin, atimeto reflect and to touch the deeper meaning of what we had
been sharing.

At the last workshop of the last day of the conference, a small group of
women and one man gathered next to the altar in the exhibition hall of Sau
Seng Lum Exhibition Centre. Down here the air conditioning was not
turned on. Tired from five days of conference events and sweating in the
heat, we looked around for some means to cool off. An electric fan stood by
apillar, halfway across the large space. Since it would not come to us, we
picked up our chairs and carried them to arrange in a circle before the fan,
which akind volunteer turned on for us. Beginning to cool off in the wind
from the spinning blades, we introduced ourselves. One person offered to
translate from English to Chinese, but it became clear that translation would
not be necessary. Several of the women were Korean and spoke English,
one was Canadian, and the Chinese speakers from the Malaysian
community also spoke English. We were all lay Buddhists. Several of the
women said that they aspired to write about their lives, one woman reveal ed
that she would like to write mystery novels.

W e began with ashort meditation to connect uswith our bodies and our
breath, to help us relax into the moment. Then | talked about why we had
come together, and pointed to the similarities | had discovered between
Buddhist mindful ness practise and the endeavour of writing: “ Those of us
who meditate know that our practise is an exploration. With great interest,
we attend to what’ s going on in the moment. We observe with accuracy the
sensations of the body, the workings of the mind, the come-and-go of the
feelings. Writing also requires that we pay attention to our experience. We
become the observer. Then we go a step further and attempt to
communicate that experience to others, by putting words on paper.”

The participants listened, nodding, apparently seeing the parallels. “In
meditation,” | continued, “we have the intention to be where we are, not
where we want to be. To sit with the feelings, the discomfort, the doubt, the
self-denigration, the impatience — having the courage to fully welcome all
that it is to be a human being. In writing, the challenge is the same. We stay
with our uncertainty, our pain and difficult feelings. We don’t stop or settle
for some easy completion, but have the courage to stay with the material
until something emerges and we see how to work with it or bring it to
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completion. When we write this way, we are touching our own wisdom,
getting a more authentic view of this mind-body process we inhabit.”

After this introduction, it was time to prepare for the writing. | asked
each person to put aside her notebook and pen, and close her eyes for a
guided meditation. After we had connected again to our bodies and breath,
I invited each person to go back in time to the first awakening in her of the
awareness that she was part of an international Buddhist community. |
asked each to revisit the experience or relationship that helped her realise
that she participates in a worldwide community of women and men, many
of them from culturesquite different from her own. Perhaps it was an article
read, a trip taken, a person met, a project, a dream, or a vision. | invited
each participant to go back to that moment when she knew: | am not just
myself doing my practise and involved in activities in the world — teaching,
working for social justice, or whatever we do as Buddhists. | am part of a
network of women and men stretching over the world, committed to
Dharma practise, reflecting shared values and aspirations. | asked the
members of the group to go back to that moment of realisation, find
themselves in that place, and to pay attention to the sights, sounds, tastes,
smells, the people there, and to experience again the feelings they had at
that moment.

When it was time to write, some stayed in the circle, while others went
off to work at nearby tables. And as | walked around to visit them and see
how they were doing, | found that they had questions. Women are often
hesitant about whether we are doing the right thing. On woman asked, “Is
this what we were supposed to do?” | glanced at her writing and reassured
her, “What you have written is perfect. It is exactly right. Just keep going
and write some more.” Another woman looked up from her paper excitedly,
fearfully. “Oh, I'm afraid I’ ve written the wrong thing,” she said, her eyes
pleading. “No,” | told her, “there’s no way you can make a mistake here.”
| looked at her material and said this twice, until she returned with
enthusiasm to her page. In these workshops, | want to help us support each
other, encourage a sincere expression of feelings and ideas, and receive,
acknowledge, and honour each woman’s expression.

Another woman stood up to bring me her paper, on which she had
written only a few sentences. “I went to sleep,” she explained. “I was so
tired and | just slept, and when | woke up | wasn’t critical of myself for
falling asleep. Actually I just felt happy.” We smiled at each other. She read
me her few sentences and they sounded like apoem. | was glad that, if sleep
was what she most needed, she had felt free to surrender to sleep in my
workshop, and that she could feel positive about it. “ This, too, is perfect,”
| told her. “Y ou’ve done just the right thing.”
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When it was time to come back to the circle to read aloud what they had
written, we all arranged ourselves in our seats with a sense of nervousness
and anticipation. | explained that we were not going to critique or analyse
what was offered. We were simply going to receive the expression of each
participant, bringing our full attention to her words. We were going to listen
wholeheartedly to what each had to say about her own experience. As each
person finished, | would ring our improvised bell (aglass and a spoon), and
we would sit in silence for a short while, absorbing what had been shared.
Then the next woman would read her piece.

But when it came time to read, the demons of insecurity arose again.
“I”m embarrassed to read this,” admitted the first woman. “1 think it’s not
what we were supposed to write.” “No, no,” | countered, “there can be no
right or wrong in this. We just want to hear your thoughts and feelings.”
Everyone in the circle joined with me, nodding, encouraging: “Y es, please
read.” Finally, the woman read a piece about how she had seen the |eafl et
for the Sakyadhita conference, had made her decision to come, and driven
from out of town. She also shared some of what she had gained from the
conference. When she had finished, she looked relieved and happy. We all
nodded in appreciation. | rang the bell and we observed a few moments of
silence. Then the second woman began to express her hesitancy. “I
shouldn’t read this. It’s not very good.” We assured her that we wanted to
hear what she had written. “No good or bad here,” | reminded her. “What
you have written is just right.” Then she read, about her thoughts on the
conference and her hopes for it. When she finished, we all acknowledged
her sharing and she seemed pleased, as if now she would view what she had
written as a valuable contribution.

In this way, we went around the circle. The woman who had dept
declined to read her “poem,” but described her experience. The Canadian
woman read her piece about hearing a tak by Helen Caldicott, the
international anti-nuclear activist, and feeling her own responsibility for the
future of our world. That moment, she said, had been like the falling away
of one personality and the awakening of another. The man told us that,
although he rarely cries, earlier that day his eyes had flooded with tears as
he sat in the dining hall talking with another participant and found himself
able to share at a deep level. As he talked, the T aiwanese woman, the only
onewho had not read yet, began to cry. She looked at us helplessly through
her tears. “It’s good to cry,” someone told her. “It's okay, let it come.”
Struggling to control her voice, she read about the first Sakyadhita
conference she had attended some yearsago. She described how, at the first
morning ceremony, she found her heart opening in a way that changed her
life, for later she became a major organiser for subsequent conferences.
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After everyone had spoken and been heard, | rang the bell and we sat in
silence, our bodies relaxed, looking around the circle at each face
appreciatively. Now we were acircle, not of strangers, but of friends. In our
final meditation, we held the voices of each of the participants, accepting
this open communication as a precious gift.

Although this workshop of laypeople did not deal with specific issues,
it had shed light on the necessity for women’s voices to be heard in world
Buddhism. Like so much else at the conference, the workshop had
empowered each of us. Despite the past programming that caused us to
silence our own voices and denigrate the value of our communications, we
had helped each other break through and speak out. In this, perhaps the
content of our writing had not been as important as the act of speaking
itself, and of being fully heard and honoured. | hoped that, working
together, we had not only given ourselves permission to identify and
articulate our truth, but gained an inkling that we can support and be
supported by a community as vast and responsive as a net of diamonds
strewn across the sky — the net of Indrathat symbolises our interrelatedness
and unity.
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