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A Buddhist Game, AhhB

Ng Xin Zhao

Buddhism is perceived as not trending by general population, at least in Singapore where 
the census showed a decrease from 56.3% to 43% Buddhist1. What is being trendy in today’s 
world are gaming and superheroes. A simple search in Google trends shows that the word “Zen” 
is becoming less popular than the word “Gaming” since 2011.  Add in the word “Pokemon” and 
“Buddha” in it and you’ll see “Pokemon” is consistently more popular than  “Zen” and “Gaming” 
and “Buddha” is consistently less popular. And the word “Happy” is up there fighting popularity 
with “Pokemon”. 

It’s obvious the world wants to be happy. In this day and age, we have the Avengers, 
Pokemon, and many other instant sensual pleasures to keep us happy, however temporarily, people 
would willingly spend money on it. Whereas we practising Buddhists has long since known, for 
free  the secret to eternal happiness. Or at least we have a track record that the happiest man alive 
is a monk! Yes, he is none other than Matthieu Ricard2. In general, meditation has been shown 
to increase a person’s happiness by various researchers including Richard Davidson3, 4. Having 
known these, it is natural for Buddhists to want to spread this secret to happiness with everyone. 

Today’s world is a ripe time to do it. In the spirit of skillful means in Mahayana Buddhism, it 
is about time we incorporate gaming and superheroes as part of the skillful means in spreading the 
Dhamma as art, music, statues, paintings had done their part in the 2500 plus years of Buddhism. 
With the advent of smartphone technology and rapid neuroscience progress, it is possible to create 
a device that can incorporate these trending games and superheroes to attract youths, and help to 
spread the secret of happiness. What’s more, a search in the same google trend shows “Samsung” 
and “iPhone” are much more (at least twice) popular compared to “Pokemon” and “Happiness”. 
So if the device can be made to be the replacement of smartphones, it can reach out to the general 
audience of city folks regardless of age. Let’s call this device, QuMind, short for quantum mind. 

Now’s the time to present my idea: I propose QuMind, the device and its operating system 
to be used as a platform reborn to house an inbuilt game called Ahhb, short for “a happy human 
being”, to help people to be happier with the teachings of morality, meditation and wisdom, in 

1 (2013). Download - Statistics Singapore. Retrieved September 24, 2013, from http://www.singstat.gov.
sg/publications/publications_and_papers/cop2010/census_2010_release1/findings.pdf.

2 (2012). Buddhist monk is the world’s happiest man - India Nydailynews. Retrieved September 24, 
2013, from http://india.nydailynews.com/newsarticle/7b470adb0a9b6c32e19e16a08df13f3d/buddhist-
monk-is-the-worlds-happiest-man.

3 (2010). Meditation linked to happiness and positive behavior - Natural News. Retrieved September 24, 
2013, from http://www.naturalnews.com/030442_meditation_happiness.html.

4 Brewer, J. (2011). Meditation experience is associated with differences in default mode ... Retrieved 
from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3250176/.
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particular taking the advantage of the trends of gaming and superheroes to attract youths.
What makes this paper fall under the topic of futurology is that I’m considering also the 

extrapolation of current cutting edge technology and intend to apply it to help spread Buddhism. 
This paper is indeed like a an extended proposal instead of a well done research, but I believe it is 
what a paper on predicting/ anticipating/ imagining the future should be.

The rest of the paper explains QuMind, Ahhb, and the advantage and challenges to overcome 
for the game to come true. 

QuMind

QuMind combines the technologies of smartphones, hand-held gaming consoles, google 
glass, brainwave reading machines, portable MRI, and immersive 3D gameplay amongst others. 
So it might look like a google glass (wearing a glass) with a headband, or a hatlike feature that 
includes the portable MRI and brainwave reading capabilities and it’s going to have quantum 
cryptographic security levels to avoid people hacking into these hardwares.

It needs to have a long battery life, so that it is portable for the whole day for the user to 
move it around like a handheld gaming system and also to enable the users to use QuMind on 
the road for example where it can help in monitoring traffic, and warning the user if there is an 
incoming vehicle whose trajectory is going to collide with the user’s vehicle. That’s a possible 
usage for QuMind, an accident reduction device while on the road. 

The next feature of QuMind is that it needs good cameras or video capturing abilities, on 
par with the Kinect two of Xbox One5. Preferably at least two cameras on the front and possibly 
on the sides too to have the ability to be an accident reduction device. The two cameras can 
capture 3D images and estimate distances to objects accurately. In one possible game mode, the 
video is turned on all the time the user is wearing the device, except with an automatic switch off 
button in the toilet and during private activities. Users who are concerned with privacy can be rest 
assured that the videos are only stored inside the device itself and will not be sent outside of the 
device unless the with the user’s consent. As there is a limited memory on the device, there will 
be a time limit of the amount of video stored before it is automatically deleted. Ideally it can be 
a week.

QuMind should also have a great microphone system to capture sounds. Technology 
perfected with the Xbox One where the device can sense the users’ voice command even in an 
environment of gaming noise can be implemented into QuMind6. With the video and audio input 
that is greatly enhanced, QuMind can be a crime detractor, for it can phone the local police as 

5 “Kinect for Xbox One in action - YouTube.” 2013. 26 Sep. 2013 <http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=j7GBUeHv_Ts>

6 “Kinect 2.0 Voice Hear Demo - YouTube.” 2013. 26 Sep. 2013 <http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=rYF9kpZ5xqs>
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soon as it senses a robbery taking place, murder, rape attempt, or a handgun. Of course fine-tuning 
has to be implemented to distinguish between a toy gun and the real one and TV shows with 
Augmented Reality. The user can also call off the call within 3 seconds if it was a false alarm. 

QuMind has the combined ability to scan brainwaves and MRI activities of the brain. There 
are maps of emotions with MRI scans7 and brainwaves can be used to help quantify meditation 
experiences8. Together these features allows for various applications9 to be developed for QuMind 
other than what is intended by Ahhb. An example from the cited source is gaming and manipulation 
of devices for the disabled, and it might be possible to communicate even with comatose patient 
with this too!  

Immersive gameplay abilities like that of oculus rift10 will attract hardcore gamers and 
users new to gaming for the novel experience of really being in the gaming world. It means total 
coverage of the eyes, and that the screen will turn along with the user’s neck in real time and is 
almost 180 degrees wide, with a possible 3D inclusion. Augmented reality means that the user 
can see reality as it is and go online or have digital interfaces alongside it at the same time. This 
is the core idea of google glass11. Both features will be in QuMind, allowing users to play Ahhb 
the way they like it. 

The internet function of QuMind is essential for it to be a replacement for smartphones 
and other devices like tablet and even a chromebook12! Anything you can do online, you can do it 
on QuMind too. With video graphic cards and processors made for high end gaming and storage 
media of SSD (Solid State Devices) made for storing hours of videos, QuMind certainly has what 
it takes to be a portable hat computer too if needed. 

Other than the obvious wifi connectivity and phone accessibility, QuMind will also feature 
bluetooth and streetpass13 like the Nintendo 3DS. The streetpass feature can exchange smiles and 
well meaning messages across to complete strangers, breaking the unfriendly barrier in society 
due to fear of criminals. Toxic behaviour (foul languages etc) can be fixed by allowing only well 
behaved users to access and broadcast their streetpass messages and other exchanges in the game. 
Also a tribunal system like how League of Legends did with their system can be implemented 
and experimented upon to help reduce toxic behaviour and promote a beautiful, healthy society 

7 “INSIDE STORY: MRI Scans.” 2006. 26 Sep. 2013 <http://www.insidestory.iop.org/mri.html>
8 Williams, Bryan. “A Glimpse into the Meditating Brain.”
9 “Surveyor Connect | Facebook.” 2013. 27 Sep. 2013 <https://www.facebook.com/SurveyorConnect/

posts/472627552796648>
10 “Oculus Rift - Virtual Reality Headset for 3D Gaming | Oculus VR.” 2012. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.

oculusvr.com/>
11 “Google Glass - What It Does.” 2013. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.google.com/glass/start/what-it-does/>
12 “Introducing the new Chromebook - Google.” 2010. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.google.com/chromeos>
13 “StreetPass - The Nintendo Wiki - Wikia.” 2011. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://nintendo.wikia.com/wiki/

StreetPass>
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for the users of QuMind14. Accelerometer and touchscreen capabilities will also be featured as it 
is currently part of the standard features of almost all smartphones and mobile devices.  

Finally, security is of top most concern for the information gathered from the user is quite 
extensive. So, as the one great feature that distinguish QuMind from the rest of the competition, 
like Emotiv15, Vuzix16, Neurosky17, MyndPlay18 and others is that it is secured with quantum 
cryptography. This means that the security of the device is ensured between the user and the 
gaming provider as quantum cryptography allows only one to one connection and will be able 
to detect it if someone is to eavesdrop into the system. As quantum computers are becoming a 
reality19, it is important to protect even against that using post quantum cryptography20. Quantum 
Computers are able to factorize a large number into its two prime factors much quicker than 
classical computers. The fact that it is hard to factorize a large number into its two prime factors 
is used as an algorithm called the RSA. It is used to secure our privacy by having our password 
as one of the prime factors21. 

All or most of the technologies described here are cutting edge but they exist, so it is 
not impossible to create QuMind within the next 5 to 10 years, depending on research on post-
quantum cryptography, funding, and co-operations from Big Tech Companies. Now that we have 
the tool, let’s turn to the software.

Ahhb

The game is named Ahhb, short for “a happy human being”, the ultimate goal of the game. 
Ahhb contains three main parts to the game, morality, mental development and wisdom. The 
following explains a possible rough guide on how this can be implemented and the philosophy 
behind it. QuMind operating system allows the user to access other games or services, apps or 
functionalities of QuMind. The special thing about this operating system is that it is integrated 
with the Ahhb game so that the gaming points such as kamma points are always activated much 
like how the play coin is part of the Nintendo 3DS operating system and the Xbox achievements 
are part of the Xbox operating system. 

14 “Gamasutra - Video: Fixing toxic online behavior in League of Legends.” 2013. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://
www.gamasutra.com/view/news/191262/>

15 “Emotiv | EEG System | Electroencephalography.” 2002. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.emotiv.com/>
16 “Vuzix - View the Future Today.” 2005. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.vuzix.com/>
17 “NeuroSky - Brainwave Sensors for Everybody.” 2005. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.neurosky.com/>
18 “MyndPlay - Mind controlled movies and video training platform.” 2010. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.

myndplay.com/>
19 “D-Wave, The Quantum Computing Company.” 27 Sep. 2013 <http://www.dwavesys.com/>
20 “Post-quantum cryptography.” 2008. 27 Sep. 2013 <http://pqcrypto.org/>
21 Rivest, Ronald L, Adi Shamir, and Len Adleman. “A method for obtaining digital signatures and public-

key cryptosystems.” Communications of the ACM 21.2 (1978): 120-126.
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The story is that theocratically, if everyone keeps getting happier and happier all the time, 
which is the individual goal of the game, then society would eventually evolve into a sustainable 
utopia. In order to reach that utopia, every individual (players) will have to undergo trainings to 
learn how to generate happiness instead of the cause of suffering. There are threefold trainings to 
be held, morality, concentration and wisdom.

Morality
At the beginning of the game, the user is warned that this is a journey towards becoming 

a happier you. One of the great hypothesis that we are testing is that a person who does good 
things more often will be happier more often. Happiness can be measured by MRI and brainwave 
scans which has correlations from meditation research22, 23. Areas of brain associated with positive 
emotions and negative emotions can be monitored and measured24 against the activities of the 
user. Thus, if the user satisfy certain psychological conditions, he or she will be exposed to 
the information of his or her own happiness level vs their own activities. If they give consent, 
anonymous data will be gathered from the user and collected to give global data on how actions 
can affect happiness.  

There will also be a build-in precaution in case unethical players try to use sensual pleasures, 
drugs, alcohol or excessive means to fake the victory goal. After seven days of playing, a simple 
statistics will be unlocked which shows the average happiness level of an individual and tailor a 
possible target or goal for the player to reach. The players can also decide for themselves which 
goal are they most comfortable to try to attain. Only the average happiness will count towards 
achieving the goal, so it is up to the players to live a lifestyle that is most conducive towards the 
player’s happiness.

To have a graph of action vs happiness, there must be a corresponding number attached to 
actions too. In Buddhism we call it kamma (or karma, I’ll be using both interchangeably). In the 
game Sims 3, karma points system is implemented25. Sims is a simulation of a person living in the 
computer with accelerated time, the character has to eat, sleep, bath, go to work and basically, it’s 
like simulating life. In that game, player earns karma points from fulfilling wishes of the character 
they control and then have the choice to spend it on positive rewards or negative punishments 
to be inflicted upon the character they control. This runs contrary to the meaning of karma in 
Buddhism. 

22 Davidson, Richard J et al. “Alterations in brain and immune function produced by mindfulness 
meditation.” Psychosomatic medicine 65.4 (2003): 564-570.

23 Lutz, Antoine et al. “Long-term meditators self-induce high-amplitude gamma synchrony during 
mental practice.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 
101.46 (2004): 16369-16373.

24 “Change your Mind Change your Brain: The Inner ... - YouTube.” 2007. 28 Sep. 2013 <http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=L_30JzRGDHI>

25 “Karma power - The Sims Wiki - Wikia.” 2013. 28 Sep. 2013 <http://sims.wikia.com/wiki/Karma_
power>



142

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

In Ahhb, kamma points are assigned to certain actions, speech and thoughts. There are 
two different accounts, of the wholesome kamma account and unwholesome kamma account, 
accumulating wholesome kamma points does not cancel out the unwholesome kamma points 
accrued. There is admittedly a degree of arbitrariness in assigning an integer to numerous actions, 
speech and thoughts, however there are various suttas in the Tipitaka that gives a rough guide on 
which actions under what conditions is more meritorious than some other actions. An example 
of that is Velāma Sutta in Anguttara Nikaya 9.2026 where it was stated that more fruitful (I’m 
equating fruitful with meritorious) than building a temple is to take the three refuge, and more 
fruitful than that is to observe the five precepts.

The guide on which action is considered as wholesome and unwholesome is clearly listed 
down in the suttas too. The 10 unwholesome and wholesome actions are listed in the Saleyyaka 
Sutta in Majjhima Nikaya 4127. 10 bases for meritorious actions, 10 and 6 perfections are all 
encoded into Ahhb. With QuMind’s video and audio abilities, it would not be too difficult to 
identify which action is wholesome and which is unwholesome. A more subtle matter is how does 
intention or rather greed, hatred, delusion translate into MRI and brainwave scannings. This is a 
matter for further research. 

Currently a workable model would be to see if an action of the user is accompanied by 
activation of the part of the brain that is associated with negative emotions. It is possible to have a 
person smiling and saying “Thank you” while having anger in his or her mind. Ahhb would then 
register the kamma points into both wholesome and unwholesome parts. The exact number would 
depend on the degree of activation of the parts of the brain that shows anger. This is assuming that 
if a person is more angry, there’ll be more oxygen consumed in the part of the brain that shows 
anger, thus registering more strongly in the MRI scan.

The system of kamma in Ahhb would explicitly give the user + kamma points to the 
wholesome bank as soon as the user completes or think about a wholesome action no matter how 
major or minor it is. An example would be to eat vegetarian meal with the mind of love, then 
about 1 minute after the meal is completed, QuMind can add in a pop up at the bottom right corner 
of the screen to show “Vegetarian meal with loving mind +y wholesome kamma points” with y 
being a number yet to be determined. 

When the user commits negative kamma however, only the major negative kamma points 
will be displayed. The major negative kamma are: killing, stealing and sexual misconduct. This is 
to ensure that the user knows that these actions are to be discouraged in almost all circumstances. 
The rest of the negative kamma would be revealed according to the wisdom level of the user. This 
is because it is to be expected that the device will pick up on many unwholesome habits of the 

26 “Velāma Sutta: About Velāma - Access to Insight.” 2011. 28 Sep. 2013 <http://www.accesstoinsight.
org/tipitaka/an/an09/an09.020.than.html>

27 “MN 41 - Access to Insight.” 2006. 28 Sep. 2013 <http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.041.
nymo.html>
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user that even the user might not know about or ready to give up yet. So to avoid unnecessary 
stress on the user’s part, they are still to remain ignorant about their minor misgivings until they 
are ready to change. 

The modelling of kamma points in Ahhb would be guided by the book “The Workings of 
Kamma”28 by Pa-Auk Tawya Sayadaw and the Buddhist suttas. Even then I acknowledge that 
any attempt to quantify kamma and to try to model it might fail miserably out of the truth of 
how kamma really works. However, as a first step attempt, the accumulation of wholesome and 
unwholesome kamma would start from the first time the user uses the device and stops when the 
user takes off the device or turns it off. The advantage of having a kamma point is also to motivate 
the user to do good, even if it does encourage a form of spiritual greed, at least it would be a first 
step to many. For those who are beyond spiritual greed, there is no reason to be upset for the 
system. The kamma system would also be in activation when the user is using QuMind’s other 
functionalities like surfing the net. Thus surfing for porn with QuMind is not without consequences 
with respect to the user’s kamma points. 

There are two complementary mode for the bulk of the game, which is the training of 
morality. The first mode is immersive gameplay, the second augmented reality. 

The immersive gameplay

The immersive gameplay uses the QuMind’s function to allow the user to see themselves 
in a gameworld, starting from a baby. The time in this gameworld is one year for every day in real 
life, even if the user does not play the game. The character the user controls also age and will die 
depending on statistical chance, the era the game is set in, the actions the user made the character 
do and the health of the character itself. To accommodate user who has to lay off the game for 
a week or months for retreats or some other business, there is an option to allow time to flow 
normally as the outside world while Ahhb is offline, this option is called RealTime. However, 
once in the game, the character would gain a year per day again. The short term of the game is 
made up for by the concept of rebirth of the character when they die. Only kamma and ignorance 
(including skills, knowledge and wisdom) are carried forward to the next life.

The character would undergo different stages of life as they age, and has to balance between 
eight different factors of their life to be a happy human being. 

1. Survival: This would be just like the Sims game where the player has to control the 
character to eat, sleep, bath, go to toilet, and have entertainment to keep the mood 
meter up. The goal of the aspect: just to survive, we need to be alive to be happy.

2. Physical Health: Ahhb would simulate the character’s bodily requirements and food 

28 “The Workings of Kamma - DhammaTalks.net.” 2011. 28 Sep. 2013 <http://www.dhammatalks.net/
Books8/Pa_Auk_Workings_of_Kamma.pdf>
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intake. So if there is too much junk food intake, the body would not be as healthy as 
if the user feed the character vegan food. It’s possible for the body to be sick too, as 
a manifestation of unwholesome kamma. To keep the body healthy, the character can 
exercise too. The goal: to have a healthy body for as long as possible, a sick character 
is not really conducive to various forms of happiness.

3. Relationships: In the first few years of the character’s life, he or she is not being 
played, instead, the player plays the parents in order to take care of a baby. Only after 
5 years old (5 days in real time) will the players be able to control their character. The 
relationships the character will forge will change with age, first the parents, relatives, 
cousins, then schoolmates, teachers, friends with the same interests, all the way into 
college buddies, co-workers, the significant other, getting married, having kids and 
starting a family on your own, all the way to having grandkids or great grandkids 
if you raised your children to want to marry early. There are meters of relationships 
which will automatically go down to neutral unless the player spends some time 
on some activities with other people in the character’s life. This being an online 
game, players can also marry other player’s character and have kids which can be 
controlled by another player. Sex is not simulated in this game, just implied, but 
dating simulation with dialogues are inside the game. The goal: to have significant 
relationships instead of shallow acquaintances, happiness can derive from such long 
standing relationships. 

4. Skills: At the beginning of the character’s life, if the setting is in a civilized world, 
he or she will be required to attend schooling, all 6 years of primary, 5 years 
of secondary, 2 years of high school and 4 years of college. There’ll be tests of 
competence and if extraordinary education level is exhibited, the character can be 
promoted up the education levels, shortening the time required for graduation to 
happen. The education material covered will be from real life education including 
the tests. After graduation, the character can keep on learning life-long skills like 
cooking, guitar, skateboarding, etc… The goal: to learn skills enables one to access 
certain careers and possibly carry over their skills to the character’s next life, also 
meditation as a skill does promotes greater happiness than sensual pleasures.

5. Career: The bulk of most people’s adult life is within Ahhb with various jobs to 
choose from. Jobs can be created by other players including being a teacher 
for those who are still learning, being a police or getting into the army, go into 
politics, or stay a humble scientist, new jobs will be constantly updated as the game 
expands continuously and also depends on the technology, culture, needs of the era 
and background that the character is born into. Here is the ultimate test of Right 
Livelihood. Jobs with criminal intent will also be allowed. However if the player got 
caught by the police, they will stay in jail for the appropriate amount of time. In the 
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years that the character is in jail, compulsory re-education is to be undertaken and 
the player who fails to learn will have their sentence lengthen. During jail time, the 
RealTime option is automated and the user cannot skip the days of re-education. If 
the crime is serious enough, they would also get beheaded and have to start all over 
again in a new life having to go through the baby and education stages. In gaming 
terms these are quite serious setbacks and would discourage the player from criminal 
activities if they wish to further explore the game Ahhb. The goal: to find and explore 
careers that make a fulfilling life.

6. Financial Planning: The money accumulated from a job will be counted per year 
and paid to the player at beginning of the following year after the player starts a 
job. From these money, the player can choose to invest in various things including 
buying properties, shares, companies, etc… to generate passive income. This is a 
great way to allow the players to simulate how they would like to plan where their 
money would go in real life. The investment payoffs of the players will depend on 
their kamma. The goal: Financial Freedom, so that the player does not need to worry 
about money in the game and can quit their job anytime to play other stuffs.  

7. Possessions: Like the Sims, the player can buy house decorations, furnitures, toys, 
lands, or even games to play inside the Ahhb. The games that are supported would 
depend on which publisher would want to publish a game here. Vehicles are also 
available to be brought as well as collection of clothings, food for cooking, books 
for reading, etc…If you buy a car, or a laptop, it might get outdated and in need 
of repairs too. One of the ways the player can have their negative kamma bring to 
fruitation is the destruction of their virtual properties. The goal: happiness can come 
from money and buying things and also in contentment.  

8. Religion/ Spiritual: Finally, there is a religious side to balance the character, wherein 
the character can choose to identify as to which religion he or she is in and can choose 
to change their religion at any time. In the beginning of the game, there would be 
only two choices available: Buddhist or non-Buddhist, the other religions would be 
added in as the game gains more popular and momentum prompting developers of 
other faiths who are willing to work in the paradigm of kamma and rebirth in the 
Ahhb game to programme in their religion too. For those who choose to be Buddhist, 
the option of wisdom component will be open to them, including teachings from all 
three traditions of Buddhism. For those who choose non-Buddhist, the knowledge of 
secular Buddhism books like search inside yourself by Tan Chade Meng would be 
made available. (Provided we have their author’s permission to take the contents.) 
This part is largely connected with the mental development and wisdom part of 
Ahhb, which will be described later. The goal: to have the more sublime happiness 
of meditation and the ultimate happiness of the end of suffering.
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In the first iteration of the game, the first batches of players would be born in their specific 
parts of the world in 1700, then for the next 365 days in real time until the year 2065 in the game 
time, the players would undergo about 5 or more rebirths as the world keeps on progressing 
forward in technology and the career prospects keeps on changing as the world moves forward 
in time. 

Social issues of the time will also be prominent in the world and the players can be part 
of the issue to address difficult questions and struggles in the world such as getting rid of the 
slave concept, racial tension, the vegan movement, global warming, religions tension, and even 
the world wars. The actions of the characters and the reasoning behind them would be taken in 
account when kamma points are awarded. 

In time, more worlds would open up, including parallel universes with different starting 
years, space age exploration with planets, possibly even a Buddhist planet! Where the user would 
be reborned into also depends on the user.

The main importance of kamma points is in the process of rebirth. The rebirth process 
includes where to be reborn into, how death happens, and how kamma decide which realms the 
character is reborn into. 

There are most of the 31 realms of existence in the Buddhist cosmology mapped into the 
game, Ahhb. At least one hell realm, one hungry ghost realm, the human and animal realm and 
one deva realm. 

Death can come in many ways in Ahhb, either via suicide, old age, sickness, accidents on 
the road, on the job, killed in wars, killed while trying to rob a bank, death sentence in jail, even 
starved to death! 

In the process of dying, there are four possible ranking of kamma that comes into play, 
the weighty kamma, if there isn’t one, then it is followed by near death kamma, then by habitual 
kamma, finally by the rest of the kamma. Since the actions of the weighty kamma is too scary to 
even contemplate upon, the game will not simulate any possibilities of committing them. It means 
in the game, the player cannot kill their virtual parents, no matter what. The near death kamma 
can be activated only if the players think and act fast enough during that short window of time 
just before the death of the character. The trick is to project a positive emotion in their brains for 
a sudden increase or spike plus a smile for a chance to be reborn into a positive realm of either 
the humans or the deva. If a frown is detected along with a sudden increase in negative emotions, 
then a negative realm would be the next one to be reborned into. 

The habitual kamma takes notes of the one kamma action most frequently committed by 
the character while still alive and decides the realm to be reborn into based on whether it is a 
wholesome or unwholesome kamma. Next up is an unspecified kamma, this wouldbe activated 
only if there is no frequently committed action by the character. The unwholesome and wholesome 
kamma points will be compared and the one with the higher points would determine where the 
character would be reborn into. 



147

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

To make the game more interesting, if the character is reborn into a non-human realm, they 
would be reborn as a human, reducing some wholesome kamma points (provided there is still 
some left) and there they can continue playing the immersive game as humans. 

For those born into hell realm, they would stay there for as many seconds as proportional 
to 0.02% of their total unwholesome kamma points accumulated until then. RealTime option is 
always on as in jail and the user will have their heaviest gather misdeed replayed for them to 
repent upon. 

The hungry ghost realm is similar to hell, but there is a possibility of early release by 
rejoicing in the merits dedicated by other players. The dedication of merit is passed on using the 
Streetpass function of QuMind. To be a source of dedication of merit, the player has to do it in 
game and generate a certain mental pattern for it to be stored and transmitted. The hungry ghost 
realm would be the most popular realm to be reborn to for the ripening of the unwholesome 
kamma. 

Then there is the animal realm, where the players who are reborn into an animal would 
have their type and location determined further by their kamma points. Pet animals would be 
played like the types of games where the player is controlling the animal. What the owner do to 
the animal is entirely due to the animal’s kamma point, more wholesome kamma point would 
mature in for the pet. For those borned in the wild, there would be more unwholesome kamma 
points that would mature, resulting in hardship in getting food, getting hunted by humans or other 
predators, and possibility to be put down after getting caught. 

The deva realms in heaven would provide the entertainment level that human experiences 
but without the need for survival activities, to have a job, money, take care of the body, or 
relationships. The length of stay in terms of days is proportional to 5% of the user’s wholesome 
kamma points and the RealTime option is not available while in heaven. 

Finally, the human realm inequality would be based on each individual’s kamma too. 
Their lifespan, health limits, financial state of parents to be reborn to, attractiveness of face, are 
determined by their kamma. Also there is a hidden bonus of having a mutation that would add in 
a superpower in the body by having an unusually large amount of kamma. The superpower can be 
chosen at the cost of more kamma, or randomly assigned. If the user does not have that amount of 
wholesome kamma present, the next rebirth would be an ordinary one. 

The scene of addition of superpowered humans in the game would be like the DC Universe 
Online29 where ordinary humans were granted superhuman powers and they can choose to fight 
for good or for evil. The extraordinary amount of kamma needed to unlock this part of the game 
would be one of the motivation to pick up meditation as meditation would produce great amount of 
wholesome kamma points. Each time the player is reborned as a human, the evaluation of whether 
it is a superhuman or not would apply and the amount of wholesome kamma needed would be 
subtracted. To improve upon the superpowers, the players has to meditate for certain amount of 

29 “DC Universe Online - Marketing Site.” 2007. 29 Sep. 2013 <http://www.dcuniverseonline.com/>
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time and past some meditation tests of concentration and relaxation, both of which are used in 
Myndplay’s brainband30. The streetpass function also can exchange the data of superheroes and 
allow them to appear in the player’s game. 

While in the immersive gameplay, superhero mode, the players can still do large amount 
of wholesome acts via capturing criminals and helping those in need. However, they also have to 
take care of their mind while doing that, because the kamma generated via mental activities are 
still recorded as their kamma. 

Finally, the immersive gameplay is limited to only 4 hours per day but the amount of time 
that one can spend in it is doubled after meditation is picked up.

Augmented Reality

Like the google glass, augmented reality means looking at the real world with the virtual 
world interlay upon it. The augmented reality part of the game follows the player’s actions in daily 
life and records down the wholesome and unwholesome kamma generated from their actions. 
This augmented reality part is the main gameplay for those are not into playing the immersive 
gameplay part.

Short scrolls of gameplay tips are scattered around in an indoor arena for the players to pick 
up and read them. Detectors in the hardware would be sensitive to sunlight radiation pattern, wind, 
and videos showing of the outside world. The indoors is necessary for safety precautions from the 
traffic in the outside world. This is meant to be a phase where the players learn about the game in 
tiny bits and pieces them together to train their morality. Each gameplay tip is a piece of a puzzle 
which forms a picture of a kind act. The job of the player is to gather the scrolls and read them 
one by one. The different pictures can be the verses of Dhammapada, 108 Jing-Si Aphorism, 366 
days with wisdom by Ven Master Hsing Yun, the structure of the game Ahhb, how to meditate, 
and much more. Streetpassing other people will allow the user to take one puzzle piece that he 
doesn’t have yet to add to his collection. The beauty of Ahhb is that it can be constantly updated 
to add in new content, so there is no real end to learning in augmented reality part. 

Once the user completes any puzzle panel to the fullest and have not yet started the 
meditation part of Ahhb, there’ll be a prompt guiding the user onto the mental development or 
meditation part of Ahhb. Another way a player can advance to the mental development phase is if 
he or she had read enough Buddhist texts and wishes on his or her own will to learn meditation. 
All the player need to do is to indicate voice activation, “I want to learn meditation.” A recording 
of meditation will be started. A third way of moving to the mental development phase is for them 
to just drop into any meditation course traditionally and start off. 

A good way of actually improving upon morality is having stricter and more noble goals 

30 “BrainBand...Tell me more - MyndPlay Ltd.” 2012. 29 Sep. 2013 <http://myndplay.com/products.
php?prod=7>
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to attain after being able to observe the most basic precepts. For example, for the first precept, 
from no killing of all living beings, including insects, one can further train to spread loving-
kindness, volunteer in a local charity, and even go full vegan. The goals are user customized but 
the user would receive recommendation for the next improvement and refinement in morality and 
behaviour. 

There is a series of side quest and daily quest that can be carried out, usually involving 
something easy like hugging your family, doing home chores, getting in work on time, saying 
please and thank you, etc. These will help in the accumulation of wholesome habits which will 
be the basis of mental development. The players are also not allowed to access the immersive 
gameplay mode for more than 4 hours each day and during the remaining 20 hours of the day, they 
have to complete the daily quest in order to maintain access to the virtual reality gaming world. 
In this sense it is not for gamers to play and dump the game, but it is a potentially lifelong game. 

Mental Development

At the start of the user’s transition to mental development or meditation, they are introduced 
to a central guide on what is the goal. Thoughts arises naturally, including unwholesome thoughts. 
The thing to do is not to hold on to them nor to resist them, or even ignore them. It is to be aware 
of them, just as they are, just thoughts31. This is the goal of mindfulness meditation. There are 
other kinds of meditation techniques and all sorts of ways to learn it from as well. The lists of 
meditation subjects includes but is not limited to, 40 types of meditation objects listed in the 
Visuddhi Magga32, the visualization meditations in Vajrayana tradition, the Zen style of meditation 
and others. Data from the meditation practise, the hours put in per day and the overall average 
happiness of the user can be plotted and collected globally as before to be analysed and released 
to everyone too. 

General advices from books such as “don’t look down on the defilements, they will laugh 
at you” by Ashin Tejaniya would be practical guidelines on how to meditate. The scope of the 
guidance would be as wide and detailed as the Visuddhi Magga, and as easy to learn and relaxing 
as Thich Nhat Hanh’s Plum Village style of mindfulness. These advices can be audio in nature so 
that the user can close their eyes and able to follow in a guided meditation for beginners.

This method of teaching and guidance in meditation may be ideal to guide beginners 
meditators to clock in the hours in order to become proficient and reach the point of self-sustaining 
happiness. The point where joy naturally arises from meditation and the practise can become self-
sustaining in continuing. At the point of self-sustenance, the user has no need to wear QuMind 
anymore. 

31 “Don´t Look Down on the Defilements - They Will Laugh at ... - Bhavana.” 2011. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://
www.bhavana.cz/en/node/157>

32 “Path of Purification (Visuddhimagga) - Access to Insight.” 2011. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://www.
accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nanamoli/PathofPurification2011.pdf>
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The MRI scans and brainwave reading capabilities can be researched further to investigate 
if states of mind such as wisdom, faith, mindfulness, concentration and effort can be detected. 
Together these five are the five bases and further developed, they become the five powers. The 
balance of these five are essential for proper meditation practise. Also the overcoming of the five 
hindrances of ill-will, greed, sloth and torpor, restlessness and remorse, and doubt can be kept 
track of if the signature for these hindrances can be identified. It is possible that individual’s brain 
signal may differ ever so slightly, so a calibration method can be developed and employed by the 
user before using QuMind to help in mental development. 

Once the user has some experience with mindfulness training and are able to respond 
positively under negative circumstances, each minor details that causes unwholesome kamma 
would be revealed to the user, which by that time would have his or her wholesome kamma far 
exceed that of their unwholesome habits. 

Also, recognising the ultimate best way of teaching is with a traditional teacher, Ahhb 
would recommend the local or nearest meditation teacher around for the user to volunteer and 
join in. It is also possible for the user to have virtual lessons with real meditation teachers in real 
time via the internet on QuMind. It’s even possible to conduct a meditation retreat in the user’s 
own home while wearing the device. 

The advantage of having Ahhb is to kickstart the meditation process and have friendly 
guidance along the way as well as being able to record down the time that the user spent in 
meditation. It is said that 10,000 hours are required to master any discipline, thus the timing 
counter is useful in keeping track of experience, not necessary progress. 

If it is possible to capture unique MRI and brainwave signals from meditators who attained 
to the stages of absorption (Jhana), then the device can potentially guide users all the way into 
the Jhanas. The idea of having enough meditation times before adding in more powers for the 
superhero in the immersive gameplay part is due to the claim that meditators when they reach the 
4th Jhana stage can develop supernatural psychic powers.

As to the stage of enlightenment, it might be harder to find enlightened masters who are 
willing to have their brainwave captured and MRI scanning of their brain because those who are 
enlightened shouldn’t reveal themselves to the public and only another enlightened person can 
fully verify if someone is enlightened. However, since on the road towards enlightenment would 
involve renunciation, most likely those who are serious and are on the last few parts of the journey 
towards enlightenment would not use an external device like QuMind to help them anymore. 

 
Wisdom

Ahhb would contain Buddhist scriptures and be based on experienced Dhamma teachers’ 
advices on what to include and what not to include. There will not be forceful deliverance of the 
Dhamma, if the player wishes to, they can stay in the immersive reality of the superhero game for 
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as long as they like without advancing or reading about Buddhism. However, there will be game 
guides that suggests to the players what to do to proceed further into the game. With the gradual 
path of morality, mental development and wisdom incorporated into the gameplay, the players are 
walking the middle way of Buddhism should they continue on with the game. The game can also 
last for years or decades even as the path of Buddhism is a gradual path.

The wisdom part of Ahhb includes all learning and realization of the user as they use 
Ahhb. Internal realization is personal towards each individual and hard to measure or quantify, the 
realization listed in the following paragraphs are more of possible ways for users to gain insight 
after playing Ahhb for a long time.

The learning has started all the way back in the augmented reality part where users collect 
puzzles containing little nuggets of wisdom. In the mental development part, the learning comes 
from the instructions and constant reminder of how to meditate and bringing the mind back to the 
present moment during day to day activities. The users learn that it is easier to keep their morality 
in check with mindfulness established in their daily life. 

For those who identified themselves as Buddhist, the teachings of the Buddha on the Four 
Noble Truths, Eightfold Path and the Bodhisattva Path are all revealed as additional puzzles to 
collect. There are books available in the immersive gameplay’s library and bookstores too. The 
bookstores are connected to Amazon, so users can buy real ebooks to read with real money. The 
learning of the Dhamma would also increase the wholesome kamma points earned. As mentioned 
before, those who identify themselves as non-Buddhists would gain the wisdom of secular 
Buddhists books, in particular “Search Inside Yourself” for the goal of world peace via inner 
peace of each individual.

Inside the immersive gameplay environment, it is possible to have exams taken by the users 
on Buddhist knowledge should the user choose to have the character to be sent to a Buddhist 
school or temple activities to learn more about Buddhism. 

As for the realization part, there are many parts of the games to learn subtle lessons from. 
Back to the morality part, the lesson to be gained from the kamma system is that the law of kamma 
is impersonal and doesn’t show mercy due to ignorance of the user. Yet, to not have the state of 
authoritarian morality dictatorship, a certain amount of concealing of negative kamma generated 
is hidden as most people have flaws and it would be too hard on the user for Ahhb to put such 
pressure on them outright. The user would also have the choice to hide the kamma points gathered 
in order to not hinder themselves in having greed for wholesome kamma or to be too oppressed 
during their weak moments. This is a sort of moral relativism where each individual has different 
capacity for the Dhamma and Ahhb recognises and respect that, thus allowing players to advance 
through the game at their own pace. 

Inside the immersive gameplay, the eight parts of live to balance and the short cycle of life 
for the human character (about 70-100 days in real time for the 70-100 years old life expectancy 
for the human character) are pretty much the blueprints for the user to see and plan what their 
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own life would be like. Other than the assigned value of happiness of the character in game, the 
user can think and evaluate for themselves what kind of life is worth living in their own real life. 

The rebirth concept and inclusion of the other realms of existence would tell the users that 
unwholesome kamma would has its fruits and it is not limited to only one lifetime. So even when 
the game allows the players to commit virtual crimes and unwholesome stuffs, the consequences 
are there for the players to suffer themselves. This is a big difference from the game of Grand Theft 
Auto (GTA)33 where the players can commit all sorts of crime there and have no consequences 
or retribution coming at them. GTA is a gross misrepresentation of real life and needs to be 
recognised as such. It is possible for a player to commit so much unwholesome kamma that for 
the next 100 hours or more of his or her gameplay would be suffered in the hell realms, thus 
potentially ending the user’s experience with Ahhb. 

With the requirements to go through the baby and education years just like avatar aang34 
and korra, the players learn not to value life lightly as most would do in a game. Activities like 
reckless sport, exposing oneself to condition that promotes sickness, or suicide would likely be 
avoided by the players, unless they really don’t want to play Ahhb.

After playing through a lot of rebirth as a human, eventually the players may see that the 
pursuit of happiness in each life is tiring, there is always suffering in each rebirth and that the 
same struggle happens again and again despite possible background setting changes like being in 
another planet, another era or another country. 

There would be in-game quizzes and tests to see what the players are thinking and believing, 
it can be in the form of conversations with the non-playable characters in Ahhb. Through these 
quizzes, once the users are sick and tired of so many rebirth with no end in sight and they had not 
yet exposed themselves to the four Noble truths, the four Noble truths will come to them. It’ll be 
a quest unlocked to find the secret to eternal happiness. At the end of that quest is the four Noble 
truths. Now this is more for the non-Buddhist players who stick with Ahhb for more or less a year 
and are still playing the game. 

For those who had unlocked the meditation experiences of the game, the wisdom nugget in 
it is captured mainly by the first two verses of the Dhammapada35. 
Mind precedes all knowables, mind’s their chief, mind-made are they. If with a corrupted mind 
one should either speak or act dukkha (Suffering) follows caused by that, as does the wheel the 
ox’s hoof.

33 “Grand Theft Auto: The Official Site - Rockstar Games.” 2004. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://www.
rockstargames.com/grandtheftauto/>

34 “Aang - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.” 2005. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aang>
35 “Treasury of Truth: Illustrated Dhammapada - BuddhaNet.” 2003. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://www.

buddhanet.net/dhammapada/>
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Mind precedes all knowables, mind’s their chief, mind-made are they. If with a clear, and 
confident mind one should speak and act as one’s shadow never departing.

It is hoped that with these nuggets of wisdom lying in the game, the players would show 
remarkable change in their attitude and behaviour, showcased by their morality and mental 
development progress. 

Wisdom is also trained up in the way users deal with social problems of the eras they are in. 
One of the interesting social problems they would face is the role of religion and religious fanatics, 
including Buddhist extremism. This incorporates Buddhist social responsibility and reminds the 
user that whatever they learn from Ahhb, it is time to spread the happiness to make a happy human 
community, regardless of religion, gender, race, nationality, age, morality, or anything that can be 
used to discriminate.

Advantages

The advantage of the game is the inclusion of the best immersive 3D game, with inclusions 
of elements from Sims, GTA, both best selling games of their genre36, 37. There is a bonus attraction 
of being a superhero too. 

However, the main advantage might be the experience of the user himself/herself. They 
can experience for themselves how being a virtuous person would improve upon their happiness 
or not, and then decide for themselves if it is worth to continue playing Ahhb even after a year. 
This goes for the instructions of meditation (which is gaining popularity and coolness factor in the 
west) too which will show their own effectiveness in promoting peace, happiness and serenity. In 
other words it is the Dhamma in Ahhb that makes it priceless.

The hardware itself, QuMind might become as widespread and common as smartphones are 
especially considering that it can include crime deterrence system, accident prevention, making 
the handicapped more capable. QuMind is basically a phone like a hat with internet. If the mental 
development part is well trained by the user, they can even use QuMind as a remote control for 
their car, TV, turn on their laptops, (it is likely that QuMind might replace TV and laptop too) or 
control electronic stuffs that belongs to them.

Marketing it as Buddhist game also would encourage current nominal and form Buddhist 
youths to pick it up and learn about Buddhism in that way. Marketing it as secular however 
increases the no. of users and spreads the happiness around without the restrictions of religion. 

36 “Grand Theft Auto (series) - Info Lowongan Asisten Dosen | ptkpt.net.” 2013. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://
info-lowongan-asisten-dosen-l8.ptkpt.net/_lain.php?_lain=9245>

37 “The Sims 3: Generations | Retail Previews | MCV.” 2011. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://www.mcvuk.com/
retail-biz/recommended/read/the-sims-3-generations/02925>
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Challenges

The challenges facing this game are as follows. 

It is hard to predict which will be the next generation of hardware that gets popular. If it is 
not QuMind, it may not support the full functionalities of Ahhb. It depends heavily on how the 
public perceive the lost of more privacy with a hat that sees what the user sees, hear what the user 
hears and even knows what happens in the user’s brain. It might be hard to make QuMind shaped 
like a cool hat that would sell and make it not too hot or heavy too.

Concerns such as remote controlling another’s brain via QuMind38 might not be such a big 
problem as the receiver who was being controlled has to wear a magnetic stimulation coil, and 
the conditions has to be right. Also the user of Ahhb would be trained in mental development, 
potentially making it harder for anyone outside to remote control the user’s mind. 

There is an obvious need for very good game developers, Dhamma teachers, co-operation 
between traditions of Buddhism, initial capital investments into the game, the advertising and a 
dedicated group of team leaders to make sure the game succeeds. Also there is a need for someone 
to make the implementation of Dhamma into the game in such a way that it does not become like 
a dictatorship implementing moral authoritarian state on all who plays Ahhb.

It is possible that the game is misused and creates more greed, hatred, delusion by the 
actions of the user ignoring the kamma scoring points, the non-calibration of the mind reading 
software, and just making the immersive gaming part too immersive and addictive that it hinders 
people from going into the meditation part of the game. 

Some very traditional and conservative Buddhists may not approve of using lust and greed 
to attract people into the Dhamma. Humanistic Buddhism is unique and open in this sense that it 
allows skillful means for people to enter into the Dhamma. 

Based on the precepts of the Sangha, they can only try out the augmented reality part of the 
game. For those who do not mind being exposed to singing, dancing, or entertainment in general, 
it is up to them to try out the full game. However, it is my prediction that most adult, being boring 
people, will only touch the augmented reality part of the game. 

Conclusion

Using the trackroad of morality, mental development and wisdom with concepts of kamma 
points and rebirth on the immersive gameplay part, Ahhb would be an ideal gaming system to 
embrace Dhamma at its core and spread happiness to all. QuMind, the device with google glass’s 

38 “Researcher controls colleague’s motions in 1st human brain-to-brain ...” 2013. 30 Sep. 2013 <http://
www.washington.edu/news/2013/08/27/researcher-controls-colleagues-motions-in-1st-human-brain-
to-brain-interface/>
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functionality and MRI and brainwave scanning abilities would be the ideal device on which to 
host Ahhb, it is also within our technological means. Ahhb on QuMind is potentially the next 
generation of game and device that would enable the progress of technology to help humanity in 
the progress of morality and spirituality. However, many conditions, causes and knowledge must 
come together to make it a success.  



156

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace



157

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

A Modern Interpretation Of Life, Death And 
Education In Buddhism

(The Perceptions And Attitudes Of Buddhist Practitioners In Singapore)

Bernard Koh Wee Tong

Statement of Academic Honesty

I declare that this dissertation is entirely my own original work.

I declare that, except where fully referenced direct quotations have been included, no aspect 
of this dissertation has been copied from any other source.

I declare that all other works, quotes and teachings cited in this dissertation have been 
appropriately referenced.

I understand that any act of Academic Dishonesty such as plagiarism or collusion may 
result in the non-participation of the Buddhist Youth Forum.

Word Count: 14,745 words

Acknowledgements

I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to the following people for without their 
compassionate support and wise teachings, this dissertation would not be complete.

Bro Herman Chia, Sis Wu Hui Juan and the organizing committee from Fo Guang Shan 
(FGS) Singapore for organizing and hosting the inaugural Buddhist Youth Forum.

Venerable Master Hou Zhong, all Committee Members and all Dharma Teachers from The 
Mahaprajna Buddhist Society (TMBS) for their resilient and relentless efforts to propagate the 
Dharma teachings to all students from all walks of life.



158

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Bro Siew Chong Mun, Bro Tan Hun Tong, Sis Rachel Lim, Sis Lim Hui Ling and Sis Hwee 
Yuet Ying for dedicating their precious time to teach the 24th English Dharma Course in The 
Mahaprajna Buddhist Society (TMBS) over the past three years.

Bro Low Teck Suan (BF), for taking his time for the interview sharing session on his 
thoughts on the importance of Humanistic Buddhism for serious practitioners.

Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong, for the interview sharing of his journey in practising palliative care 
and his views on a dignified death in accordance to Buddhist thoughts.

Sis Yap Ching Wi (BYN), for the interview sharing of her eventful journey in the Dharma.

Bro Dr. Chan Tuck Wai, for his insightful sharing and guidance on the notion of death and 
the dying, coupled with his relentless research on this topic.

Bro Tan Chade-Meng, for sharing the joy of meditation in simple and easy methods.

Bro Benny, Sis Helen and family for the wholesome spiritual friendship and support.

Sis Rachel Tham, for encouraging me to take part in this research dissertation.

Buddhist Library (BL) for offering the library for my research.

Buddhist Youth Network (BYN), for organizing and sharing of Forum 2013: State of 
Buddhism in Singapore held early in January 2013 in Vimalakirti Buddhist Centre (VBC).

Bro Perry (BYN), Sis Seaming (BYN), Sis Xiao Thoong (BGF), Bro Chin Siong (KYCL) 
and Sis Melissa (KYCL) and the Lions Retreat Committee for hosting and organizing such a 
wholesome and eventful retreat for all Buddhist Youth Leaders in Sep 2013.

And also to the rest of the fellow Dharma brothers and sisters whom in one way or another 
participated in the exploratory survey and have directly and indirectly contributed to the success 
of this dissertation on life, death and education in Humanistic Buddhism. Your invaluable advice, 
intellectual insight and patient mentorship have seen me through this arduous, challenging and 
rewarding journey.



159

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Abstract

Change is the only constant and change has been evolving rapidly more than two thousand 
six hundred years ago. In the past, Buddhist monks used to roll up Sūtras written on the birch barks 
before stuffing them into the earthen pots buried in the remote deserts. Fast forward to the current 
technological age in the 21st century, we are now constantly exposed to the Buddha Dharma on 
a wide spectrum of medium ranging from printed and digital media but has the teachings really 
changed?

The didactic intention of this paper is to seek, analyse and rediscover the purpose of life 
in the Buddha Dharma through education. The primary data collection attempts to delineate 
the current perceptions and attitudes of Buddhist practitioners in Singapore on the subject of 
life, death and education. Even until now, discoveries of ancient Sūtras through archaeological 
research has continued to pique the interest of both the Buddhist scholars and practising Buddhist 
professionals. It is thus prudent to say that these changes and discoveries has eventually shaped 
the perceptions and attitudes towards the hearing, contemplation and practice of the Buddha 
Dharma through the rigmarole of time and space.

The literature review focuses on the issues of life and death, while the initial exploratory 
survey seeks to unravel and arouse both traditional and modern Buddhist practitioners, in terms 
of perceptions and attitudes towards the studies of life, death and education of Buddhism in the 
21st century. The intention is to bring forward the notion of Humanistic Buddhism and how we 
can apply the Buddha’s teachings to help oneself and others on the path to Buddhahood. This 
paper will also reveal both the intricate and intertwined relationships between different schools of 
thoughts on both the similarities and the subtle differences in practicing Buddhism.

The results of this research analysis have seen a significant and positive growth in the 
assimilation of studies involving life, death and education in Singapore. Modern Buddhist 
practitioners are also increasingly savvy in their studies and becoming more proactive and vocal 
in the propagation of the Buddha Dharma. The diverse demographics of traditions does not happen 
by chance so it is indeed critical to reflect upon oneself that it is extremely rare to be born as a 
human being with a healthy body to practise the Buddha Dharma. Practising the Buddha Dharma 
is even more precious because the human lifespan are as long as the length of a single breath as 
denoted from section 38 of the Sūtra in 42 sections. These consolidated research findings have 
further reaffirmed the current status quo in the perceptions and attitudes of Buddhist practitioners 
in Singapore.

Perhaps it is the timely moment to reflect and investigate on the timeless truth passed down 
by the Buddha more than two thousand six hundred years ago when he first turned the Wheel 
of Dharma to the five ascetics in Deer Park after he gained enlightenment. The irony lies in 
the relationship between the interpretation of the early oral transmission of the Buddha Dharma 
versus the interpretation of the Buddha Dharma today in conventional terms derived from the 
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existing Sūtras and Scriptures. There is indeed a paradigm shift in the practice of Buddhism in the 
21st century but all is not lost as nobody holds the view of an original canon anymore.

Introduction

Overview

The mass of humanity is asleep. Asleep in the sense that people pass through their lives 
never knowing and seeing the world as it is. Life after life, most people are living continuously 
through innumerable life times without pondering and seeking the meaning of life, or at least the 
essence of it. Most of us, living sentient beings, are subjected to the continuous cycle of birth 
and death, but we are either too preoccupied with our daily mundane activities or diverting our 
attention by distracting ourselves with material wealth and unsustainable joys. These joys are 
momentarily and impermanent. Therefore, there are basically two fundamental choices for the 
acknowledgement of life and death, which is either acceptance or distraction. Even having said 
that, these choices are considered to be a rarity in the modern society today as it is so evident that 
most of us remain lost in the illusions of everyday life.

It is thus prudent to note that the notion of death is a daunting one, albeit necessary. However 
the apprehension of death is fleeting. Fleeting in the sense that it comes and goes. Fleeting in the 
sense that one would not normally contemplate death when one is enjoying one’s life. With this 
explanation, it sets the tone for the contemplation of death, here and now. It is an undeniable fact. 
There is suffering (dukkha) in life. Or at least life has its unsatisfactory moments. And therefore 
life is subjected to suffering. Birth, ageing, sickness and death. There is no way that one could 
escape the grasps of these notions of life and death. And this is not only exclusive to Buddhism. 
Other worldly religions, atheists and agnostics also have to go through birth, ageing, sickness and 
death no matter what their belief is. And having known that all sentient beings are subjected to 
this cycle of suffering, then would one seriously contemplate on the existence and analysis of this 
cyclic existence.

Most Buddhists, or even non-Buddhists, would agree that the purpose of this life is to be 
happy, here and now. To be always happy in every moment, in each and every moment. Happiness 
(sukha) is a state of the mind. And the mind can be often described like an untamed monkey, 
swinging from tree branches to branches, never still, and never ceases. And how can this state 
of the mind be happy when there is suffering. Suffering of oneself and suffering of others are 
prevalent in the modern society today. All these can be further illustrated in the eight sufferings in 
the literature review and how we can train and cultivate our mind to acknowledge and alleviate, or 
accept these hindrances when they arise. And more often than not, these sufferings are manifested 
because of what we think. All that we are is the result of what we have thought. The mind is 
everything. What we think we become.
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Buddhism is neither pessimistic nor optimistic, but it is realistic. More often than not, it is 
depicted as a pessimistic religion because of the incessant connotations of sufferings to illustrate 
our current situation. It is very important to understand about the current situation that we are in 
now, and this situation can often be named as the cyclic existence or ‘Saṃsāra’ in Sanskrit. Unless 
we have a fundamental understanding about this cyclic existence, its causes and conditions, the 
elimination of these sufferings and the path towards Buddhahood, if not most of the Buddhist 
teachings would not make a lot of sense to us, here and now.

Purpose

In this paper, we would be sharing on the importance of Humanistic Buddhism and how 
we can apply the timeless teachings of the Buddha Dharma to our day to day life by listening, 
contemplating, practising and cultivating towards both a good rebirth and the aspiration to walk 
the path of the Buddhahood. Buddhism is a religion of reason, and not just a religion of faith.1 Most 
of the Buddhist teachings rely on reason rather than on faith. We will develop our faith by taking 
refuge in the triple gems as its foundation, but faith itself is not enough. Faith will eventually 
become superstition when it parts from reason, and even more so when it goes against reason. But 
when it is combined with reason, it prevents reason from remaining just an intellectual game. And 
that is the reason why practice and cultivation is so important in the journey towards Buddhahood. 
One should always listen diligently and attentively to the Buddha Dharma, contemplate deeply on 
its teachings, change one’s mental and physical habits, cultivate and aspire towards Buddhahood.

Broadly speaking, the purpose of this life is to be happy and to be useful. And this general 
purpose would most likely be applicable to most of the human beings living on earth. Different 
people have different characteristics and different inclinations. And this is also the reason why the 
Buddha is so skilful to prescribe different methods for different people to help in their practice. In 
this paper, we are going to present the current status quo of the perception and attitudes towards 
life and death, and how education can provide us the tools to solve real life problems that we are 
facing today. Apart from providing the tools to help us in this life, another objective is to free 
ourselves and others from cyclic existence, maybe not now but after many rebirths accumulating 
wholesome merits and aspiring to attain Buddhahood. And it is important for one to know what 
one aspire to be liberated from, so that one can understand deeply the present situation and the 
corresponding causes.

Last but not least, there is a paradigm shift in the assimilation of the Buddha Dharma 
in the 21st century. People are getting more affluent. More people are getting connected on a 
global scale, and the world population is developing at an increased level, thus resulting in further 

1 Venerable Master Yin-Shun (Translation by Dr. Wing H. Yeung), 1998, The Way to Buddhahood 
(Instructions from a Modern Chinese Master), Wisdom Publications, Massachusetts, USA, page ix.
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environmental impact on earth. And with this exponential growth, there seemed to be a perceived 
level of unhappiness, conflicts, dissatisfaction and calamities caused by politics, wars and natural 
disasters. All these unsatisfactory moments may be speculated to collective karma but on the 
mundane level, this is perhaps the best chance for us to practice diligently in the pursuit of helping 
oneself and helping others. On the positive note, the exploratory survey has revealed that the 
majority (more than 90%) would like to help both oneself and others in the pursuit for liberation. 
This is a positive sign despite challenging times faced by Buddhist practitioners in Singapore. 
In conjunction with the exploratory survey, the interviews have also revealed the importance 
of Dharma education and its propagation efforts. Humanistic Buddhism is therefore crucial 
to encompass all of Buddha’s teachings from the time of Shakyamuni Buddha2 to the present 
moment and how we should focus on saving the sentient beings in the world rather than leaving 
the world behind, or caring for the dead rather than the living.

Literature Review

Beginning-less Life. Life after Life.

We have been living for a long period of time since beginning-less time. Much less that we 
choose to ignore the iterative cycles of numerous rebirths, we cannot deny the fact that most living 
human beings have always contemplated on the notion of the purpose of this life, here and now. 
There must be a purpose. There must be a reason. Most people choose to lead their lives based on 
cultural and societal norms, such as going to a good school, study and get good grades, find a good 
job, looking for the ideal partner, getting married and having kids. And this common cycle repeats 
itself again in the rigmarole of time and space, without deep contemplation on living.

The Sea of Existence has no boundaries,
The World is full of worry and suffering,
Flowing and turning, rising and falling,
Is there no place of refuge and support?3

It was illustrated in the situation of life and death where one could be found grasping and 
floating on a life buoy, constantly floating in the open sea. Floating endlessly from beginning-less 
life, continuously in the cycle of life, ageing, sickness and death. And this happens to all sentient 
beings due to the fact that one does not see the nature of this cyclic existence. This existence can 
be both tragic and comic. Tragic in the sense that we have been coming and going without really 

2 Gautama Buddha, Available at <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gautama_Buddha>, [Assessed on 
10/09/2013].

3 Venerable Master Yin-Shun (Translation by Dr. Wing H. Yeung), 1998, The Way to Buddhahood 
(Instructions from a Modern Chinese Master), Wisdom Publications, Massachusetts, USA, page 4.
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understanding the paradoxical nature of life. Life after life. Cycle after cycle. We have been 
transcending this Saṃsāric cycle since beginning-less time. The continuum of sentient beings’ 
lives thus extends endlessly like an ocean without boundaries. The current life is but another wave 
in the ocean of lives.4

The birth of a human being is recognized as rare and precious. It is something so precious 
that we should not take for granted. In fact, the Samyukta Agama draws the following analogy: 
Imagine there is a blind sea tortoise in a vast ocean. Floating on top of the vast ocean is a wooden 
ring, just big enough for the tortoise to fit his head. If the turtle only comes up for air once every 
one hundred years, the likelihood that he will poke his head through the hole is greater than the 
chance of being reborn as a human being.5 This human life is so precious that we should cherish 
it and do our best to avoid evil, to do good and purify the mind. It is critical at this stage to reflect 
and make the best out of this life to listen, contemplate, internalize and practice the teachings 
of Humanistic Buddhism. The mind is the forerunner. It is the forerunner in the sense that we 
are what we think, contributing to the output of action and speech, which in turns leads to the 
accumulation of karma, either good or bad. Thus, it is prudent that one must be diligent to practice 
in the form of a human body.

Three Dharma Seals

The three marks of existence. They were not created. They were not invented. And they are 
certainly not mystical. The three marks of existence were already there before the Buddha’s time. 
Buddha did not invent anything. The answer was always there. The Buddha just pointed us to the 
truth. He showed us the way with much compassion and wisdom when He first turned the wheel 
of Dharma to the five ascetics. He showed that all humans have Buddha nature and we can also 
aspire to be Buddha in the human realm. Whatever is impermanent is subject to change. Whatever 
is subject to change is subject to emotional suffering. Whatever is subject to arising is subject to 
cessation. This is the fundamental rule of impermanence. There is no inherent self, no permanent 
self and also no tangible objects that is permanent in this world. All things go through a cycle of 
creation and destruction.

Due to ignorance, we often grasp to the idea of a permanent self. We grasp to the notion 
of a concrete, real and existing self. This perception is fixated since birth and this phenomena is 
just mere fabrication of the mind. Ignorance, in the Buddhist lexicon, is an inability to recognize 

4 Venerable Master Yin-Shun (Translation by Dr. Wing H. Yeung), 1998, The Way to Buddhahood 
(Instructions from a Modern Chinese Master), Wisdom Publications, Massachusetts, USA, page 4.

5 Venerable Master Hsing Yun (Translation by Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell), 2012, The Fundamentals 
of Humanistic Buddhism, Buddha’s Light Publishing, USA, page 5. 
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the true nature of things and of the law of cause and effect that governs happiness and suffering.6 
While one could question the personal identity of oneself, relying on the idea of a personal name, 
and relating to a person or an object by a name, it is critical to note that these are all due to 
conventional labelling that eventually become social norms. We need conventional labelling in 
the mundane world but we must not get too attached to this ‘labelling’. We labelled ourselves as 
humans, we labelled ourselves as Buddhists. We even relate ourselves as this, as that, as not this, 
and not that. While this conventional labelling is always changing and significantly fleeting, we 
often stick to the inherent stigma that this is me, and this is you, and this is him, or her. The idea of 
“our” name is just a mental fabrication. It is the deep sense of self lying at the heart of our being 
that we have to examine honestly. When we explore the body, the speech, and the mind, we come 
to see that this self is nothing but a word, a label, a convention, a designation. The problem is, this 
label thinks it’s the real deal.7

Careful attention need to be applied in our daily life. The Buddha asks us to stop drifting 
thoughtlessly through our lives and instead to pay careful attention to simple truths that are 
available everywhere to us, clamouring for the sustained consideration they deserve.8 Aristotle 
has said that happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human 
existence. But this is insufficient for the practitioner indulging in the external world. Real peace 
is not the peace outside but the peace inside the mind. It is the mind that can be tranquil, and 
silent. It is the beautiful peace in the mind.9 The equanimous (Upekkhā) mind is not shaken. The 
equanimous mind is firm. And this equanimous mind is neither discriminating nor judgemental. 
It is a peaceful acceptance of the way things are without grasping and aversion. It is a complete 
openness to experience in a non-dualistic manner.

The Eight Sufferings

Suffering was described first in the four noble truths. There is a fundamental reason for this 
negative connotation as perceived by many laypeople. The opposite of suffering is happiness, so 
to speak. And it is normal for humans to seek happiness in their lives, but more often than not, 
we do not seek within, instead we are seeking happiness from external factors, from external 
environment, which is not sustainable. This description of suffering is very real and significant in 
many parts of our lives, appearing in almost every episodes of our lives. And most human beings 

6 Venerable Matthieu Ricard (Translated by Jesse Browner), 2003, Happiness: A Guide to Developing 
Life’s Most Important Skill, Hachette Book Group, USA, page 27.

7 Venerable Matthieu Ricard (Translated by Jesse Browner), 2003, Happiness: A Guide to Developing 
Life’s Most Important Skill, Hachette Book Group, USA, page 89.

8 Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi, In the Buddha’s words (An Anthology of Discourses from the Pali Canon), 
Wisdom Publication, Boston, page 19.

9 Ajahn Brahmavamso, Simply This Moment, 2010, Brahm Education Centre Limited, Singapore, page 
104.
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would just divert their attention to ignore the suffering but the root cause is still imminent. Once 
again, this is not universal to Buddhism. Each one of you, living human beings, suffer when you 
were born. Why do you think babies always wail in the operating theatre every time their delicate 
eyes were exposed to the new environment in the hospital?

Sufferings arises from not getting what one desires,
From associating with those who one dislikes and parting with those one loves,
From being born, becoming old, getting sick, and dying,
Which all come from the union of the five aggregates.10

We are all living based on expectations. You are living your life based on your expectations. 
I am living my life based on my expectations. It could be your own expectations, or others’ 
expectations of you, and all these are shaped by cultural and societal norms too. And these 
expectations could eventually be developed into a herd mentality. This is guerrilla marketing 
and psychology at its best. Most of us buy stuff what we do not need. If you could take a step 
back in the past and relate to Maslow Theory, there is actually very little that we need to survive. 
In fact most of the primitive basis of survival can be simple and free. Unfortunately this is not 
indicative of today’s reality where we see many people chasing after material wealth, and when 
these external objects of desire failed to meet one’s expectations, one suffer from not getting what 
one desires. Hence, it is important to strike a balance between what one really need versus what 
one really want. And also when one does not get what one desire, one must be diligent, to be open 
and relaxed, to be receptive and to accept.

All of us have loved ones. We have a family, we have fathers, we have mothers, we have 
grandparents and we have children. We also have good and knowledgeable spiritual friendship 
with each and every dharma brothers and sisters. We knew that death is inevitable and there will 
come one day that each one of us will die. The length of the average lifespan is denoted as a single 
breath but we do not know when we will die, but when this happen to us or our loved ones, we 
suffer from parting with our loved ones. And this is one of the most challenging practice that we 
have to constantly embrace and accept. As we aged, we will realize that we are getting frail, and 
we would also witness more deaths within our surrounding circles of families and friends. This 
suffering derives from attachment of our loved ones. Such an attachment is very strong, especially 
for our own parents, spouses, children and good friends. The longer and deeper the attachment, 
the more suffering one could feel. Hence, it is very important that we should practice letting go at 
this moment and send loving kindness to the departed, wishing them to be well and happy.

In the 21st century, most city dwellers are interconnected on a daily basis in the urban 
society. We are always interacting with other fellow human beings, whether in school, at home, or 

10 Venerable Master Yin-Shun (Translation by Dr. Wing H. Yeung), 1998, The Way to Buddhahood 
(Instructions from a Modern Chinese Master), Wisdom Publications, Massachusetts, USA, page 118.
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at our workplace. We have a certain threshold in regards to our expectations on people and when 
they cross that threshold, we start to feel discomfort and hindrances will arise. And when such 
hindrances arises, we suffer from associating with people we dislike. Birth, ageing, sickness and 
death represent the last few sufferings that one would encounter throughout their life, coupled 
with the five grasping aggregates that form much, if not most, on how we perceive the world that 
we live in today. Life after life, we are reborn in different realms, coming and going, not being able 
to be liberated in the continuous cycle of Saṃsāra. “Not being liberated from the transmigration 
of birth and death is like dreaming through an eternal night that never turns into day. Some dreams 
are beautiful, others are dreadful, and some are simply confusing and hazy. Among these many 
dreams, the good dreams are the fewest (Ven. Sheng Yen, 1996, page 154)11.” Hence, there is a 
sense of urgency to practice while we have the fortunate gift of encountering the Buddha Dharma 
in the form of a human body. These eight sufferings are testament that we are going round and 
round through cycles of birth and death, and how it is critical for us to practice each and every 
moment of our lives, here and now. Simplify your life, make it as simple as possible, so that you 
don’t have much to look after.12

Suffering and accumulation become entangled with one another.
Death and birth arise from dependent origination.
Which has twelve links, as taught by the Buddha.
They are like a castle or a fruit tree.13

Buddha has once told Ānanda that dependent origination (Pratītyasamutpāda) is very 
profound and one should contemplate earnestly on the interdependencies that dependent 
origination connects in our lives. There is nothing tangible that we bring along to our next lives 
except for our karma. Karma is the Sanskrit word for action, and this is also analogous to the 
Newton’s law that every action will result in a reaction or consequence. We will initiate a force 
whenever we have a thought, which would then generate into either action, speech or both. And 
the resultant output will determine our karma, which transcend through the rigmarole of time and 
space. We would have unwholesome thoughts and defilements at times but it is normal. We need 
to develop the spirit of contemplation whenever we have such undesirable thoughts. And even if 
we had done bad things or said harsh words before, we should repent and cultivate. A Buddhist 
saying goes, «The only good thing about evil is that it can be purified.» Human beings can change, 
and if someone has truly changed, forgiveness is not indulgence toward his past deeds but an 

11 Ch’an Master Sheng Yen, 1996, Dharma Drum (The Life and Heart of Ch’an Practice), Dharma Drum 
Publications, New York, USA, page 154.

12 Ajahn Brahmavamso, Simply This Moment, 2010, Brahm Education Centre Limited, Singapore, page 
112.

13 Venerable Master Yin-Shun (Translation by Dr. Wing H. Yeung), 1998, The Way to Buddhahood 
(Instructions from a Modern Chinese Master), Wisdom Publications, Massachusetts, USA, page 131.
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acknowledgment of what he has become. Forgiveness is intimately linked to the possibility of 
human transformation.14 Even in the case of biology in science, as we thought that genes may 
perhaps be a predisposition to our fate, studies have also shown that humans can still alter this 
‘fate’ through intervention, through a positive outlook of life.

The dying and impending death

The Buddha said that there was no beginning to birth and death.15 All human beings will 
eventually die, it is just a matter of time. Because we are born, thus we are subjected to death. This 
depicts the never ending cycle of transmigration through different realms since beginning-less 
time. The concept of rebirth may be a little bit abstract at this moment for the novice practitioner 
but reincarnation has been duly backed up by science. There are many stories of children 
from various cultures who have spoken about a previous life. Some of these stories have been 
investigated to exclude fraud, and such children have been taken to the places where they said 
they had lived. They were able to recognize homes, describe changes, and name relatives from 
their previous life.16

Most of these research were studied and chronicled by the late Dr. Ian Stevenson17, whom 
had developed an uncanny interest in reincarnation and this has also earned him the respect as 
being the world’s foremost champion of reincarnation. Death is universal. It is not only unique 
to Buddhists as death happens to each one of us. Death is seldom spoken outwardly in the public 
as it has a negative connotation of insensitivity. Most people will avoid speaking of death due to 
cultural upbringings but this conditioned mindset of society has slowly changed. In fact, the topic 
of death should not be avoided as this happen to every one of us. The story of Kisagotomi and the 
mustard seeds best illustrated that we cannot avoid death and we should be diligent in handling 
death when it comes to our loved ones, the dying and the dead. This story is also the source of the 
popular aphorism: “The living are few, but the dead are many”.

Death is a unique experience for every person, as each individual has his or her own beliefs 
and feelings about the experience. To date there is very little published about how Singaporean 

14 Venerable Matthieu Ricard (Translated by Jesse Browner), 2003, Happiness: A Guide to Developing 
Life’s Most Important Skill, Hachette Book Group, USA, page 150-151.

15 Venerable Master Yin-Shun (Translation by Dr. Wing H. Yeung), 1998, The Way to Buddhahood 
(Instructions from a Modern Chinese Master), Wisdom Publications, Massachusetts, USA, page 132.

16 Adrian Feldman (Thubten Gyatso), The Perfect Mirror - Reflections on Truth and Illusions, Thomas C. 
Lothian Pty Ltd, 2003, page 50.

17 Dr. Ian Stevenson, Available at <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ian_Stevenson> [Assessed on 
10/09/2013].
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people perceive death.18 Although death is one of the eight sufferings illustrated in the Buddha’s 
teachings, the preparation for death, both for oneself and for others, are often abrupt and 
insufficient. Most of us long for a good death. A good death where one could die peacefully 
without any prolonged suffering on the death bed, without suffering of their loved ones at the 
same time. Learning how to let go of your loved ones when they are dying is also very important 
in the process of the dying and the dead. It illustrates the fundamental teachings of non-attachment 
and how we can live our lives better by caring for the living rather than for the dead. Respondents 
from Dr. Chan Tuck Wai’s survey on Singaporean’s Perception of Death and Dying have also 
revealed that “Death is natural and a part of living and life” (ID333).19 Another important aspect 
of this survey also showcased that meditation is a major part of their lives as a Buddhist, as this 
would eventually developed a sense of calmness when death comes knocking at their doors.

Lifelong Education, Dharma Education

General Education

There are more people living on this planet in the 21st century and we have also seen an 
exponential growth where the current world population exceeds 7 billion people and still counting, 
and the scary part is that we are only talking about humans alone. Countries are developing at 
a faster pace as we are getting more connected through technology. As such, education systems 
have also been evolving rapidly over the past few decades. The evolution of the education system 
is a positive sign but with the improved education system, the masses are only getting more 
knowledgeable, increased salary and better living conditions but morality are decreasing as we 
have also seen increased crime rates, rampant corruptions and societal problems on a global 
scale. General education, in this sense, would only develop a person intellectually in terms of 
conventional knowledge in the modern society but does not inculcate personal moral values 
spiritually. There is no guiding light at the end of the tunnel whereby one goes through life after 
life pursing material wealth, social comfort and satisfying the personal ego.

All life is linked as depicted in the long epic poem of “The Light of Asia” (Sir Edwin 
Arnold, 1879), which tells of the life and teachings of the Buddha20 (2001, page 78). We are all 
interlinked, one way or the other, just like the Butterfly Effect. And this is also in accordance to the 

18 Chan, T.W, J Chin, Hegney, D.G., Singaporeans’ Perceptions of Death and Dying. Poster presentation, 
Lien Centre for Palliative Care Conference 2012, Engaging Research for Advance Palliative Care, 
Singapore 17-18 October 2012.

19 Chan, T.W, J Chin, Hegney, D.G., Singaporeans’ Perceptions of Death and Dying. Poster presentation, 
Lien Centre for Palliative Care Conference 2012, Engaging Research for Advance Palliative Care, 
Singapore 17-18 October 2012.

20 Kerry S. Walters & Lisa Portmess, 2001, Religious Vegetarianism, State University of New York Press, 
New York, page 78.
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theory of causes and conditions. This is like a chain reaction whereby one’s intention is translated 
to one’s action and speech, which in turn causes a series of interlinked actions and speeches from 
the recipient. We are all interconnected and bounded by these acts of action and speech in this 
Saṃsāric world. Hence, it is no wonder that the majority of humans are so apathetic, ignorant and 
clueless in the vicious cycle of life that they go through life after life, focusing on unsustainable 
happiness rather than developing good and wholesome thoughts for one’s own well-being, as 
well as for others. Thus, it is prudent to say that general education in the 21st century does not 
necessarily seek to answer and resolve any of life’s problems and questions in its entirety.

General education has also went through many series of renewal since evolution. Much 
of what we had learnt today had undergo repetitive debate of whether what is still relevant in 
the world we live in today, after generations of living and applying what we have learnt. In fact, 
there was never a one-size-fits-all model for the general masses. We are looking at diversity as 
the bigger picture now. What is relevant for you may not work for me, and what is relevant to 
you now, may not be applicable in the near future. Such is the limitation of general education, 
as compared to Dharma education. At the end of the day, new knowledge that what works for 
a group of people does not necessary work for another group. Take for example the case of 
learning a new language such as English, Johnson and Ngor (1996) found that certain methods of 
teaching English such as the Western technique of introducing lexical processing actually retards 
the development of the English language.

Science

Science has its limitations, and we can also observe that there are a few scientists adapting to 
dogmatism over the past generations, where egotistical opinions had overshadowed the impartial 
search for the truth. It may sound paradoxical but if one was to trace back the scientific framework 
established by one of the founding fathers, Francis Bacon, you would not be surprised to hear that 
science would only advance when one find ways to disprove any theories being formed to explain 
some natural phenomenon. This best sums up the aphorism: “The eminence of a great scientist”, 
the old saying goes, “is measured by the length of time they obstruct progress in their field.” 
Venerable Master Tàixū understood Buddhism to be scientific and yet surpassing science. Like 
other Buddhist modernists, Venerable Master Tàixū also condemned superstition.21 Unfortunately, 
superstition still continue to play a large part in the misconception of the Buddha’s teachings 
that has somehow been polluted through cultural and societal infusion. Much of the Buddhist 
teachings have also been tainted and mixed with other worldly superstitions and religions, 
becoming relatively diluted and misleading. But science would be able to compliment Buddhism 
by dispelling the wrong beliefs. One of the wrong understanding is ceremonial release of captive 
animals. Gilbert, a veterinarian at the Wildlife Conservation Society and his colleagues monitored 

21  Venerable Tàixū, Available at: <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taixu>, [Accessed 1/9/2013].
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daily sales of merit release birds in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, over a period of 13 months. From 
their findings, they estimated nearly 700,000 animals pass through the local trade annually.22

“Some people are old at 18 and some are young at 90.
Time is a concept that humans created.” ― Yoko Ono”

The perception of time is highly contingent on the state of cognition within an individual. 
In the western world, most people say that life is short, but what is short. What do you mean by 
short? Is time linear or is time cyclical? Why do we always hear from people that an event seems 
to be happening just yesterday, while in actual conventional time, this episode has already passed? 
Is your mind playing tricks on you, or is time really just invented for conventional reasons, for 
measurement reasons, or rather for conceptual reasons. As a matter of fact, time is indeed defined 
as a concept in the Buddhist lexicon, and Humanistic Buddhism basically forms the timely 
teachings of the timeless truth. Thus, the real science lies in the mind. And with the mind as the 
central pivot, Buddhism is therefore not really just a belief system. Buddhism is a science founded 
on objective observation and it is evidently repeatable. Many Buddhists have been recreating 
the experimental conditions for over twenty-six centuries now. To understand this better, one 
has to read the Kālāma Sūtra, which is opposed to blind faith, dogmatism and belief spawned 
from specious reasoning. So here is my take on science, and how it correlate and complement 
Buddhism. Buddhism is essentially pure Science. And that is also the main reason why Buddhism 
is growing these days, especially in the West. Buddhism is essentially the technology of the mind, 
and this technology of the mind delve into the direct experience within. It is therefore no wonder 
that even Ajahn Brahm think that Buddhism will supplant Science.

Humanistic Buddhism

To study Buddhism means to learn from the Buddha.23 The study of Buddhism is not on 
rote learning, neither is it based on memorisation. One could probably be able to rattle off the four 
noble truths, the noble eightfold path and dependent origination after a year of studies, but the true 
reality is emphasized on practice. You are responsible for your own liberation and you will walk 
the path on your own. Buddha has articulated the path to liberation. We have to put in effort to 
walk this path on our own with diligence. And now at this juncture, we need to be brutally honest 
with our own thoughts and ask ourselves this question on the true essence of Buddhism. Since its 
inception, Humanistic Buddhism has become widely established, spreading its roots throughout 
22 Buddhist Ceremonial Release Captive Birds May Harm Wildlife, Available at <http://www.

scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=buddhist-ceremonial-release-captive-birds-may-harm-
wildlife>, [Assessed on 15/09/2013].

23 Venerable Yin-Shun (Translation by Dr. Wing H. Yeung), 1998, The Way to Buddhahood (Instructions 
from a Modern Chinese Master), Wisdom Publications, Massachusetts, USA, page 3.
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China, Taiwan, and many other places in the world.24 The Buddha’s life is testament to the living 
embodiment of Humanistic Buddhism. His life as a human being can serve as inspiration for our 
own lives.

The teachings of Buddhism can offer significant insights on how to face today’s most 
pressing challenges.25 This was echoed by United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon during 
Vesak Day on the 24th May 2013. Buddhism is a religion for people and human concerns are at 
its roots. Buddhism is not a religion removed or obscured from humanity. It is not an isolated 
Buddhism removed to the forest, to the caves and to the mountains. Humanistic Buddhism is about 
the ‘here’ and now. Humanistic Buddhism are essentially the teachings of the Buddha, and they 
can be integrated into all aspects of our daily lives. Humanistic Buddhism has six characteristics 
namely humanity, emphasis on daily life, altruism, joyfulness, timeliness and universality.26

“Once upon a time in ancient China, a man on a horse rode past a man standing on the side of the 
road. The standing man asked, “Rider, where are you going?” The man on the horse answered, ‘I 
don’t know. Ask the horse.’ This story provides a metaphor for our emotional lives.”27

This metaphor serves as a timely reminder for us as fellow human beings to seize the day, to 
waste no time and effort, and to strive our best to practice and develop our mind for inner peace. 
The horse in this story represents our thoughts, and how our thoughts are manifested to trigger our 
reactions, in the form of action and speech. Most of the time, we are reactive and being reactive, 
we do not observe the ‘space’ between the thought when it arise, and the final reaction that we 
execute. Yes. This is tragic. And this is tragic because most of us live our lives on auto pilot every 
single day. Thus, we should seize the day, here and now, to train ourselves to cultivate our mind, 
to help oneself and to help others in the human realm.

According to Dr. Wallace, the root causes of suffering in life are firstly not-knowing and the 
active misapprehending or misperception of reality.28 Have you ever pondered why did the Buddha 
seek enlightenment in the human realm, and why did He not achieved enlightenment in the other 
five realms? And why did He not attain enlightenment in one of the other ten dharma-worlds? 
And why He chose the human realm in this world to walk the path and gain enlightenment? The 

24 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, Humanistic Buddhism, A Blueprint for Life, Buddha’s Light Publishing, 
U.S.A., 2008, page xv.

25 As UN marks Buddhist holiday, Ban says spiritual ideals can help tackle global challenges, Available at 
<http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=44984&Cr=conflict&Cr1=peace#.UkLT98ZkOSr> 
[Assessed on 21/08/2013].

26 Venerable Master Hsing Yun (Translation by Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell), 2012, The Fundamentals 
of Humanistic Buddhism, Buddha’s Light Publishing, USA, page 2-3.

27 Chade-Meng Tan, Search Inside Yourself: The Unexpected Path to Achieving Success, Happiness (and 
World Peace), 2012, Harpers Collins Publishers, London, page 105.

28 Dr. B. Alan Wallace, The Genuine Path to Happiness, page 1.
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answer is very simple. The Buddha wanted the teachings to be relevant in this world, and his 
life as a human being, in this human realm, serve as an inspiration that all of us can be Buddha, 
that all of us can also walk the same path as him in the human realm, that it is possible to gain 
enlightenment in this human realm. Humanistic Buddhism, in this sense, is the full integration of 
our spiritual practice into all aspects of our daily lives.

The Buddha is said to have been the greatest mind in human history, and the Dharma is the 
closest humanity has ever come to ethical and spiritual perfection. Venerable Master Yin Shun 
was the key figure in the doctrinal exposition of Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan. However, 
he was not active in the social or political spheres of mundane life. This was to be carried out 
by a younger generation of Masters namely Venerable Master Hsing Yun, Venerable Master 
Sheng-yen, Venerable Master Wei Chueh and Venerable Master Cheng Yen.29 We have heard of 
countless purelands created through the power of a Buddha’s strong vows. We have the pureland 
of Amitābha Buddha in the West, the pureland of Medicine Buddha in the east, the pureland of 
Tuṣita Heaven where Maitreya Buddha is currently residing, and not forgetting the pureland of the 
mind as denoted in the Vimalakīrti Sūtra. Most of us would find it hard to accept the remote and 
distant aspirations of residing in such pure lands, and that is also one of the fundamental reasons 
on the relevance of Humanistic Buddhism, especially in the 21st century. Humanistic Buddhism 
seeks to create a Pure Land on earth. Instead of resting our hopes on being reborn in a pure land 
in the future, why don’t we work on transforming our world into a pure land of peace and bliss?30 

Even Venerable Master Tàixū confessed that the Bhikṣu precepts are difficult to uphold 
with perfection, and with this notion, he would hope to be called a Bodhisattva, serving humanity 
with gusto and with diligence. In fact, Chinese has long honoured the Bodhisattva path, which 
Humanistic Buddhism embodies. It is this optimism and active engagement of lay Buddhists 
that holds the greatest potential to realize the goals of Mahāyāna Buddhism31. Regardless of 
schools (Theravada or Mahāyāna) or the emphasis (Tantras), Buddhism should intrinsically have 
a humanistic approach so that it is relevant as time change. Humanistic Buddhism thus focuses 
on the issues of the world rather than leaving the world behind, concentrating on the distant 
goals of other purelands. And if we take a good look around us now, we have already seen many 
great Bodhisattvas living among us. Venerable Master Yin Shun, Venerable Master Hou Zhong, 
Venerable Master Sheng Yen, Venerable Master Hsing Yun and Venerable Master Cheng Yen are 
exemplary role models for us to learn, for us to practice and for us to cultivate on the path towards 
Buddhahood in the human realm.

29 Humanistic Buddhism, Available at <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanistic_Buddhism>, [Assessed 
on 03/09/2013].

30 Venerable Master Hsing Yun (Translation by Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell), 2012, The Fundamentals 
of Humanistic Buddhism, Buddha’s Light Publishing, USA, page 8.

31 Mahayana Buddhism, Available at <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahayana> Assessed on [15/09/2013].
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One Teacher. Different Traditions.

In the history of Buddhism, the first 100 to 300 years following the Buddha’s final Nirvāṇa 
was dominated by “Hīnayāna Buddhism.” The following 600 years saw the rise of “Mahāyāna 
Buddhism,” while Hīnayāna Buddhism receded from view. The next 1000 years saw the 
development of esoteric practice, or “Tantric Buddhism.” Humanistic Buddhism is an integration 
of all Buddhist teachings from the time of the Buddha until the present day — whether they 
are derived from Early Buddhism, Mahāyāna, or Tantric traditions.32 Now, it is imperative to 
understand the history of Buddhism for every Buddhist practitioners of different traditions at a 
certain juncture. I am not a historian, and neither am I seeking to become one in the near future, 
but it will be beneficial for one to take the journey back during the Buddha’s time after he passed 
into Nirvāṇa, and look at the difficulties faced by the disciples back then. In fact, the critical 
underlying foundation of the different traditions are the same. We will not discover any fifth 
noble truth, neither will we have any drastic changes to the noble eightfold path, nor any shocking 
discoveries surrounding the core teachings.

The Buddha appointed no successor and Buddhism has never known a central authority 
like that of a Pope or the Khalif.33 After the Buddha passed into Nirvāṇa, it was said that 500 
monks assembled together to recite, compile and confirm the Buddha’s teachings. When the 
First Council was held, it was documented that there were a few monks who were late and were 
informed by the monks present in the Council that ‘This is what we have decided’ but they refuted 
‘That was not the way we heard it’. That was the first sign of disagreement and disharmony. Fast 
forward to the Second Council. The Second Council saw the major schisms ever in the history 
of Buddhism. The first schism, between the Mahāsāṃghika and Sthaviravāda, was occasioned 
by the question of the status of the Arhats.34 The second split, between the Pudgalavādins and 
Sthaviravāda, concerned the question of the Pudgala, or ‘person’. At the beginning of their history 
the ‘Personalists’ were called Vatsiputriyas, after their founder, whereas later on they were better 
known as the Saṃmitīyas.35

Since then, the Mahāsāṃghika has evolved into what is known as Mahāyāna today. The 
Mahāyānists developed in two stages: 1st in an unsystematic form, which went on between 100 
BC and AD 500, and then, after AD 150, in a more systematic philosophical form, which leads 

32 Venerable Master Hsing Yun (Translation by Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell), 2012, The Fundamentals of Humanistic 
Buddhism, Buddha’s Light Publishing, USA, page 6.

33 Dr. Edward Conze, 1980, A Short History of Buddhism, George Allen & Unwin (Publishers) Ltd, London, page 
31.

34 Dr. Edward Conze, 1980, A Short History of Buddhism, George Allen & Unwin (Publishers) Ltd, 
London, page 33.

35 Dr. Edward Conze, 1980, A Short History of Buddhism, George Allen & Unwin (Publishers) Ltd, London, page 
35.
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to two distinct schools, the Madhyamikas and the Yogācārins.36 The question of how to deal with 
these inconsistencies led the Bhikṣu Sangha to embark on original inquiries into philosophical 
method and formal logic.  The differing answers that were devised became one of the major 
factors that led the Sangha to split into various schools.37 It is an integral feature of the Mahāyāna 
tradition that, whilst there may be differences of emphasis between the Mahāyāna and Hīnayāna 
Sūtras, they were taught by the historical Buddha Shakyamuni.38

Over the past centuries, we have seen a number of scholars and intellectual practitioners 
intrigued and fascinated at the notion of Early Buddhism. They spent much time dwelling into 
each and every single archaeological findings pertaining or relating to extant Buddhist Scriptures 
and Sūtras, scrutinizing and debating on whose Buddhist tradition is the truest and the most 
original.  Unfortunately what the Buddha originally taught in the oral tradition are probably beyond 
our ken now, and there was another paradoxical twist here that our great teacher Shakyamuni 
Buddha might have also seen this scholarly debate coming. This could be best explained by the 
many Sūtras and parables on this forthcoming and never ending scholarly debate. One of the best 
example is the parable of the arrow and the simile of the four blind men touching the elephant. 
I am not trying to be cynical here but we need to constantly be reminded to strip ourselves of 
these conventional labelling and senseless intellectual argument. A good analogy of this scenario 
could be best explained by the Münchausen Trilemma39, which is a philosophical term coined to 
stress the purported impossibility to prove any truth even in the field of logic and mathematics, ad 
infinitum. It is the parable of the arrow imperative all over again!

Living in the 21st century, we cannot fail to be aware of the existence of the many different 
schools and traditions of Buddhism which we find all around us.40 There seems to be an increased 
proliferation of literature on these theories pertaining to the history of Early Buddhism. There 
is, however, a perceived lack of systematic experimentation, documentation and articulation 
of the presence and relevance of such. It is quite a rigorous adventure for the editors to try to 
understand how various theories evolve over the rigmarole of time over centuries after centuries, 
generations after generations. The study of Buddhism was never meant to be an intellectual affair. 
Much of the answer was already there. Buddha was not the inventor, neither was He the creator. 
This timeless teachings has been passed down from generations to generations, passing through 
various demographics and cultures.

History, in its simplest sense, may have only two fundamental meanings. What had 

36 Dr. Edward Conze, 1980, A Short History of Buddhism, George Allen & Unwin (Publishers) Ltd, London, page 
44.

37 Richard h. Robinson, Willard L. Robinson, 1997 The Buddhist Religion: A Historical Introduction 4th edition, 
Wadsworth Publishing Company, page 56.

38 Andrew Skilton, 1994, A Concise History of Buddhism, Windhorse Publications, Birmingham, page 100.
39 Münchhausen trilemma, Availbale at <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Münchhausen_trilemma> [Assessed on 

10/09/2013].
40 Benny Liow Woon Khin, 2012, One Dharma, Many Buddhist Traditions, Buddhist Gem Fellowship, page 110.
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happened, and a true account of what had really happened. It is impossible to find out the actual 
Buddha’s teachings in the oral tradition in verbatim, and there were many reasons to support this 
predisposition. First, Indian religious thoughts were described to lack a true sense of history. 
Second, the early Buddhists simply have no interest in history. Last but not all, the Buddha’s 
timeless teachings transcends time, thus it was never meant to be a ‘historical religion’. It was 
never easy to explain the different traditions, or trace back to the first major schism that lead to the 
18 to 20 school of thoughts after the 2nd council. The intricacies of differences would eventually 
lead to a plethora of factors justified by the nature of diversity and the dynamics of cultural 
differences. Much of these historical facts have been constantly discussed on the intellectual level 
but it does not serve much of a purpose for practice. The first mistake was purely linguistic. The 
Dharma is eternal and the message is timeless. It is beyond words due to the inexpressible nature 
of the truth. This is something that only the practitioner would be able to feel it in their heart. And 
it could be best illustrated in Ch’an teachings. True Ch’an teachings does not relies on words, but 
on practice and direct experience (Ven. Sheng Yen, 1996, pg. 68)41.

History is indeed repeating itself. We are constantly moving around, getting more affluent 
from time to time. And when we look back, what have we really achieved? Or rather how much 
have we let go? Now, if we were able to relate back to the time when the Buddha passes through 
the village of Kesaputta and is greeted by its inhabitants, a clan called the Kālāmas, we may 
be able to see the subtle yet startling similarities. This may sound déjà vu, but we may have 
seen such discussions before, not only now between the scholars, but even way back during the 
Buddha’s time. In fact, Buddha encouraged us to investigate, to internalize, and if the teachings 
lead to benefits and happiness, strive hard and practice, abide in them earnestly and spiritually. 
It may sound too much of a conundrum but if all of us eventually dwell too much on what is 
clearly beyond us, does it mean that we are risking what is already beneficial as clearly presented 
to us, here and now, at this present moment. As a matter of fact, we were constantly reminded to 
be mindful at the present moment, and simply at this present moment, but then how many of us 
could truly do that. We have to be brutally honest with ourselves at this stage and contemplate 
what is really beneficial for us and for others. And now as we return back to the journey of history, 
looking at how Early Buddhism and the different schools of thoughts has shaped and influenced 
us in the modern society today, it is clearly visible that today’s reality may still continue to haunt 
us as history is repeating itself in the context of the different schools versus what is happening 
today in the 21st century.

The meanings of words evolve over time, the written word is cemented in the ink chained 
to the page, and the subtle distinctions changes through contexts. It is impossible to adjust to the 
new language being spoken, much less adapting to the new meanings being carried by the same 
old words. Written words cannot capture meanings explicitly, they are simply words, and only 

41 Ch’an Master Sheng Yen, 1996, Dharma Drum (The Life and Heart of Ch’an Practice), Dharma Drum 
Publications, New York, USA, page 68.
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the oral tradition could be shared mindfully with each Buddha emerging. Are the words more 
important than the message? Which is more important? The words or the message? Outward 
practices are often perceived by the quick labelling of the mind. It is critical to note that these 
outward practices are subjected to social and cultural trappings, analogous to a cup holding the 
tea. The cup is illustrated as the method, the style and the practice, while the tea here represent 
the contents. You can change the cup but the contents remain the same. Nothing has really 
changed. What has really changed is the conventional labelling of the cup. There may not be 
one right answer, but 84,000 skilful means. Take for example, travelling from point A to point 
B in Singapore. Just imagine that you have the intention to travel from Bedok Central to Bishan 
Central. One person may take the bus, stressing the point that it is cheaper as compared to taking 
the train service. Another person may feel that it is perhaps easier, faster and more comfortable to 
take the train service. Lastly, the third person may take a cab to save time and the inconvenience. 
All these three scenarios showcased the different methods but the destination is still the same. It is 
now a good opportunity to reflect deeper into the simile of the raft as mentioned in the Diamond 
Sūtra that we have to subtly use the ‘raft’ as a tool but not as something that we held on deeply as 
attachment which we cannot let go. Both the Southern and the Northern Traditions’ members are 
disciples of the Buddha, we are the Buddha’s descendants. As such, we should do what Buddhists 
ought to do. To mutually accuse each other of not being true, or of not being real Buddhists, is 
simply not to recognize Buddhism (Venerable Hsuan Hua, 2003).42

Research Methodology

Primary Data Collection

Primary data collection methods were used collectively with secondary data as supporting 
information in this research. These research studies used an interpretative approach (Schwandt, 
2003)43 for data collection and analysis. Structured interviews and questionnaires were designed 
concurrently to collect qualitative and quantitative data from the selected panel of participants for 
their valuable inputs and contributions for this academic research paper on Humanistic Buddhism. 
More detailed information will be shared on the next few chapters on the discoveries and findings 
from the structured interviews and questionnaires conducted.

Research was also performed intensively from various Dharma articles, journals and books 
on the related topic. The objective of this data collection process was to gather and consolidate the 
opinions of a selected group of individuals on their perception and attitude towards life, death and 
education in Buddhism. These consolidated opinions would then be further distilled and analysed 
to form an overview on the perception of the current Buddhist landscape in the 21st century. 

42 The Shurangama Sutra, Volume 7, Ven Hsuan Hua, Buddhist Text Translation Society, 2003, page 261.
43  Thomas A. Schwandt, Available at <http://education.illinois.edu/people/tschwand> [Assessed on 20/09/2013].
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The main objective is to garner data relevant on the notions of life and death through Dharma 
education in Singapore, so as to present the qualitative findings. All participants (respondents) 
whom have participated in the structured interviews and questionnaire were fully aware of the 
confidentiality of their personal data inputs, otherwise stated and quoted. All the data collected 
in this questionnaire will be held securely and individual results are strictly confidential and 
personal. This is deemed necessary and important in the primary data collection process as all 
selected personnel information are treated as private and confidential and all the related data 
would be safeguarded to prevent any unethical discrepancies.

Observations were ruled out as part of the data collection process in this research although 
it has been widely perceived to be the only way of obtaining truly objective data. It was being 
considered that both overt and covert observation would undermine the ethical process of data 
collection thus this method was not used for this research paper. And in actual fact, observations 
are largely due to perceptions dependent on judgements and inference, which could not be 
trustworthy and accurate at times. Large-scale data collection was also not used in this case as 
it had raised issues on how the data should be collected and from whom. Structured interview 
questions and questionnaires were then selected in the end to collect primary data. This data 
collection process was indeed tedious in the beginning and it took approximately two months 
from the initial problem realization phase to the design of the final set of interview and survey 
questions. Many questions were being brainstormed and debated over until the final product is 
being finalized. The data was first drafted on paper and then via Google forms. This study was 
conducted in year 2013. The structured interview questions and survey questions can be found in 
the Appendices section for reference.

Questionnaire

There were a total number of 51 respondents for this initial exploratory survey on the 
notions of life, death and education in Buddhism. All these 51 respondents comes from different 
walks of lives and different traditions of practice, but they may or may not represent the Buddhist 
societies in Singapore. Due to the limited time frame, it was also not possible to consolidate and 
convey all the views and opinions of all the respondents. Thus, the primary aim of this exploratory 
survey is to derive qualitative results rather than quantitative outputs. Although limited in size, it 
is a good sampling figure to gauge on the current status quo in regards to the current perceptions 
and attitudes towards life, death and education in Buddhism. These results have also revealed 
substantial and significant findings on the happiness level of the respondents in Singapore, 
especially in the modern context where material wealth, social comfort and economic growth is 
very much sought after in the pursuit of continued growth and success.
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The dynamics of the survey respondents were fairly distributed between the different sexes, 
where the majority were male and the female formed 43% of the total number of respondents 
taking the survey. This is deemed crucial because there is a balanced approach in the interpretation 
of thoughts from the different sexes and the end result would not be somehow biased to a certain 
sex and age. The majority of the participants were also younger below the age of 35 forming about 
69% of the group dynamics. This is crucial as this dissertation paper attempts to seek and unravel 
the current status quo, mostly targeting at the group of practicing Buddhist Youths. Most of the 
different age group were also quite well represented, with only 1 veteran above the age of 66 years 
old from the group of survey respondents.



179

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

It is notable that there are a select few Buddhists whom have not readily took the three 
refuge and the five precepts while practising the Buddha Dharma. The reason is unknown but 
the percentage is not significant and this is also somewhat representative of the Pareto Principle, 
which explains the 80/20 rule. Perhaps this is normal for a sampling group of practitioners, where 
there would be approximately 80% of devout practitioners, while the remainder 20% of the 
practitioners are probably practising but lacking faith and courage to take the three refuge and the 
five precepts. This is not unhealthy as it was clear that each one of us have different inclinations 
and each one of us are unique where we take different paths which would eventually lead to the 
one and only path, which is the path to attain Buddhahood. This would also be reminiscent of 
the 84,000 doors to attain liberation where each one of us embarked on the journey via different 
means and started out at different stages, slowly merging into one common stream to the open sea.

As compared to taking the three refuge and five precepts, the gap between practicing the 
noble eightfold path is clearly more significant than the non-practitioners. This may or may not 
be either due to a lack of faith or the lack of urgency. Considering that 84% of the sample size 
have taken the three refuge and five precepts, the low percentage of 59% in practicing the noble 
eightfold path diligently paints a rather disappointing picture but all is not lost yet. Practising the 
noble eightfold path is not easy in the first place as it is a long and tedious journey. Some of the 
respondents may have difficulties in the adaptations for right understanding and right thoughts, 
while some may struggle in terms of right livelihood whereby it might require one to get out 
of their comfort zone. This gap may also be inferred that the respondents having difficulties 
articulating the noble eightfold path, resulting in the not-so disciplined hearing, contemplating 
and practice.
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This question is targeted to strike hard into the hearts of the practitioners, here and now. And 
we could perhaps be re-assessing on the notion of perceived happiness. What does it really take to 
be happy? Are we focusing too much on the external world or are we looking within ourselves? 
Are we searching inside ourselves? And this might be the answer that we are looking for all 
along. But nevertheless we are not far behind in the ratings as more than 70% have mentioned 
that they are happy, here and now. This is also a significant inference that Humanistic Buddhism 
could indeed provide oneself and others with a calm and peaceful mind, which would eventually 
develop into altruistic joy and happiness in the long run.

85% of the respondents have cited that their happiness level are rated 4 and above, with only 
one individual respondent indicating the highest happiness level. Scientifically speaking, it is not 
the most ideal method to gauge one’s happiness level in the form of a survey and questionnaire. 
Neither would observations be able to provide a clear and vivid interpretation of one’s happiness 
level, or at least in the context of objective interpretations. But nevertheless this has significantly 
shown that the respondents were generally happy people. On an international level, it would be 
prudent to note that most developed countries have already started to notice and study Bhutan’s 
lead in considering whether the Gross National Happiness (GNH) could probably be a more 
accurate indicator on the holistic quality of life. This Gross National Happiness (GNH) indicator 
being a government performance metric might be key to developing happiness in the long run. 
Another key area to look into happiness would most likely be in the spectrum of education, 
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as Ambassador of Denmark to Singapore, Berit Basse, has once said that the most important 
ingredient to Danish happiness was education in her opinion. They focus on education as children 
can influence their parents. Also, children are easier to teach than adults!44

To be happy. To be useful. This used to be my motto in life. And this best sums up the 
notion of helping oneself and helping others. Different people may have different means of 
articulation and expression, but most respondents would probably agree that we can only be truly 
happy if we help others along the way. The very word compassion comes from the Latin words 
“suffering together” as illustrated in the bestselling book “Search Inside Yourself”45 This simple 
interpretation best illustrate the understanding of empathy felt when others are suffering. It is 
the fundamental feelings and emotions that one feels when one see the suffering of others. In a 
nutshell, it is understandable why one would also develop happiness in the process of helping 
others at the same time. In our search for the meaning of life we may overlook the fact that life 
doesn’t necessarily have any meaning at all. Perhaps the meaning of life is not presented to us but 
is something that we create ourselves.

44 Why are the Danes so Happy? Available at <http://www.happiness.sg/why-are-the-danes-so-happy/> 
[Assessed on 15/09/2013].

45 Chade-Meng Tan, Search Inside Yourself: The Unexpected Path to Achieving Success, Happiness (and 
World Peace), 2012, Harpers Collins Publishers, London, page 161.
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Slightly more than 50% of the respondents have indicated that they do not fear death, or 
rather they are not afraid of the impending death. A respondent mentioned that she do not fear 
death but what she do fear is growing old, coupled with illness as it will affect the quality of life to 
a certain extent. Aging with dignity is what concern her before death comes. Another respondent 
quoted “Death is not fearful. What is fearful is the process to cope when we are immobile, in 
physical and psychological pain from sickness.” It is significant that most of the respondents do 
not fear death because of death itself, but purely on the process of ageing and dying itself, coupled 
with the notion of having a dignified death. Another respondent cited that we should be grateful 
and make use of what we already have to practice in this lifetime with no regrets. She quoted 
“Life is unpredictable. We are fortunate to be where we are, who we are, so we have to make use 
of our blessing to practise diligently, relentlessly, so that we have nothing regrettable when death 
comes.”

We know for sure that death is imminent but most of us do not know where and when. It 
is indeed obvious that some people have this notion that death is a distant destination, especially 
when one is young and healthy. And for this reason, there would be a high possibility that there 
are not much efforts in the preparation of the end in mind right from the start. The human lifespan 
are as long as the length of a single breath as denoted from section 38 of the Sūtra in 42 sections. 
And with this teaching, one may be more eager to develop a sense of urgency in the practice of the 
Buddha Dharma in a more proactive manner. One respondent quoted “I find death a good reminder 
for us to live our lives meaningfully.” This is very encouraging and this serves as a positive note 
that one would find joy in the daily practice at this present moment, cultivating towards a well-
rounded individual, developing both compassion and wisdom in the spiritual journey. Another 
respondent have also quoted “Since 20 years old, I have planned how do I live my life as if I am 
going to die tomorrow. Buddhism has brought me to see things as they are, not to be too attached 
to wholesome experiences, not to be too averse against wholesome experiences. It helps me to 
have courage to live life fully.”
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There are many interpretations of death but one thing for sure, and that is the undeniable 
fact that death will eventually come. One respondent quoted “Death is inevitable so we must 
appreciate the people around us.” None of the respondents said that death is a taboo topic and 
31% of the respondents cited impermanence as their perception of death. Another respondent 
quoted “Understanding rebirth and karma has helped me better appreciate death and what might 
happen after this life. My regret would be not being able to do what I would like to accomplish 
for others and myself within this life before I pass on.” This serve as a strong motivation that 
we should constantly do our best to practice and help oneself as well as helping others. Another 
respondent has also said that this is a beautiful path which we should reach out to share with 
nominal Buddhists.

English is still the most prominent language in the understanding of the Buddha Dharma. 
Likewise for me, I have also started to learn and practice using the English lexicon but it is also 
wise to note that we should perhaps start to read and study the Chinese texts concurrently as well. 
Most of the Āgamas of various schools are preserved in the Chinese translation, and in Sanskrit, 
which serve as the source of a wide collection of Early Buddhist Scriptures and Sūtras. One 
respondent also quoted «Integration of the Buddhist Teachings amongst the traditions to reach out 
and benefit Unified Youths who will be the next generation of Buddhist Leaders.» This integration 
could most likely be deterministic of what we already have now, known as Humanistic Buddhism. 
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This is a healthy integration where Buddhists can already apply what they have learnt from the 
teachings in their day to day living.

This question was posed to gauge a basic understanding of Early Buddhism among the 
pool of respondents. Honestly speaking, it is not very important to dwell too much on every 
historical facts of Early Buddhism but it is good to know at least some of the key milestones that 
has eventually shaped the scene today, at least in the context of Singapore. One respondent quoted 
“I begin to see the bigger gap in realisation and understanding what Buddhism is all about, as I 
move on this life’s journey. Interestingly, most of the time this intellectual understanding can be 
quite ‘useless’ and what retains and touch deeply is the realisation of truth, and becoming one 
with everything.” The basic understanding here is on the realization of the truth and less focused 
on the historical intricacies, differences and the various cultures, which is absolutely clever. I 
strongly believe that there is safety and balance in diversity, which is also akin to the natural 
environment. Another respondent also quoted “Different schools of thought, yet one ultimate 
goal.” And that pretty sums up what we should be looking forward to. Humanistic Buddhism is 
key to this ultimate goal starting from the five vehicles, five precepts, ten wholesome deeds, four 
immeasurables, the six perfections and the four means of embracing.
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It is not surprising that most of the respondents fall between the range of 3 - 10 years in 
the practice of the Buddha Dharma, as this questionnaire was targeted at predominantly Buddhist 
Youths. 26% of the respondents have been practicing for more than 10 years with only one 
respondent practicing more than 30 years. This is a healthy gauge of all the respondents and their 
corresponding feedback to the questionnaire, which would provide a reasonable assessment based 
on their experience, age group and their thoughts on the current perception on life, death and 
education in terms of Buddhist studies in Singapore. 

Challenge is cited as the most common experience from the list of respondents, while 
some mentioned that the journey has been awesome, and some said that it was peaceful, happy 
and joyful. Nevertheless, these perceptions will change along with time, and it will also depend 
largely on the stages of life where one is going through. One respondent quoted “Once we fully 
understand that the only constant is change, accept it whole-heartedly, our lives will be a joyous 
one. Without clinging, our mind will be still and unwavering even in the toughest time.” The 
only constant is change, and this best reflects the different stages of life that we go through, 
and how we can apply the Buddha Dharma in each of these stages. Another respondent cited 
“Being a Buddhist has indeed enriched my life as it is very applicable to my daily life.” Last 
but not least, another respondent quoted “We need urgently to re-educate Buddhists to become 
Dharma practitioners and be disciples of the Buddha Dharma instead of just being devotees of 
any school or lineage or tradition. We need to go back to the simplicity and purity of the core 
essence of Buddha Dharma, and remove the distortion, contamination and confusion caused by 
cultural, nationalistic, linguistic as well as political infiltration through history and time. I strongly 
recommend the study of writings by Venerable Master Yin Shun, especially on the history of 
Indian Buddhism and the Chinese Agama.”

Interviews

It was my heartfelt privilege that I was able to invite the following Buddhist practitioners in 
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their area of expertise and experience to share their personal opinions and advice on the topic of 
life, death and education in Buddhism. The interviews have also brought new insights to the current 
demographics and the challenges that we are facing today in the 21st century. Their different 
perspectives in life, coupled with their different experiences in their journey have certainly helped 
in compiling the interview findings. Their honest and humble sharing have broaden our views and 
the current status quo in the diversified dynamics. The profile of the interviewed personnel can 
be shown below.

Bro Low Teck Suan, First President and currently Patron-Adviser of Buddhist Fellowship 
Singapore, Ex-Executive Director of Shan You Counselling Centre.

Sis Yap Ching Wi, Mentor, Buddhist Youth Network (BYN).
Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong, Vice President, Cakkavala Meditation Centre (CMC).

In the interview questions posed on the main avenues in the study of Buddhism, dharma 
talks have been sighted as the most common avenue of education. And it was also noted that there 
are no shortage of dharma talks these days, so the focus is more geared towards the quality of the 
Dharma teachings, rather on the quantity of Dharma sessions. Bro. Dr. Ng Wai Chong have also 
cited that interactions with fellow Dharma teachers and spiritual friends would also be one of 
the most beneficial source of learning the Dharma from constructive discussions. And Bro Low 
Teck Suan and Sis Yap Ching Wi both commented that reading of Buddhist books and access to 
Buddhist websites are supplementary to widen one’s exposure to the Dharma. Bro Low Teck Suan 
has also further stressed that Dharma talks should be really aimed at real Dharma talks, and not 
motivated by sensationalism, to enhance the popularity of the teacher or to grow the membership 
of the organization.

“Meditation, self-reflection, retreats and study groups are key to sustain one’s practice and how 
to apply the teaching of the Buddha to our daily life. Rituals, pujas, animal liberation and other 
culturally-based practices are just skilful means which have little to do with the understanding of 
the Buddha Dharma. Worst, these skilful means can become slippery slopes as one relies on them 
to feel good.”

The following statement above was cited by Bro Low Teck Suan, former president of the 
Buddhist Fellowship Singapore, that it is important not to be obsessed with the cultural trappings 
but rather to focus more on the right understanding of the Buddha Dharma, as to avoid leading to 
an alternative path veering away from the true essence of Dharma education. Meditation was one 
of the common regular practice as cited by all three interviewees. Apart from that, self-reflection 
and annual retreats were also practiced by all three interviewees to enhance their spiritual practice 
on a regular basis. Other than living her daily life according to the noble eightfold path, Sis Yap 
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Ching Wi also chant Amituofo on a daily basis and she make it an effort to attend annual Amituofo 
meditation retreats as part of her regular practice. Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong shared that he would 
make it a habit to be mindful to keep wholesome mental thoughts daily in keeping the precepts as 
well as practice of the Paramis.

“I have realized that mastering the noble eightfold path and practicing the Bodhisattva way of 
life is the sure fire way to success, be it in career or as a person. It is the best training manual 
ever! I am more mindful to be as ethical as I can, and to help and serve others as much as I can, 
knowing that when I walk the Bodhisattva path, I will be able to create the necessary conditions 
to enter Amitābha Pureland.”

These words are echoed by Sis Yap Ching Wi, with a strong vow aspiring to enter 
Amitābha’s pureland at the end of her life. And these best sums up her aspiration of her journey in 
the Dharma. Bro Low Teck Suan mentioned that Buddhist studies has helped him to understand 
the true nature of reality such as conditioned genesis, cause and effect. He further reiterated that 
these values are most beneficial in his life when he meet adversity and challenges, as opposed to 
the wishful mundane thinking of eternal happiness. Clarity, confidence and joy were some of the 
key elements that has benefitted Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong in his practice so far. He felt that he is 
more directed both in life and work, and that has enhanced relationships and created less anxiety 
in his life, with less stress and more joy.

“It is deplorable, disappointing and sad. Outwardly, we see more and bigger temples with modern 
amenities, but inwardly the quality of Buddhists (in the sense of Buddhist with Right View) are 
declining. The bigger Buddhist organizations with strong financial resources are more motivated 
by increasing membership and donations, attention from and alignment with political leadership 
with welfare projects, but little effort in cultivating good Dharma teachers.”

There were mixed feelings in the question posed on the quality of Buddhist education in 
Singapore. While Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong felt that it was not too bad since the 1990s where he 
attended regular dharma sharing sessions by the medical dharma circle in National University of 
Singapore (NUS), Sis Ching Wi suggested that there is a lack of application workshops where 
Buddhists can have their queries answered as they apply the Dharma. She further highlighted 
that the Dharma classes conducted by Amitābha Buddhist Centre (ABC) and The Mahaprajna 
Buddhist Society (TMBS) were structured and comprehensive. She also reiterated that the current 
methodology of education seems to be limited and feels that it would be beneficial to apply 
methods of facilitation and coaching for Dharma lessons. Last but not least, Bro Low Teck Suan 
strongly encourage future Buddhist leaders to develop the missionary will to detach from the 
cultural practices of their forefathers (be it Gurus or Masters from Tibet, Sri Lanka, China or 



188

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Taiwan) and stimulate a Buddhist practice suited to the future generations of Singaporeans who 
are global and much westernized in their thinking, English speaking and scientifically inclined.

Singaporeans are probably facing one of the most challenging times in the history since 
independence. We are now facing a sudden population growth that has spread like wildfire ever 
since the last election in year 2011. The thirst for economic growth has been perceived as a double-
edged sword for success, happiness and sustainability. Sis Ching Wi feel that Buddhism will help 
lay people to appreciate the nature of interdependence and the law of karma, so as to enable 
Singaporeans to reduce their expectations of oneself and others, resulting in inner peace and less 
stress. Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong reflected that Buddhist teachings could inculcate the strong moral 
values and develop a contribution towards spiritual culture that helps in sustainable happiness by 
being contented and grateful.

“Strange is our situation here upon Earth. Each of us comes for a short visit not knowing why. Yet 
sometimes seem to have a divine purpose. From the standpoint of daily life, however, there is one 
we do know, that we are here for the sake of others... for the countless unknown souls with those 
fate we are connected to by a bond of sympathy. Many times a day, I realized how much my outer 
and inner life is built upon the labours of people, both living and dead, and how earnestly I must 
exert myself in order to give in return as much as I have received.” - Albert Einstein

The explicit illustration above by one of the most renowned scientist, Albert Eintein, on 
our confused stay here on Earth was quoted by Bro Low Teck Suan on the purpose of this life.He 
further mentioned that the interconnectedness of our lives with all sentient beings, coupled with 
the understanding of conditioned genesis (dependent origination), will inspire us to live life with a 
noble purpose, because when we remember impermanence, we then shall make effort to make our 
life more meaningful and with a purpose. Sis Yap Ching Wi felt that the real purpose in this life 
is to understand the Dharma, to build the necessary conditions for liberation, while walking the 
Bodhisattva way of life in one’s responsibility to family and society. And Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong 
summed it up with his thoughts that the purpose of life now is to realize Nibbana, and also help 
others along at the same time.

“A good death is whereby the mind is wholesome and clear just before death.”

This was echoed by Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong on the perception of death, particularly on the 
notion of a dignified death. Bro Low Teck Suan emphasized that Buddha had taught us that the 
intelligent way to make our life meaningful is to remember our death and not to hide from it. It 
is like taking a trip, you prepare for it by looking at a map, to know where you are headed, and 
knowing the importance of this trip of a life time. Sis Yap Ching Wi believed that the moment of 
death greatly determine where we would be reborn, so it is absolutely crucial to prepare for it by 
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training one’s mind starting as young as one can, to be able to be in Samadhi state when passing 
on. She further mentioned that a dignified death is one that minimizes obstacles for the dying so 
that the dying can be peacefully meditating or chanting, and also for family and loved ones to be 
at peace so they can practice together with the dying.

“A good grounding on the core teaching of the Buddha on Dependent Origination will inculcate 
in a practitioner the Right View and correct understanding of death as the true nature of reality, 
as organic as every living things on earth. And embracing the possibility of rebirth as all existence 
are impermanent and subject to change, death is therefore not to be feared but as a renewal point 
of a process of existence depending on conditions, just like the coming and going of waves in an 
ocean subject to the condition of wind and tide”

These were articulated by Bro Low Teck Suan on how Buddhism could contribute to a 
better quality of dying. Bro Dr. Ng Wai Chong also stated that it is important to inculcate a 
spiritual culture which helps in the wholesomeness and clarity of mind. Lastly, Sis Ching Wi said 
that Dharma education is necessary and beneficial in the sense that Buddhists do not succumb 
to unnecessary funeral rituals, and emotional aggravation that may lead to uncontrollable grief. 
Instead, we could keep ourselves calm and channel the grief to dedicating our wholesome merits 
to the departed, wishing for them to be well and happy in their next life.

Conclusions

I will attempt to recapitulate some of the few key points that we can be certain of, hold 
down these certainties as reference points, organise our thinking around them, and see if we can 
come up with a coherent, credible picture. First things first. This dissertation is about helping 
oneself and helping others, to be happy and to be useful, and most importantly to apply both 
wisdom and compassion in this world that we live in. We see good and knowledgeable people. 
And they are walking around just like you and me. These are ordinary folks and we do not even 
know they are good and knowledgeable people. We should cherish the fact that we are born as a 
human, having a reasonable comfort level of living and fortunate to get in touch with the Buddha 
Dharma. A precious human life has exactly the right combination of suffering and happiness. 
It is considered a good rebirth in the samara because it has the right combination of pleasant 
circumstances so that we are not constantly overwhelmed by pain, and enough suffering to remind 
us that we are not liberated yet so we need to make effort to practice.46

46 Venerable Bhikshuni Thubten Chodron, The 37 Practices of Bodhisattvas, 2009, Awaken Publishing 
and Design, Singapore, page 31.



190

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Studies have revealed and shown that most people interviewed and surveyed were not 
completely aware of the dynamics of Early Buddhism but they were also not totally ignorant of the 
importance on Humanistic Buddhism. The interview and questionnaire findings were testament 
that most people believed that Humanistic Buddhism would eventually benefit both oneself and 
the others collectively. This research study has been successful to ascertain the current status quo 
of their attitude and perceptions towards Humanistic Buddhism. Buddhism may have already set 
its foot in the West and other developed countries. However it may still be in its nurturing form 
in other parts of the world, especially in South East Asia. It is slowly gaining popularity in the 
West as compared to the East. On the flip side, there are also many Buddhist Societies delivering 
quality Dharma education on Humanistic Buddhism in Singapore at the same time. As we take 
a step back and refresh, Humanistic Buddhism is all about providing sustainable happiness and 
growth in the purification of one’s spiritual journey to liberation at the same time.

Humanistic Buddhism is, without a doubt, one of the main driving force on the propagation 
of the Buddha Dharma on its realistic application to solve the problems faced in the conventional 
world, as well as providing a solid foundational platform for the path to Buddhahood. It is 
therefore no surprise that the role of Humanistic Buddhism is increasingly gaining prominence in 
the debate over how we can move towards more sustainable patterns of development in terms of 
happiness and peace. Recent years have also witnessed growing public and professional concern 
with societal issues, including the fields of economies and living conditions. And while we 
inject conceptual and practical insights into the complex interactions between Buddhism and the 
mundane world, careful consideration need to be handled with care pertaining to the accuracy of 
the Buddha Dharma, and the approach to deliver these teachings to the masses.

It is notable that people would probably be the most important element in the whole subset 
of Humanistic Buddhism. The future of Humanistic Buddhism would only develop and flourish 
in the positive direction with corrective and progressive improvements from real life experience. 
Although it is imperative for human to disturb the peace of nature at times due to cultural 
differences, it is also necessary to ponder again on this changing cycle of Dharma propagation. 
There would not be any supply without demand but it is easier said than done. Perhaps it is 
important to reflect and note that it is not about the constant questioning on originality but how 
has Humanistic Buddhism enhance our lives and being contented with what we already have. 
Paradox. Yes. It could probably be a critical twist in the old adage.

The macroeconomic effect of Humanistic Buddhism must be carefully studied in terms of 
academic assimilation and sources of propagation. Progressive feedback should be inculcated to 
maintain a healthy flow of positive and constructive commentaries on how Humanistic Buddhism 
could be further spread for the betterment of all sentient beings. Using a coherent analytical 
framework, this continuous approach could offer prescriptions for a happier nation, and economic 
development more generally, closer to a sustainable ideal. Let us practice the Buddha’s teachings, 
and not just sectarian Buddhism. Let us practice with right understanding and right diligence, and 
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try to avoid as much dogma and cultural trappings as we can. Buddhism should not be exclusive 
only to the special preservation of any ethnic, cultural or political groups.

Reflections

As a novice writer, it is in the nature of this undertaking that the results of this dissertation 
are bound to be criticized but nonetheless, I am confident that unless someone takes it upon 
oneself to initiate this research, if not it will never be done. The entire process of compiling this 
dissertation for the inaugural Buddhist Youth Forum in Singapore has been both an enriching and 
challenging experience for me. I have gained substantial knowledge from the intensive research, 
studies and interviews conducted. The wealth of knowledge gained and shared within a limited 
time frame was overwhelming. The rigmarole process of reviewing every single draft aligned to 
the overall objectives was also very satisfying when the final dissertation paper was completed. 
In the beginning, I was thrilled and fascinated to discover many insights into the dynamics of 
Humanistic Buddhism, the complexities of different traditions and the constant propagation to 
ensure its continuity and sustainability. I have realized that today’s reality may continue to haunt 
us if we do not take action to practice and preserve the timeless teachings of the Buddha Dharma. 
Of course there will always be the paradox of different schools of thoughts but my personal gut 
feel is that the direct experience of oneself would be the best prescription, for there are 84,000 
doors leading to the path of Buddhahood.

There was another challenge of critical thinking of personal thoughts versus the facts 
presented from the data collection process and interviews conducted. This was truly a major 
milestone in charting the literature review and findings chapters. There were times that I would 
have to play the devils’ advocate by shooting down the facts that might be either redundant or 
irrelevant. It was not really a pleasant experience as there were cycles of collecting, reviewing and 
vetting the data collected, but it was indeed a wonderful experience of compiling this dissertation 
paper. The interview conducted with the selected pool of personnel well-known in their area 
of expertise has also opened up my humble door of knowledge to the world of life, death and 
education in their distinct way. Although they may or may not be the true experts in certain 
domain areas but their experience and passion has increased my knowledge in a peculiar manner 
that has enabled me to be open and ardent in my practice.

The initial selection of this topic on “A Modern Interpretation of Life, Death and Education 
in Singapore” did not come easy at the same time. And not forgetting the wide diversity of the 
different traditions practiced in Singapore and how we can practice together in harmony to achieve 
the balance between helping oneself and others. We are so different but yet we all seek to walk the 
path towards liberation. Perhaps the most important learning reflection is a serious reality check 
on the current status quo on the dynamics of Humanistic Buddhism. And it is not only focused 
on the education itself but a matter of choices for us. We are probably able to make small steps 
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collectively to make this world a better place to live in, by helping oneself and helping others. 
This has been a wonderful experience for me to dwell and investigate deeper into the subject of 
Humanistic Buddhism on the general perception and attitude towards life and death. It has truly 
been a fruitful experience in charting the planning, progress and completion of this dissertation 
paper.

Appendices

Survey Form

A Modern Interpretation of Life, Death and Education in Buddhism

Dear Brothers and Sisters

You are cordially invited to participate in this survey on the modern interpretation of 
Life, Death and Education in Buddhism. This academic survey is targeted at Dharma 
practitioners regardless of age, sex and traditions to collect primary data on the perceptions 
and attitudes towards the notion of Life, Death and Education in Buddhism.

The results of this research analysis will be consolidated, analyzed and published in the 
inaugural Buddhist Youth Forum held at Fo Guang Shan Singapore from 30 Nov to 1 Dec 
2013. This survey will take you no more than 10 minutes.

Thank you.

Metta

B

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Sex

- Male
- Female



193

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Age

- < 21
- 22-35
- 36-50
- 51-65
- > 65

Have you taken the three refuge and the five precepts?

- Yes
- No

Do you practice the noble eightfold path diligently?

- Yes
- No
Do you practice the noble eightfold path diligently?

- Yes
- No

Are you happy, here and now?
(Truthfully, are you happy?)

- Yes
- No

What is your level of happiness in the current status quo?
(On a scale of 1 to 6, with 1 being the least happy)

- 1
- 2
- 3
- 4
- 5
- 6
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Which best describes your purpose in life?

- Helping oneself
- Helping others
- Helping oneself and others

Do you fear Death?

- Yes
- No

Have you been living with the end in mind?

- Yes
- No

What is your perception of death?

- Morbid
- Taboo
- Inevitable
- Painful
- Impermanence

Which language do you use for the study of Buddhism?
(Please indicate the frequently used language)

- Pāḷi
- Sanskrit
- Gāndhārī
- English
- Chinese

Are you familiar with Early Buddhism, the early 20 schools and the first 3 councils?

- Yes
- No
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How long have you been practising?

- < 3 years
- 3-10 years
- 11-20 years
- 21-30 years
- > 30 years

How would you describe your journey in Dharma?

- Awesome
- Peaceful
- Challenging
- Happy
- Joyful

Please feel free to include your final comments on this survey
(Limit your comments to topics pertaining to life, death and education in Buddhism)

Email (optional)

* The following survey form was hosted in Google Forms
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Verses (English and Chinese)

有海无边际  世间多忧苦  流转起还没  何处是依怙

The Sea of Existence has no boundaries,
The World is full of worry and suffering,
Flowing and turning, rising and falling,
Is there no place of refuge and support?

苦者求不得  怨会爱别离  生老与病死  总由五蕴聚

Sufferings arises from not getting what one desires,
From associating with those who one dislikes and parting with those one loves,
From being born, becoming old, getting sick, and dying,
Which all come from the union of the five aggregates.

苦集相钩缠  死生从缘起  佛说十二支  如城如果树

Suffering and accumulation become entangled with one another.
Death and birth arise from dependent origination.
Which has twelve links, as taught by the Buddha.
They are like a castle or a fruit tree.
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Abbreviations

TMBS   The Mahaprajna Buddhist Society

FGS (Singapore)   Fo Guang Shan (Singapore)

BYN   Buddhist Youth Network

KYCL   Kwan Yin Chan Lin

BGF   Buddhist Gem Fellowship

VBC   Vimalakirti Buddhist Centre

BF   Buddhist Fellowship (Singapore)

BL   Buddhist Library

CMC   Cakkavala Meditation Centre

Terminologies

Shakyamuni  One of the titles of the Buddha.

Ānanda  One of the principal disciples and a devout attendant of the Buddha.

Kisagotomi  The wife of a wealthy man of Savatthi.

Buddha  The awakened one or the enlightened one.

Dharma  The body of teachings expounded by the Buddha.

Sangha  The monastic community of ordained monks and nuns.

Sūtra   A collection of such aphorisms in the form of a manual.

Nirvāṇa  The profound peace and stillness of the mind.

Arhat   A «perfected one» who has attained Nirvāṇa.

Bodhisattva  An enlightened being with great compassion.

Maitreya  Future Buddha of this world in Buddhist eschatology.

Amitābha  Celestial Buddha described in the scriptures of the Mahāyāna school.

Tuṣita   One of the six deva-worlds of the Kāmadhātu.

Bhikṣu  A Buddhist Monk.



198

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Vimalakīrti  The central figure in the Buddhist Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa Sūtra.

Saṃsāra  The eternal cycle of birth, suffering, death, and rebirth.

Āgamas  A collection of Early Buddhism Scriptures.

Samyukta Agama The Connected Discourses of the Buddha.

Sukha   Happiness. Ease. Pleasure. Bliss.

Dukkha  Suffering. Unhappiness. Unsatisfactory.

Pratītyasamutpāda Dependent Origination. Dependent Arising.

Śūnyatā  Emptiness. Voidness. Suchness.

Dhyāna  A form of Buddhist meditation. 

Saṃsāra  Repeating cycle of birth, life, death and rebirth.

Karma  The concept of action. The concept of a deed.

Kālāma  Inhabitants of Kesaputta.

Prajñā   Wisdom in Sanskrit.

Samādhi  A higher level of concentrated meditation.

Mettā   Loving Kindness. Benevolence.

Muditā  Sympathetic Joy. Vicarious Joy.

Karuṇā  Compassion.

Upekkhā  Equanimity. Stability in the face of fluctuations.

Bodhicitta  The mind that strives towards awakening and compassion.

Mahāsāṃghika One of the early Buddhist schools in ancient India.

Sthaviravāda One of the early Buddhist schools in ancient India.

Mahāyāna  One of the two main existing branches of Buddhism.

Hīnayāna  One of the two main existing branches of Buddhism.

Pudgalavādin A «Personalist» school of Buddhism broken off from the Sthaviravāda.

Saṃmitīya  One of the eighteen or twenty early Buddhist schools in India.

Madhyamaka A Mahāyāna Buddhist school of philosophy founded by Nāgārjuna. 
Yogācārin  An influential school of Buddhist philosophy and psychology.
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Attaining Happiness and Peace through the Use of 
Hedging Devices in Written Works

Edwina R. Bensal

Abstract

People’s lifestyle all over the world has undoubtedly marked significant changes due 
to the advancement of technology in transportation, medicine, environment, infrastructure, 
communication and more.  These advancements brought myriad advantages to humans like works 
become faster and easier. On the other hand, over-dependence and abused social interaction in 
the forms of bashing other people’s credibility, hacking private online accounts and stealing 
copyrights are the two major setbacks of the use of technology. From this note, it can be said 
that among these fields of innovations, communication is one very essential element that could 
destroy or attain harmony in every relationship. Indeed, people put importance to communication 
regardless of their cultural, political, intellectual or spiritual stance. 

People still seek balance in life despite negative effects of advancement specifically in 
communication by developing their self-actualization and flourishing their social interaction 
either in verbal or written form. This particular mantra is embodied by a particular Buddhist 
philosophy – Humanistic Buddhism raises the idea of interconnectedness of self and society as to 
build happiness and peace within oneself and to the society. Venerable Master Hsing Yun (2011) 
stated that detachment and contentment, compassion and tolerance, letting go and picking up with 
perfect ease, altruism and selflessness are the ways to attain happiness and peace. All of these 
ways could be applied in the spoken and written exchanges of information to transmit and achieve 
bliss and harmony. With the use of right words, a speaker or a writer could exemplify compassion 
and encourage kindness. One language phenomenon that speaks of careful usage of words to 
produce harmonious relationship between and among people is hedging device.

Hedging devices are words or phrases that allow writers/speakers to express their claims 
with caution, humility, and accuracy. The use of hedging device is an effective linguistic strategy 
in delivering balanced and well supported claims (leaving some rooms for their readers/listeners 
to judge) because writers (specifically) “use language with subtlety, to mean precisely and with 
discrimination” (Skelton, 1988, p.107). Indeed, this is an effective tool of writers/speakers to 
express their thoughts in an energetic and at the same time endearing ways. These hedges have 
pragmatic strategies such as politeness, indirectness, mitigation, vagueness, and understatement 
(Clemen, 1997; Martin-Martin, 2005) which can come in the form of modifying devices like 
adjectives, adverbs, certain personal pronouns, passive/passive infinitive, and impersonal/indirect 
constructions respectively (Markkanen & Schroder, 1997). Additionally, this strategy will 
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linguistically support the politeness theory by Brown and Levinson (1987). Politeness theory is 
“a battery of social skills whose goal is to ensure everyone feels affirmed in a social interaction” 
(Foley, 1997) or a “communicative act which is… appropriately meant to show the speaker’s 
concern to the hearer/ addressee, thus, enhancing the sense of solidarity between them” (Quang, 
2003, p. 43). Further, these hedges can increase the accuracy of works and allow writers/speakers 
“to convey their attitude to the truth of their statements and to anticipate possible objections” 
(Hyland, 1996, p.2).

Hence, this paper focused on the three written works of Venerable Master Hsing Yun 
entitled “The Four Noble Truths: The Essence of Buddhism”, “A Glimpse of Chan through the 
Six Patriarch’s Platform Sutra”, and “The Essence of Chan” translated by Amy Lam and Susan 
Tidwell. Using these three booklets, this paper studied the hedging devices by enumerating the 
most frequently used hedging devices (e.g. can, if, will, may and more), by presenting the function 
of the hedging devices, and by detecting any trends or patterns present in the three stated works. 
The pattern(s) may set as a trademark of one angle of Humanistic Buddhism’s written works. 

In order to get the results of this study, the researcher completed a three-step methodology. 
Firstly, the researcher applied frequency count of the hedging devices used in each booklet to 
enumerate the most frequently used hedges. To ensure quality measurement of the first step, three 
inter raters were asked to thoroughly read and evaluate the chosen booklets. Secondly, in order to 
present the function of each hedge in the frequency count table, each of it was classified according 
to the different levels of strategies. Lastly, the pattern was affirmed according to dominant 
existence of the hedges in the frequency count and classification tables. 

This paper can reveal the possible cautionary devices used and dominant pattern(s) observed 
by a Humanistic Buddhism writer to attain solidarity and project happiness and peace. 

INTRODUCTION

Singapore being ranked as the “most innovative city in Asia Pacific” (Salimat, 2013, para. 
1) has its clean and green eight-seater driverless vehicle. Arizona has “smart” education buildings 
that can automatically turn lights on and off (Siegel, 2013). Hongkong has a rapid Mass Transit 
Railway (MTR) that can provide affordable and efficient travel with smartcard as payment system 
for the travelers. Definitely, infrastructure and transportation have become more convenient and 
more accessible as time progresses. Science and technology is also going a long way. In fact, 
there is already a medicine that comes in a form of a remote control that can stop the atrocious 
migraine that one feels in United States (Stacklin, 2013), and a “virtual-reality hand” that can 
alleviate anxiety and body dysmorphic disorder in United Kingdom (Burr, 2013). Both business 
and communications sectors are as well advancing. Virtual mirrors and video fitting are already 
provided to online shoppers for a more personalized fitting of garments (Shilkrot, Cohen-Or, 
Shamir, & Ligang, 2013). In communications technology, social networking site is the latest trend 
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such as Skype, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Google+. Loved ones living in different countries 
can have constant communication with the use of Skype or strangers can get to know each other 
well and be best of friends through Facebook. Ordinary low profile people may have a casual 
short chat with famous people, like celebrities, through Twitter or they can make themselves like 
a celebrity by posting their pictures, performances, achievements or antics in YouTube for the 
whole world to see. Students and teachers even outside the classroom can continue exchanging 
information, submitting and receiving activities with the use of Google +. Across the globe, 
these latest innovations in infrastructures, transportations, medicines, business, communications 
and more are bringing extreme changes in people’s behaviour and way of life. These made life 
convenient for almost all humans as they can accomplish more tasks than before and have easy 
access to any information concerning politics, economics, celebrities, religion and all. Indeed, 
these beautiful new innovations brought great assistance and happiness to humans.

The technological advancements have brought myriad advantages to many people.   With 
the overwhelming advantages of the innovations, disadvantages may have passed unnoticed 
especially in the aspect of communication. Some people especially the students tend to overly 
depend on the advancements that their writing skills suffer (e.g. bad grammar, misspelled 
words or improper punctuation marks). In fact Kelly (2010), stated that “cell phone texting, 
social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter, are all being blamed for an increasingly 
unacceptable number of post-secondary students who can’t write” (para. 1). Another possible 
setback is cyber bullying in the form of bashing other people’s credibility, harassing people by 
teasing them, and/or saying derogatory remarks with the use of the social networking sites. In line 
with this form of abuse, “there are, of course, more complicated technical ways” (Carty, 2013, 
para. 2) such as hacking private online accounts and stealing copyrights. With this, it can be said 
that forthrightly or subtlety intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships are both distressed. 

In reality, people may not notice how they heavily rely on these technological aides that their 
good and harmonious relationship with others are somewhat neglected already. Their personal 
relationship can be said harmed when the transaction via net became very fast that the meaning 
of the message is sometimes misinterpreted, lost, or neglected. Misinterpretation happens when 
the receivers may have prejudgment in the characters of the senders. The message of the text can 
get lost when there are intentions that were failed to be interpreted by words. And when there 
are too many email messages, sometimes the most important ones are neglected or set aside. 
Another downside of the strong proliferation of technological advancements is that there are some 
sensitive pieces of information like personal or offensive pictures or videos that can easily be 
shared or distributed; hence, private information can easily be invaded. In this aspect, the written, 
sent, posted, or published ideas cannot be reverted anymore whereby the feelings were already 
hurt, the damage has been done, and the reputation was already destroyed. These instances can 
prove that no matter how advanced the way of life is, it cannot guarantee peace of mind and that 
sometimes happiness can be temporary.
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From this, three viewpoints can be elucidated. First, communication, among the fields of 
innovation, is a very essential element that could destroy or attain harmony in every relationship. 
Second, most people put importance to communication regardless of their cultural, political, 
intellectual or spiritual stance. Third, despite the tremendous effects of the advancements 
specifically in communication, people still seek balance in life by developing their self-actualization 
and flourishing their social interaction either in verbal or written form. This particular mantra is 
embodied by a particular Buddhist philosophy – Humanistic Buddhism.

Humanistic Buddhism

Humanistic Buddhism is a modern Buddhist philosophy that claims to beset all of the 
Buddhist teachings. Humanistic Buddhism raises the idea of Bodhisattva – an enlightened being 
who observes a practical optimistic life centered upon the interdependence of self and society in 
order to build happiness and peace within oneself and to the society. One of the forefront leaders 
in modern reformation of Buddhism and one of the most notable proponents of Humanistic 
Buddhism is Venerable Master Hsing Yun. 

Master Hsing Yun is a Chinese Buddhist monk who commenced and established Fo 
Guang Shan and Buddha’s Light International Association. These are the two of the largest 
international Buddhist organizations. Venerable Master Hsing Yun (2011) stated that detachment 
and contentment, compassion and tolerance, letting go and picking up with perfect ease, altruism 
and selflessness are the ways to attain happiness and peace. All of these ways could be applied 
in the spoken and written exchanges of information to transmit and achieve bliss and harmony. 
For example, a speaker or a writer could exemplify compassion and encourage kindness with the 
use of right words. In doing so, the three acts of goodness are exercised - think good thoughts, do 
good deeds, and speak good words. Master Hsing Yun, a revered Buddhist leader, is an inspiring 
speaker who delicately handles his words in his speeches and lectures. Moreover, Venerable 
Master Hsing Yun himself, author of many publications

has had a firm belief that books and other means of transmitting  the Buddha’s teachings 
can unite us spiritually.. and continuously challenge our views on how we define and live 
our lives... This marked the beginning of a series of publications translated into various 
languages from Master’s original writings in Chinese. Presently, several translation centers 
have been set up worldwide. p. 36 

Three of these great works are “The Four Noble Truths: The Essence of Buddhism” (Yun, 
2011) , “A Glimpse of Chan through the Six Patriarch’s Platform Sutra” (Yun, 2004), and “The 
Essence of Chan” (Yun, 2008)  translated by Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell.
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Summary of the Three Booklets

“The Four Noble Truths: The Essence of Buddhism” (TFNT), the third in the series, is 
divided into four chapters - the truth of suffering, the truth of the cause of suffering, the truth of the 
cessation of suffering, and the truth of the path leading to the cessation of suffering. This booklet 
contains a gradual explanation of the very nature of Buddhism that started from explaining the 
different origins of sufferings to eradication of these which axiomatically centers on the teachings 
of Buddhism - the four noble truths. 

In “The Truth of Suffering”, Buddha presents the idea that it is important to realize all 
kinds of suffering. The awareness of the different kinds, forms, and sources of suffering (physical 
or mental) may help to beat or end it. Eventually, this foresight can make the person be free 
from it. Otherwise, estrangement of oneself to material things, to other people, to one’s body, to 
one’s mind, to wholesome or unwholesome desires, to perverse thoughts, to natures, and to five 
aggregates may cause immense misery. 

In “The Truth of the Cause of Suffering”, “karma” in the Buddhist perspective is presented. 
All imagined thoughts, spoken words, and performed actions are referred to karma which is 
related to the Law of Cause and Effect as every person is liable to all good and bad attributes he 
effectuated.  The Law of Cause and Effect exemplifies the idea of free will – that every individual 
is in charge of his / her actions whether good or bad. 

In “Truth of the Cessation of Suffering”, the ideal state in which greed, anger, and ignorance 
have been completely eradicated. For example, to eliminate selfish affection and desire one should 
transform affection into compassion and selfish desire into wisdom. 

In “The Truth of the Path Leading to the Cessation of Suffering”, it is affirmed that there 
are many teachings that can be considered as part of the path. However, this booklet highlights 
and prioritizes the Noble Eightfold Path that when practiced correctly can lead to cessation of 
suffering - right view, right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right 
mindfulness, and right meditative concentration. 

In general, Buddha wants to express that as we empty ourselves we also expand our minds. 
This could be practiced by eliminating sensual desires and developing “non-attachment” mind. To 
develop the mind of non-attachment  is “to have everything by not possessing anything” (p. 27).

“A Glimpse of Chan through the Six Patriarch’s Platform Sutra” (AGC), the eleventh in 
the series, represents the very heart of the booklet itself. It allows the reader to have a good look 
at Chan’s teaching by the Sixth Patriarch. To better understand the teaching, it introduces first the 
person, the time, and the key revelation of the Sixth Patriarch. The Sixth Patriarch is viewed as 
Dajian Huineng who is humble and learned. He is well acquainted and enlightened with various 
sutras like “the Diamond Sutra, the Vimalakirti Sutra, the Lankavatara Sutra, the Surangama 
Sutra, the Nirvana Sutra, the Lotus Sutra, and the Amitabha Sutra” (p. 3). Concurrently, the 
golden age of Chinese Buddhism is also the time when Huineng is starting to have its acumen and 
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acuity towards Buddhism and Chan teaching. Later, he received the patriarchal lineage from the 
Fifth Patriarch of the Chan School. This is the time that he found “the method of instantaneous 
realization (versus gradual realization) to achieve enlightenment, a method that does not rely on 
spoken or written language” (p. 5) which gave way to many educated and intellectual Buddhists 
to join him; henceforth, made the Chan School of Buddhism influential and well established. The 
key revelation of contemplating to know the truth is done in the daily activities - movement of 
hand, eyes, feet and body and not just in sitting meditation. To see our true nature, comprehension 
can lead to experiencing the Chan world. 

The second part of the booklet recounts the teachings of the School of Buddhism by the 
Sixth Patriarch that Chan is not spoken but it must be expressed, it must not be discriminating 
but it must transcend. One attains true happiness and liberty when Chan is practiced every day 
by every individual. Being inquisitive is one of the most important characteristics to possess in 
order to experience Chan. The fourth part presents the teaching methods of the Chan school. 
The methods of reflection, variation, and allusion point out the value of being analytical - ask 
questions, welcoming various answers, and answering enrich with inferences. Lastly, the booklet 
recapitulates that Chan is not taught but it is realized through oneself in one’s daily life. 

“The Essence of Chan” (TEC), the twelfth in the series, starts with a brief background of 
Chan - origin, definition, and importance. Chan, as an abbreviated form of the Sanskrit-Chinese 
transliteration “dhyana”, means “quiet contemplation” (p. 2). Further, Chan Master Qingyuan 
defines it as our “mind” (p. 2) while Chan Master Baizhang delineates it as “everyday living” 
(p. 3). Correspondingly, it introduces the idea that Chan is essential to all of us because it “adds 
colors….expands our minds, enriches our lives, elevates our characters, helps us to perfect our 
morality…” (p. 3). To sum up the five chapters of the book, it asserts that to attain perfect peace, 
one must realize that Chan is not confined by space and not beheld by discrimination but instead 
it is done through practice with awareness, openness and fairness. Lastly, it presented a Chan 
that observes a linear motion resembling to a domino-effect wherein one starts from doubting, to 
contemplating, then realizing, to studying, and finally experiencing it. 

Importance of the study 

These three booklets were chosen for three reasons. First, “The Four Noble Truths: The 
Essence of Buddhism”, “A Glimpse of Chan through the Six Patriarch’s Platform Sutra”, and 
“The Essence of Chan” are all interrelated with each other. The three booklets propose a formative 
notion that in order to attain true happiness and perfect peace all forms of sufferings must be 
annihilated, Chan teachings must be applied, and Chan must be effectuated. Second, regardless 
of race or religion, these booklets can easily be understood by many readers because they are 
all introduction of Chan concepts. Reading these materials can help one to better understand 
Buddhist teachings. Third, they are all translated by the same people – Amy Lam and Susan 
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Tidwell. It is important to choose materials translated by the same people in order to preserve a 
similar quality of the finished translated product. By doing so, this could uphold and retain the 
consistency expected from the translators as Birbili (2000) mentioned 

factors which affect the quality of translation..: the linguistic competence of the translator/s; 
the translator’s knowledge of the culture of the people under study; the autobiography 
of those involved in the translation; and the circumstances in which the translation takes 
place. para. 1 

It is important to note that since religion is something personal and could be a sensitive 
topic to other people, words should deftly be chosen and written. To find out about this, there seem 
to be zero, or very few, or unpublished studies regarding this. Therefore studying and finding out 
that there is an evident care in choosing words to write these, it could positively gain acceptance 
to its readers regardless of race and religion, attain the goal of distributing “The Buddhism in 
Every Step” booklets to people all over the world, and counterbalance the Dharma of Humanistic 
Buddhism that is to teach but not to over impose and to be compassionate but not superficial and 
thoughtless. One way to address this is to tactfully write an article. Therefore, it is important to 
analyze these three reading materials. 

To tactfully write an article and at the same time maintain the reliability of the texts, it is 
important to observe hedging devices in these three reading materials because there are three 
different stages that passed through these. This means that there is transferring of information 
involved from the the experience of the Patriarchs and the content of Buddhists teaching (primary 
source) which Master Hsing Yun wrote in the series of booklets (secondary source) and later 
being translated by Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell (printed source). In this particular instance, 
using hedging devices will permit translators “to express a perspective on their statements or the 
statements of others... with caution and to enter a dialogue with their audience” (Hyland, 1998, 
p. 6). So with the use of right words, a speaker/writer can extend compassion and kindness to 
others. One language phenomenon that speaks of careful usage of words to produce harmonious 
relationship between and among people is hedging device.

Hedging Device

Hedge as a linguistic device is first introduced and explored by George Lakoff during 
the early 70s. He associated hedging devices as words that “make things fuzzier or less fuzzy” 
(Lakoff, 1972, p. 195) which can make any statements cordial because they are expressed as 
neither true nor false or either true or false. Actually, essentially, sort of, in a way are just few of 
the examples of this rhetorical device.  Skleton (1988) also supported this idea and said that the 
use of hedging device is an effective linguistic strategy in delivering balanced and well supported 
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claims (leaving some rooms for their readers/listeners to judge) because writers/speakers “use 
language with subtlety, to mean precisely and with discrimination” (p.107). This device can 
be used in formal discourses (writing research or delivering public speeches) or in informal 
discourses (casual conversation with friends or strangers). Formal expressions such as could be 
suggested, would seem likely, would seem somewhat and “informal expressions such as I think, 
sort of, maybe, and possibly are frequently used to create vitality, facilitate discussion, indicate 
politeness, and lubricate photic communication” (Coates, 1987; Holmes, 1982, 1984 as cited 
in Jalilifar & Alavi, 2011). Accordingly, Hyland (1996) defines hedging as “the expression of 
tentativeness and possibility” (p. 433).

Hedging devices are words or phrases that allow writers/speakers to express their claims 
with caution, humility, and accuracy. Indeed, using hedges is an effective tool of writers/speakers 
to express their thoughts in an energetic and at the same time endearing ways. Further, these hedges 
can increase the accuracy of works and allow writers/speakers “to convey their attitude to the 
truth of their statements and to anticipate possible objections” (Hyland, 1996, p.2). Imperatively, 
hedges are important written or spoken language strategy that may be employed implicitly or 
deliberately. Nevertheless, hedges can lessen the risk of being wrong because it tones down the 
utterances/statements; therefore, it can be said that hedges avoid face-threatening-acts (Salager-
Meyer, 1994) and promote social harmony (Parton, Siltanen, Hosman, & Lagenderfer, 2002). 

In general, hedges embody a refinement of words and manifest politeness of thoughts as 
a rhetorical strategy. Therefore, this strategy will linguistically support the politeness theory by 
Brown and Levinson (1987).  Politeness theory is “a battery of social skills whose goal is to ensure 
everyone feels affirmed in a social interaction” (Foley, 1997) or a “communicative act which is… 
appropriately meant to show the speaker’s concern to the hearer/ addressee, thus, enhancing the 
sense of solidarity between them” (Quang, 2003, p. 43). Thereby supporting Lakoff’s (1973) 
proposition that speakers try to observe the three maxims of the politeness principle – not to 
impose ideas, give options to your listeners, and make them feel good. Further, Holmes (1995), 
Brown and Levinson (2000) and Buitkiene (2006) are the four of the many scholars who exhibited 
the relationship of the use of hedging devices and the signs of politeness in their works.

Ultimately, most people apply hedging devices because they wanted to show “power 
relationship” (Hatmaker, 2010, para. 8). Power relationship is important because it can infer 
responsible and polite language in one’s work; in effect, it can mitigate possible argument or 
disagreements. This is exemplified when the speaker/writer accepts the limitations of his/her 
works at the same time acknowledges the status or beliefs of other researchers and recognizes the 
viewpoints of other speakers or writers so as not to appear biased. As a result, the point of view 
would be easily accepted as it demonstrates courteousness to followers, strangers, or superior.

This could be the reason why this type of linguistic strategy is said to be widely used in 
informal or formal exchange of communications, spoken or written discourses. As a matter of 
fact, studies about hedging devices have been extensively done in the different areas like politics, 



211

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

medicine, biology, physics, engineering, business, and academic discourse. 
In spoken discourses,  four political interviews from CNN and BBC websites were analyzed 

and it is then concluded that “the use of hedges in political interviews also contributes to the 
implementation of positive as well as negative politeness strategies” (Jalilifar & Alavi, 2011, p. 
43). Using hedges in speeches is considered to be a political rhetoric that is tactful and strategic 
in manner. Also, physicians’ spoken discourse was analyzed by Prince, Frader, and Bosk (1982). 
They said that the use of hedging devices facilitates the physicians’ presentation of knowledge. In 
line with this, Holmes (1988) enumerated 350 hedges that function as mitigating markers present 
in conversation. 

In written discourses, Butler (1990) presented the modals being used in biology and 
physics texts and stated that they “serve the weighing of evidence and the careful drawing of 
conclusions from data, in the making of claims from evidence, and more particularly in making 
generalizations” (p. 139). In this particular aspect, hedges serve as a clear indicator in forming 
acceptable hypotheses. Further, Nasiri (2012) presented that American and Iranian writers of the 
leading Civil Engineering journals both employ the use of hedging devices. This study supports the 
idea that authors’ cultural backgrounds do not conduce a significant impact in writing rather it is 
the orientation in the field of discipline the authors belong to. In business, “economics forecasters 
are shown to have three ways of modifying their commitment to a prediction: by hedging, using 
such modal verbs as “may” or other lexical items such as “possibly”; by attribution; and by 
specifying conditions” (Pindi & Bloor, 1987, p. 16). This study aims to assist teachers in training 
economics major students to be exposed in the natural forms and functions of the economics’ 
forecasting language. In academic discourse, Mojica (2005) presented Filipino authors’ scopes of 
using hedging devices. This subject is important to be point out because hedging devices are also 
said to express “an attitude of objectivity” (Hatmaker, 2010, para. 1). For most academic readers, 
objectivity always goes hand in hand with the quality of work and the credibility of the writer. 

Hedging Devices in Written Works

In line with the studies that have been prospected in written discourse, it can be said that 
cautious language is a prominent earmark of academic writing. In properly executing this, writers 
utilize hedging devices in their written works. The writers’ four major reasons in using hedges are 
enumerated in “Hedging in Academic Writing”. They are as follows:  

1. By hedging, authors tone down their statements in order to reduce the risk of opposition.  
This position associates hedges with scientific imprecision and defines them as linguistic 
cues of bias which avoid personal accountability for statements.  
2. Writers want their readers to know that they do not claim to have the final word on the 
subject.  Expressing a lack of certainty does not necessarily show confusion or vagueness.  
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One could consider hedges as ways of being more precise in reporting results.  Hedging 
may present the true state of the writers’ understanding and may be used to negotiate an 
accurate representation of the state of the knowledge under discussion.  In fact, academic 
writers may well wish to reduce the strength of claims simply because stronger statements 
would not be justified by the data or evidence presented. 
3. Hedges may be understood as positive or negative politeness strategies in which the 
writer tries to appear humble rather than arrogant or all-knowing.  Hedging is a rational 
interpersonal strategy which supports the writer’s position, builds writer-reader (speaker/
listener) relationships and guarantees a certain level of acceptability in a community.  Once 
a claim becomes widely accepted, it is then possible to present it without a hedge.
4. A certain degree of hedging has become conventionalized; hedging now functions to 
conform to an established writing style in English. para. 5

Additionally, Fraser (2010) stated that

Linguistic hedges include linguistic devices, both morphological and syntactic forms used 
in the process of hedging. These include… adverbs, adjectives, impersonal pronouns, 
concessive conjunctions, indirect speech acts, introductory phrases, modal adverbs, modal 
adjectives, hedged performatives, modal nouns, modal verbs, epistemic verbs, negation, 
tag questions, agentless passives, parenthetic constructions, if clauses, progressive forms, 
tentative inference, hypothetical past, metalinguistic comments, etc. p. 22

Since hedges are said to be polypragmatic in nature, each hedging device can function 
in multiform (Hyland, 1996). This can be the reason why many linguists proposed several 
taxonomies of hedging devices. As can be seen in Table 2, Salager-Meyer (1995) has modals, 
introductory phrases, approximators, compound hedges, and conditional clauses in her work. The 
five categories, she presented, are as follows: 

Table 2. Salager-Meyer’s Taxonomy of Hedges

Type Functions Strategies
Type 1 All modal verbs expressing possibility, semi 

auxiliaries, probability adverbs, epistemic verbs
Shields

Type 2 Quantity, degree, frequency, and time: 
Approximately, roughly, about, often, occasionally

Approximators of degree, 
quantity, frequency and time

Type 3 I believe, to our knowledge, it is our view that Authors’ personal doubt and 
direct involvement
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Type 4 Extremely difficult/ interesting, of particular 
importance, unexpectedly, surprisingly

Emotionally-charged 
intensifiers

Type 5 Could be suggested, would seem likely, would 
seem somewhat

Compound hedges

Source: Salager-Meyer, F. (1994). Hedges and textual communicative function in medical English 
written discourse. English for Specific Purposes. 13(2), 149-171.

Clemen (1997) almost has the same work with Salager-Meyer (1995) except that she added 
passive voice, concessive conjuncts, particles, and comments on value- and truth-judgement 
as hedges too. In her work, hedges have pragmatic strategies such as politeness, indirectness, 
mitigation, vagueness, and understatement (Clemen, 1997; Martin-Martin, 2005) which can 
function as modifying devices like adjectives, adverbs, certain personal pronouns, passive/
passive infinitive, and impersonal/indirect constructions respectively (Markkanen & Schroder, 
1997). Later, Hinkel (2004) and Hyland (2005) came up with a more detailed distribution of items 
for their list of hedges.

The three commonly used hedging devices are the qualifiers, passive voice, and apologetic 
quotation marks. Qualifiers are also known as modifiers in the form of adjectives, adverbs, nouns, 
and verbs, for example few, apparently, possibility, and appear respectively. Passive voice is a 
grammatical construction when the subject is the receiver of the action. In this type of sentences, 
the doer of the action is usually not mentioned because the action is more important than the 
performer of the action. Apologetic quotation marks are used to express the idea of disownership 
especially if the word included in the text is not used in its usual way (“Hedging in Academic 
Writing”, 2013). 

Then, Laurinaityte (2011) came up with a table summarizing the works done by some of 
the aforementioned linguists regarding the suggested taxonomies. 
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Table 1. Laurinaityte’s Summary of Taxonomy of Hedges 
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Source: Laurinaityte, R. (2011). Hedges in political discourse. Unpublished M. A. English  
Philology thesis, Vilnius Pedagogical University, Vilnius, Lithunia. (pp. 21-22).

Evidently, many linguists have explored different fields to study the use of hedging devices 
but there seems to have very rare (or none yet) in the field of religion specifically Buddhism. 
Hence, this paper attempts to discover the hedging devices used by a Humanistic Buddhist writer 
by answering the following questions:  

1. What are the most frequently used hedging devices in the three booklets of “Buddhism 
in Every Step”?
2. What are the functions of the used hedging devices?  
3. What  trend(s) or pattern(s) can be presented in the three stated works? 

METHODOLOGY

This paper conducted both qualitative and quantitative methods. The three written works 
of Venerable Master Hsing Yun entitled “The Four Noble Truths: The Essence of Buddhism”, “A 
Glimpse of Chan” and “The Essence of Chan” translated by Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell were 
used. Master Hsing Yun, together with the translators, is addressed as the writers of these three 
works. Although most of the time, Master Hsing Yun’s way of expressing his thoughts to the 
readers is emphasized.

Procedure

Using these three booklets, all hedges were highlighted, counted, and tabulated to 
enumerate the most frequently used hedging devices (e.g. can, if, will, may, and more). Modifying 
Laurinaityte (2011) and Markannen and Schroder’s (1991) studies, the functions and strategies 
of the used hedging devices were classified. This study only focused on the four classifications 
(conventional, compound, conditional, and passive hedges) because the other classifications 
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appear very minimal and insignificant. From the predominant answers, the trends or patterns 
were presented. The pattern(s) may set as a trademark in one angle of Humanistic Buddhism’s 
written works. 

Analysis Procedure

In order to get the results of this study, the researcher completed a three-step methodology. 
Firstly, the researcher applied frequency count of the hedging devices used in each booklet to 
enumerate the most frequently used hedges. To ensure quality measurement of the first step, three 
inter raters were asked to thoroughly read and evaluate the chosen booklets. Secondly, in order to 
present the function of each hedge in the frequency count table, each of it was classified according 
to the different levels of strategies. Lastly, the pattern was affirmed according to its dominant 
existence in the frequency count and classification tables. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

11. The Most Frequently Used Hedging Devices

Table 3. The Most Frequently Used Hedging Devices in the Three Booklets of “Buddhism 
in Every Step”

Hedging Devices TFNT AGC TEC Freq %
can 95 38 35 168 26
if 45 31 17 93 14

will 47 16 19 82 13
may 18 18 0 36 6
some 26 6 4 36 6
many 15 11 4 30 5
would 8 15 5 28 4
should 17 3 3 23 4

have been 8 2 3 13 2
could 1 4 5 10 2

Table 3 presents the frequency count of the top ten predominantly used hedging devices of 
the three booklets of “Buddhism in Every Step”. As can be seen, can, if, and will are consistently 
the top three hedging in the three booklets. 
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Can in all the three booklets garner the highest percentage (26%). Can is a modal auxiliary 
verb that expresses possibility (Keck & Biber, 2004). Additionally, the use of can in this study 
can support Hyland’s (1998) proposal that “hedges are the means by which writers can present 
a proposition as an option rather than a fact” (p.5). This particular hedging device expresses 
openness to possibilities that “refers to the external circumstances making something possible” 
(Coates, 1983 as cited in Hidayati, Muhammad, & Dallyono, 2008, p. 33). Master Hsing Yun, a 
renowned writer and educator, wants to propose something as he considers the capacity of his 
readers. He opens himself with the idea that his readers may have other choices; hence, he gives 
them the option to do it or not to do it. This can be an integral approach to use especially in this 
type of reading material like religious doctrine. To quote some statements: 

 (1)  Therefore, every one of us can experience Chan. (TEC)
 (2) In this way, we can reach perfect peace. (TEC)
 (3) From this exchange, we can see that while our teachers are there to guide our 

practice, only we can realize the truth for ourselves. (AGC)
 (4) Once we know the true nature of suffering, we can find a way to end our suffering. 

(TFNT)
 (5) The disharmony between other people and oneself can be the greatest cause of 

affliction. (TFNT)

It can be implied in sentence (1) that can is used to present the idea that everyone has 
capability and is given  a chance to experience Chan. By stating this, the reader may feel that it 
is not compulsory to experience Chan but an option. This is the same with sentence (2) that all 
people have the capabilities or opportunities to attain perfect peace. Sentence (3) reiterates the use 
of can as a hedging device as it allows the readers to see the circumstance (that teachers are there 
to guide their practice) and gives them the option (to realize the truth for themselves). Sentence 
(4) has can to tell the readers that they have the possibility to “find a way to end their suffering”. 
For sentence (5), can is used to show that one of the possible greatest causes of affliction is 
disharmony between other people and oneself. It can then be stated that Master Hsing Yun gives 
his readers space to think and to decide for themselves. If not, he could express his statement as 
something bold and strong like,

 (6) Therefore, every one of us experiences Chan. (TEC)
 (7) In this way, we reach perfect peace. (TEC)
 (8) From this exchange, we see that while our teachers are there to guide our practice, 

only we realize the truth for ourselves. (AGC)
 (9) Once we know the true nature of suffering, we find a way to end our suffering. 

(TFNT)
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 (10) The disharmony between other people and oneself leads to the greatest cause of 
affliction. (TFNT)

Aside from being bold and strong, removing can in sentences (6) to (10) sounds like 
propositions are exclusive only to Buddhists; consequently, it limits the audience of the booklets.  
On the other hand, statements appear to be expressed in a more polite way by using can because 
claims appear tentative and flexible. Having said so, Master Hsing Yun’s use of can made the 
propositions endearing; somewhat promotes solidarity and peace in his simple way. 

The second mostly used hedging is if. In nature, if states a conditional statement. It expresses 
that proposition is hypothetical or probable. As in

 (11) If we can fully understand the sources of suffering and find ways to overcome them, 
then we can free ourselves from the deep sea of suffering and enjoy real happiness. 
(TFNT)

 (12) If we can comprehend this point, we can experience the world of Chan. (AGC)
 (13) If we use our typical way of thinking then we will fail to understand the Chan masters. 

(TEC)

If in sentence (11) states that detachment from suffering and attainment of real happiness 
are likely to happen with full understanding of the roots of suffering and finding ways to conquer 
them. Master Hsing Yun somewhat wants to tell in sentence (12) that when readers understand the 
importance of contemplation, Chan may probably be experienced. In sentence (13), if connotes 
a hypothetical thought. Say, there is a failure to understand Chan when one assumes to use the 
typical way of thinking.

By presenting a possible cause and effect but reserving some rooms for uncertainty with the 
use of if as a hedging device could be another courteous way of stating the writer’s propositions. 
In fact, statements could have been stated as

 (14) We can fully understand the sources of suffering and find ways to overcome them, 
then we can free ourselves from the deep sea of suffering and enjoy real happiness. 
(TFNT)

 (15) We can comprehend this point, we can experience the world of Chan. (AGC)
 (16) Use our typical way of thinking then we will fail to understand the Chan masters. 

(TEC)

However, omission of if somewhat lessened the assumed writer’s intention. Also, the 
idea of the sentence weakened in the case of sentences (14) and (15). While in sentence (16), 
the writer seems to appear domineering. Over bearing statements may attract misunderstanding 
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or contradiction; thus, it may defeat the purpose of modern Humanistic Buddhism. Moreover, 
statement like this may be considered as a face-threatening act (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 
Accordingly, the writer appears to be accustomed to using if when stating conditional statements; 
otherwise, he could have used unless, provided that, as long as, and others. This may suggest to 
the readers that toning down the propositions is part of the writer’s nature to properly acknowledge 
the other position by using if. 

The next predominantly used hedging device is will. Some of the sentences written with 
will are: 

 (17) A proper understanding of religion will give us the strength to overcome hardships 
willingly. (TFNT)

 (18) Similarly, our actions will determine our karmic effect. (TFNT)
 (19) One day, in a flash of insight, we will be able to see the truth. (AGC)
 (20) But when we take a look at the Sixth Patriarch’s teachings, we will see that this is not 

the case at all. (AGC)
 (21) The moment you succeed in passing his test, he will use his words of wisdom to rid 

you of your arrogance. (TEC)
 (22) Thus, correct understanding and diligent practice of this Buddhist teaching will help 

us to develop a progressive and positive outlook on life. (TEC) 

These sentences can be written as 

 (23) A proper understanding of religion gives us the strength to overcome hardships 
willingly. (TFNT)

 (24) Similarly, our actions determine our karmic effect. (TFNT)
 (25) One day, in a flash of insight, we are to see the truth. (AGC)
 (26) But when we take a look at the Sixth Patriarch’s teachings, we see that this is not the 

case at all. (AGC)
 (27) The moment you succeed in passing his test, he uses his words of wisdom to rid you 

of your arrogance. (TEC)
 (28) Thus, correct understanding and diligent practice of this Buddhist teaching helps us 

to develop a progressive and positive outlook on life. (TEC) 

But Master Hsing Yun preferred to use a futuristic tone by using will as a hedging device. 
In a way, this “protects him from making possible false statements, provides him a graceful way 
out and increases the credibility of his utterance” (Clemen, 1997, p. 241). A futuristic tone is 
important to be emphasized since an effect of one action may vary from person to person due to 
the many factors to be considered (e.g. person’s disposition, past action, culture). Aside from the 
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fact that will in these sentences “forecast” a possible occurrence, this also projects ascertainment 
to the readers (Hidayati, et al., 2008, p. 33). Sentences (7) to (12) contain certain determination for 
the readers to realize that strength to overcome hardships may happen with proper understanding 
of religion, that karmic effect may be assessed through actions, that truth may soon be seen, that 
the Sixth Patriarch’s teachings do not refer to sitting meditation, and more respectively. 

Although may has an overall rank as the fourth most recurrently used hedging, its appearance 
is not consistent unlike with can, if, and will as projected in Table 4. The following are examples 
from the two booklets:

 (29) Some readers who have received a higher education may react by saying, “This is 
the 21st century; our technology and civilization are highly advanced…” (TFNT)

 (30) It may also be compared to a criminal who is freed after serving a prison term. 
(TFNT)

 (31) Many of you may have read that the Sixth Patriarch was a woodcutter and an 
illiterate. (AGC) 

 (32) There is only one Dharma, but we may think otherwise because we have different 
degrees of understanding. (AGC) 

Almost the same with other modal auxiliaries, may expresses possibility. The use of may in 
the two booklets can be a sign of cautionary device by the writers to give readers the freedom to 
choose. Chiefly, may has a nature to denote permission, option, and/or assumption as in sentence

 (33)  Permitting readers with higher education to react,
 (34)  Giving readers an option of comparison,
 (35)  Assuming that many have read the Sixth Patriarch as a woodcutter and an illiterate, 

and
 (36)  Giving his readers the option to think otherwise as he acknowledged the different 

degrees of understanding every individual can have.

The Hedging Devices’ Functions 

After learning about the most frequently used hedging, it is also significant to discover the 
functions and strategies of these hedging devices. 



221

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Table 4. The functions of the used hedging devices 

Classifications Functions Freq %

Conventional Hedges
Modal Verbs 358 55%

Introductory Verbs 13 2%

Adverbs 55 9%

Adjectives 78 12%

Compound Hedges Compound Hedges 18 3%

Conditional Hedges Conditional Hedges 93 14%

Passive Voice Passive Voice 31 5%

The functions used in the three booklets are presented in Table 4. To better understand the 
distribution of the hedging devices, the examples are:

(1) For modal verbs
 can, will, could, would, should, must, may, might

(2) For introductory verbs
 seem, like, suggest, consider, think, want

(3) For adverbs
 sometimes, often, almost, about, closely, already, please

actually, accordingly, supposedly, similarly, hardly, fortunately, unfortunately, 
hurriedly, indirectly, gladly, immediately, apparently, finally, highly, directly, 
concurrently, certainly, completely, constantly, unconditionally, eventually, 
reluctantly

(4) For adjectives
 some, many, numerous

(5) For compound hedges

very much like, must tirelessly, at other times, would like, some kind of, for example, 
will surely, will appear, hope you will, automatically think, most people think, some 
of us may, entirely up, while at other, may think



222

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

(6) For conditional hedges

if

(7) For passive voice

 The use of by, for example, “He was highly respected by the local people.”
 
Table 4 shows that modal auxiliaries, although composed of only eight hedging devices, 

have the highest frequency. In most studies done, a grammatical function that has been consistently 
used and cited is the modal auxiliaries as hedging (McLaren-Hankin, 2008). In this study, the 
usage of modal auxiliaries is probably because the writer has a complete awareness of his 
position (as a writer and servant of Buddha) and his readers (Buddhists and potential Buddhists). 
It can be said then that cautious language in the form of modal auxiliaries is present in the three 
booklets. It could be implied that Master Hsing Yun opens himself to the opinion of other people 
by using hedging devices “to make sentences more acceptable and thus to increase their chance 
of ratification” by the readers (Hubler, 1983, p. 23). Also, this may imply that although Master 
Hsing Yun is a prolific writer and highly regarded individual, he takes into account the ideas and 
opinions of others. This can be a sign of wisdom to anticipate possible option, to be polite to other 
people with different beliefs, and to detach himself to anything that may cause him suffering – 
even knowledge and position. The usage of hedging may also tell how consistent he is with his 
character – modest and polite.

According to Wilamova (2005), “pseudoconditionals are typically represented by if-clauses” 
(p. 86) which is another interesting point to highlight in this study because if is remarkably used as 
a conditional hedge. Indeed, the wide scope of this word to mitigate ones proposition is evidently 
present. While other studies about hedging devices mostly have modal auxiliaries as the top three 
frequently used hedging (e.g, Peterlin, 2010;  Pindi & Bloor, 1987), it is distinguishable that 
conditional statements are comprehensively utilized in the three booklets.  Master Hsung Yun may 
probably deliberately or unintentionally use a conditional hedge very often to allow his readers 
to imagine the situation themselves. This could be a cordial way of letting his readers know that 
he welcomes their thoughts and opinions. In a way, making his readers feel comfortable, giving 
them time to imagine the instances, and not imposing his stand and belief are all signs of the three 
maxims of politeness principle in his works.

In line with politeness principle and the functions of these hedging devices, Markannen and 
Schroder (1997) suggested five relevant levels of strategies (politeness, indirectness, mitigation, 
vagueness, and understatement). They presented that a single function may have overlapping 
strategies, that is, a modal auxiliary may show politeness, indirectness, and mitigation all at the 
same time. This is indeed true to the present study where politeness, indirectness, and mitigation 
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are most of the time all together distinct in a single function. For example,   

 (33) Once we know the true nature of suffering, we can find a way to end our suffering. 
(TFNT)

 (34) A proper understanding of religion will give us the strength to overcome hardships 
willingly. (TFNT)

 (35) It may also be compared to a criminal who is freed after serving a prison term. 
(TFNT)

A certain function may have several strategies as shown in the three examples above. 
Definitely, the use of modal auxiliaries in his propositions made his way of writing aligned with 
the rules of politeness: “formality, hesitancy, and equality” (Lakoff, 1977, p. 88).  Master Hsing 
Yun tried to make himself clear by giving readers options, by making them feel equal to him, and 
by not imposing strong claims. This made him project modesty and politeness to his audience. 
Modal auxiliaries also mitigate – with the use of can, could, will, would, should, may, must, and 
might somewhat reduces the force or effect of the proposition. Attenuation happens because he 
gives options to the readers, permits the readers to decide for themselves, and assumes that other 
readers may have different preference or orientation; thereby, making the statements indirect. 
Indirectness also covers the nature of non-imposing like instead of saying, “Chan is achieved” it 
is, “Chan may be achieved”.

However, vagueness and understatement are very slightly manifested. Almost all 
prepositions were explained clearly either in the previous or preceding sentences. Wilamova 
(2005) stated that “markers of intentional vagueness are represented by pragmatic expressions 
such as a kind of, sort of thing” (p. 90) as in

 (36) Therefore, it does not make a difference whether or not we discuss suffering; everyone 
will experience some kind of suffering during his or her lifetime. (TFNT)

 (37) We have to sow the kind of seed that will produce the type of fruit we would like to 
harvest. (TFNT)

Sentences (36) and (37) are just two of the four propositions that use kind of. Therefore, 
vagueness and understatement were not significant strategies in the three booklets as there are 
only four out of the six hundred forty-six hedging devices.

3. The Trend(s) or Pattern(s) of The Three Works 

It is still early to predict certain trend since this study only covers three booklets out of the 
forty-six. Conversely, three significant patterns are noticeable in the three booklets. 
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First, the top three frequently used hedging devices are can, if, and will. This result may say 
something about this study’s chosen type of genre. This form of reading material can fall under a 
persuasive form of writing which could possibly explain the presence of if (not a modal verb) in 
the list. Whereas most linguists would only have modal auxiliaries like the study done by Pindi 
and Bloor (1987) that presented may as the frequently used hedging by economic forecasters and  
Peterlin’s (2010) study which revealed may, would and could as the most frequent modal verbs 
used; this study reveals two modal auxiliaries and one conditional hedge as its top three.  

Second, Humanistic Buddhist writers employ hedging devices in their works. Similar with 
physicians, economic forecasters, academic writers, and famous politicians, Humanistic Buddhist 
writers value the usage of hedges. Hedges are vital element in ones discourse to build relationship 
between the sender and receiver of message. In the case of the Humanistic Buddhist writers, they 
were able to project polite ways, promote unity, and detach themselves to possible suffering with 
the use of hedges in their works.  

Third, the hedging should is also interesting to discuss as part of the hedging device utilized 
in the three booklets as it constitutes another sentence constructions aside from should +be or 
should + perfect infinitive. For example,

 (38) It does not mean we should destroy everything, or give up everything. (TFNT)
 (39) When we practice contemplation, we should emulate the spirit of Avalokitesvara 

Bodhisattva and vigilantly watch over our own minds. (AGC)
 (40) With this, he was indirectly telling the monk that contemplation and realization are 

very personal matters that we should work out on our own. (AGC)
 (41) With this understanding, we can easily see how self-centeredness is contradictory to 

harmony and why the distinction of self versus others should be abolished. (TEC)
 (42) In order to live in harmony with others, we should direct our care and help toward 

others and not be centered on ourselves. (TEC)

It can be said that sentence (30)’s should expresses possibility. It means that distinction of self 
versus others is possible to be eliminated if the person has the expected understanding. This 
supports Hall and Foley’s (1998) study that should followed by be (or perfect infinitive) may 
express possibility and/or probability (p. 14). Further, it is important to note that should as 
hedging may constitute another sentence constructions that show mitigating factor. Observe the 
following sentences again but this time with other phrases being highlighted:

 (43) It does not mean we should destroy everything, or give up everything. (TFNT) 
 (44) When we practice contemplation, we should emulate the spirit of Avalokitesvara 

Bodhisattva and vigilantly watch over our own minds. (AGC)
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 (45) With this, he was indirectly telling the monk that contemplation and realization 
are very personal matters that we should work out on our own. (AGC)

 (46) With this understanding, we can easily see how self-centeredness is 
contradictory to harmony and why the distinction of self versus others should 
be abolished. (TEC)

 (47) In order to live in harmony with others, we should direct our care and help 
toward others and not be centered on ourselves. (TEC)

It can be noted that these sentences mitigate because the obligatory tone (booster as some 
linguists termed it) was lessened through the accompanying negation (does not mean, indirectly) 
or conditional phrases (when we practice contemplation, with this understanding, and in order 
to live in harmony with others). Say sentence (33), if written as “We should emulate the spirit of 
Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva and vigilantly watch over our own minds”, it appears as a requirement; 
hence, obligatory. But with the use of the phrase “when we practice contemplation”, the entire 
tone of the sentence sounded like a conditional piece of advice. Again, this gives readers an option 
or a possibility that the said instance may happen. 

CONCLUSION

Even though technological advancements have constructively and/or destructively brought 
numerous changes in people’s lifestyle, people still put high importance to communication.  
Across disciplines and in different genres, many linguists are continuously finding and analyzing 
ways to improve communication; so that, personal, academic or business relationships will not 
strongly, negatively be affected. Lakoff (1972) observed that the use of hedging devices could 
mitigate statements. This could also be a way to be more cautious in one’s language. Language in 
religion is very rarely studied specifically the use of hedges. 

In the pursuit to know if cautious language is applied in this area, this study analyzed three 
booklets of “Buddhism in Every Step” - TFNT, AGC, and TEC. This study reveals that can, if, 
and will are the top three frequently used hedges. Can garnering 26% is the most frequently used 
hedging device. This was used to express probability. If garnering 14% is the second top most 
used hedge that denotes conditional statements. Close to if is will that accumulated 13% of the 
total result. This third predominant used hedging pertains to futuristic tone of statements and 
projects determination for the readers. These hedges function as modal auxiliary (can and will) 
and conditional hedge (if) that may have overlapping strategies such as politeness, mitigation, and 
indirectness. Over all, this study confirms that Humanistic Buddhist writers observe courteous 
language. Additionally, their use of hedging devices acknowledges the capabilities of their 
readers, permits their readers to pick their own choice, and gives options to their readers; thereby, 
building good relationship with their readers. Indeed, this is a manifestation of how Master Hsing 
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Yun achieved balance in his life – he does what he preaches.
From this, three patterns are worth mentioning. First, the top three hedging devices are not 

all modal auxiliaries because the second frequently used hedge belongs to a conditional hedge – 
if. Second, contradictory to Hyland’s (1996) study, non-native writers do not lack the ability to use 
hedging devices in their works. This is evident in the three booklets of “Buddhism in Every Step” 
as Master Hsing Yun, together with Amy Lam and Susan Tidwell exemplifies six hundred forty-
six hedging devices. Third, aside from should + be and should + prefect infinitive, should has 
another sentence constructions to make it as a hedge. This is by accompanying it with negation 
or conditional phrases.  

Lastly, this study supports the writer’s four major reasons in using hedging devices. First, 
since religion is a sensitive issue among many people, it is important to reduce the peril of 
opposition. Second, by using hedging devices it increases the chance of being more precise in 
presenting ideas. Third, it shows humility rather than pretentiousness or arrogance. Lastly, this 
conforms to the established writing style in English.

RECOMMENDATIONS

With so many things that are happening in the world due to the technological advancement 
and fast-paced lifestyle, language communication must never suffer. The use hedging device in 
discourse may be one of the keys to this. Hedging device may signify compassion by not over 
imposing and not making immediate judgment. It can now be concluded that correct usage of 
hedging device demonstrates compassion and stimulates kindness. This may speak of Buddhism’s 
Dharma - think good thoughts, do good deeds, and speak good words.  Thus this paper would like 
to give two major recommendations:

1. Since communication is important in attaining (happiness and peace) harmonious 
relationship, it is recommended that hedging devices be employed by parents/
teachers, employees/employers, and leaders/writers in their discourse.

a. Parents / Teachers. Aside from the technicalities in writing (e.g. grammar, 
spelling, and punctuation marks), right choice of words is also important to 
be instilled in the mind of the learners especially if they are writing. Students 
must be guided properly to be polite in expressing their thoughts especially 
when they are writing. This can be a subtle remedy to cyber bullying.

b. Employees / Employers. Employing hedging in memos, emails, and 
announcements may avoid misunderstanding, misinterpretation, confrontation, 
and hurting other people’s feeling. 
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c. Leaders/ Writers: Using hedging devices may be a powerful device to invite 
more followers/readers, to engage them more, and to give them pleasurable 
experience before and after reading. 

2. For a more extensive study about this topic, it is recommended to cover the following 
angles: 

a. More booklets. To study all the 46 booklets of “Buddhism in Every Step” may 
show stronger, more credible claims and may state the trend present among 
Humanistic Buddhist writers.

b. Compare this series of books to other series of books. To study two set of 
different series may reveal interesting usage of hedges that can possibly help 
attract more readers, build stronger positive relationships, and promote social 
harmony.

c. Study boosters as well. To study the writers’ used booster devices in this 
religious reading material may show their determination and assertiveness to 
their beliefs. If hedging devices lessen the illocutionary force of the statement, 
boosters toughen it. These two devices may be an aide to balance the ideas.
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Hatmaker, A. (2010). The art of hedging. Academic Center Tutoring and Testing at UHV. Retrieved 

from  http://www.uhv.edu/ac/graduatewriting/pdf/artofhedging.pdf
Hedging in Academic Writing. (n.d.). Docstoc. Retrieved from  h t t p : / / w w w. d o c s t o c . c o m /

docs/159667578/Hedging-in-Academic-writing
Hidayati, F., Muhammad, A., & Dallyono, R. (2008). The use of hedging in academic discourse. 

Educationist, (2)1, 27-37. 
Hinkel, E. (2004). Teaching academic ESL writing: Practical techniques in vocabulary and 

grammar. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Holmes, J. (1982). Expressing doubt and certainty in English. RELC Journal, 13(2), 9-28. 
Holmes, J. (1984). Modifying illocutionary force. Journal of Pragmatics, 8, 345-365.
Holmes, J. (1988). Doubt and uncertainty in ESL textbooks. Applied Linguistics, 9(1), 20-44. 
Holmes, J. (1995). Women, men, and politeness. New York: Longman.
Hubler, A. (1983). Understatements and hedges in English. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
Hyland, K. (1994). Hedging in academic writing and EAP textbooks. English for Specific 

Purposes, 13(3), 239-256
Hyland, K. (1996). Writing without conviction? Hedging in Science research articles. Applied 

Linguistics, (17)4. 
Hyland, K. (1998). Hedging in scientific research articles. Amsterdam/ Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins. 
Hyland, K. (2005). Metadiscourse. London/New York: Continuum. 
Jalilifar, A. R., & Alavi, M. (2011). Power and politics of language use: A survey of hedging 

devices in political interviews. The Journal of Teaching Language Skills, 3(3), 43-66.
Keck, C., & Biber, D. (2004). Modal use in spoken and written university registers: A corpus-



229

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

based study. In R. Facchinetti  & F. Palmer (Eds.) English Modality in Perspective: Genre 
Analysis and Contrastive Studies (pp. 23-40). Frankfurt:  Peter Lang Pub Inc.

Kelly, S. (2010). Texting, twitter contributing to students’ poor grammar skills, profs say. The 
Globe and Mail: News. Retrieved from  http://www.theglobeandmail.com/technology/
texting-twitter-contributing-to-students-poor-grammar-skills-profs-say/article4304193/

Lakoff, G. (1972). Hedges: A Study in Meaning Criteria and the Logic of Fuzzy Concepts. In P. 
Peranteau, J. Levi & G. Phares (Eds.), Papers from the Eighth Regional Meeting, Chicago 
Linguistics Society (pp. 183-228).

Lakoff, G. (1973). The logic of politeness: Minding your p’s and q’s, In C. Corum, T. Smith-Stark 
& A. Weiser (Eds.), Papers from the Ninth Regional Meeting of the Chicago Linguistic 
Society (pp. 292-305). 

Lakoff, R.T. (1977). What you can do with words: Politeness, pragmatics, and Performatives. 
In A. Rogers, B. Wall & J.P. Murphy (Eds), Proceedings of  the Texas Conference on 
Performatives, Presuppositions, and Implicatures, Arlington, Center of Applied Linguistics 
(pp. 79–105).

Laurinaityte, R. (2011). Hedges in political discourse. Unpublished M. A. English Philology 
thesis, Vilnius Pedagogical University, Vilnius, Lithunia.
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法显《大般涅盘经》中佛陀对僧伽
死亡教亡之研究

 

释证煜

摘  要

死亡是孤独的，无可依靠的，不能代替的，也是无法规避的生命课
题，若是不能接受他人的死亡也极有可能无法好好地面对自己由生向死的
生命历程。对于佛教修行者而言，死亡是修道过程中最严峻的考验，其可
分辨修行解脱的真伪高下。

法显所译之《大般涅盘经》属于声闻佛教涅盘经之一，其朴实地展现
出佛弟子的典范－彻悟究竟解脱之道的佛陀，在临涅盘前，其侍者阿难及
其他常随僧众顿失引领内在生命的教导者的痛楚及失落。本文旨在探索佛
陀如何以自己的死亡为教材，亲自示范如何通过死亡的试炼，以佛教无常
教理启发僧众并运用种种事相安排抚慰弟子悲伤失落的情绪，借此达到引
领比丘们面对自己的生命，学习在失落处转折，面对孤单、悲恸，由此中
理解无常之法义，承担自己修行之责任。

关键词：《大般涅盘经》，涅盘，死亡教学，僧团
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Buddha’s Teaching on Death for the Sangha 
in Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra Translated by Fa Hsien 

   
Shih Chen-yu

 

Abstract
 

Death, an unavoidable lesson for our life, is a lonely process, in which no one we can rely 
on, and which nobody can be the substitute for us to experience. It’s difficult for us to face our 
life while we are dying if we don’t learn to accept other people’s death well. For a Buddhism 
practitioner, death is an ordeal of the most grievous kind, which distinguishes how much we have 
learned from Buddhist teachings. In this study, it aims to uncover how the Buddha, the holy model 
for all the Buddhists, taught us to face death. Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra, translated by Fa Hsien, is 
adopted to analyze the Buddha’s death teaching for the reason that it is one of the sutras about 
Śākyamuni’s nirvana in the Hīnayāna Buddhism and plainly presents the Buddha’s attendant 
Ānanda and his other followers’ distress and loss when the Buddha announced that he would 
soon reach the parinirvāṇa. Then, how the Buddha applied his dying process to teaching the 
Sangha is explored. It is found that the Buddha not only demonstrated how to pass the test of 
death and taught the Sangha how to arrange his funeral, but also inspired them by the teaching 
of anitya (impermanence) and guided as well as encouraged them to keep on their practice after 
the Buddha died. With these, the Buddha comforted his disciples. The monks gradually accepted 
the truth that their teacher, the Buddha, was dying; and furthermore, they learned to face their 
own distress and disturbance in the severest test.  

 
 Keywords: death teaching, Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra, nirvana, Sangha 

Introduction
   

    Everyone must face his/her own dying, with which loss and grief arises. Thinking about 
death is actually thinking about living. If we understand death, we can understand the meanings 
of life, and furthermore, accepting death helps us to accept how to take responsibility for our life. 
Death is always an important issue in Buddhism, and many Buddhism researchers have explored 
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it from different aspects.1 In all the issues related to death in Buddhism, Hīnayāna and Mahāyāna 
masters focused more on those about the Buddha’s nirvana. Though the Buddha’s nirvana deeply 
affects the teachings of Mahāyāna Buddhism,2 especially in Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra, yet we are 
concern more about those of Hīnayāna Buddhism, for which directly display human nature, 
including the Buddha’s disciples’ loss, sad crying, frustration and fear.3 The simple description 
can easily strike a chord with normal people.  

In Hīnayāna Buddhism, there are six sutras about Buddha’s nirvana, which represent 
thoughts of different schools and have different contents.4 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra, translated by Fa 
Hsien, is adopted to analyze the Buddha’s death teaching, because this sutras includes the content 
of the clear description and easily identification about Śākyamuni’s nirvana and plainly presents the 
Buddha’s attendant Ānanda5 and his other followers’ distress and loss when the Buddha announced 
that he would soon attain the parinirvāṇa. Even though the Buddha’s followers included Sangha 
and non-Sangha, only Sangha is discussed in this paper. The following discussion is divided into 
the Buddha’s death teaching for Ānanda and the Sangha. 

1 These aspects include literature, philosophy, sociology, psychology, and so on. And the subjects 
the researchers have focused on are Buddha, Buddhist masters, and lay Buddhists. For the study 
centers on the nirvana of Buddha, only the related papers are provided as follows. For example, Cai 
(2011), Patriarch’s Hall Collection and Death Writing-Focusing on Buddha and Masters From the 
Western Land, Dongng Hwa Journal of Chinese Studies 14: 55-82. Chen (2008), From Narrative 
to Hermeneutics: The Study of Transferring Paradigms through Figure Clues between Two Kinds of 
Mahaparinibbanasuttam. Kuo (2010),《大般涅盘经》中的生死学 -- 一个佛教文化哲学观点的
解读．Satyabhisamaya: A Buddhist Studies Quarterly 52: 153-188。Lu (2005), 以两类《大般涅盘
经》论两种佛教典范之判教原则的诠释转向问题. Satyabhisamaya: A Buddhist Studies Quarterly 
41: 33-64. Tzeng (2007), The research on Buddhism’s viewpoint of life and death : By using in the 
center of scriptures of Nirvana.

2 Refer to Wut (1994),《大乘《大般涅盘经》研究》, pp. 1-8. & Wang,Some Remarks on the ‘Mahayana 
Mahaparinirvanasutra’ and its Chinese Translations, Zhonghua foxue xuebao 中华佛学学报 /Chung-
Hwa Buddhist Journal 6: 103-127。

3 During the three months before the Buddha attained nirvana, his decaying body distressed all his 
disciples. Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 3 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 205, c2-4). 

4 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra has six versions, see Shih Yin Shun (1995) ,《华雨选集》, pp. 260-262、276. 
Though Mr.Tong referred that the version used in this study is not translated by Fa Hsien, yet this is 
not the focus of this study. Hence, we still regard Fa Hsien as the translator of the version used in this 
study.  See Tong (2001), Han Wei Liang Jin Nan bei chao fo jiao shi, p 236.  

5 In Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra translated by Fa-Hsien, two of the Buddha’s disciples attract much attention, 
one of whom is Ānanda and the other is Mahākāśyapa. Ānanda accompanied the Buddha in the last 
months before the Buddha attained nirvana but Mahākāśyapa appeared after the nirvana. Moreover, 
the sangha held Ānanda in esteem. Therefore , Ānanda is selected to be explored in this study. See Yin 
Shun Shih (1995),《华雨集》3, pp. 45-49, http://www.yinshun.org.tw/books/27/yinshun27-02.html. 
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Death Teaching for Ānanda

1. To Take Responsibility for Buddha’s Death 

The Buddha is the guide and mentor of Buddhism practitioners. If the news about his 
death is publicly announced abruptly, how chaos would be! Hence, before telling all the Sangha 
his death, the Buddha told Ānanda that he was going to die. Ānanda was not directly informed; 
instead, the Buddha equipped Ānanda well before telling him the truth, which included finished 
begging for meals with him in the morning, eating meals, and meditation. That is, the Buddha let 
Ānanda feed up and calm down before his announcement. However, even Ānanda was physically 
and mentally stable, he was puzzled and couldn’t understand the Buddha’s imply and didn’t 
request the Buddha to stay alive in the world. Since living in the world was not possible, the 
Buddha abandoned it and promised the devil to attain nirvana in three months.6

As Ānanda found the earth shook and asked the Buddha the reason, he was told that the 
Buddha had promised the devil to die. Ānanda was falling tears sadly and begged the Buddha to 
stay in the world. But the Buddha said he had to keep his promise, so he decided to attain nirvana 
after three months. Ānanda couldn’t accept this, so the Buddha told Ānanda that he should take 
responsibility for the Buddha’s nirvana because he didn’t beg the Buddha to stay alive in the 
world even though the Buddha had implied him to do so three times. Thus, 

Ānanda understood it was impossible to change the Buddha’s decision and became 
extremely distressed. Although the Buddha said his nirvana was due to Ānanda’s neglect, yet 
facing Ānanda’s loss, the Buddha comforted him with clear mantra, saying that every conditioned 
dharma is formed by various conditions and every dharma with no eternal form keeps on changing. 
This is natural and the Buddha’s death follows the rule of impermanent. Ānanda should not be 
sad for this.”   

Although the Buddha said so, Ānanda thought he himself had a good reason to feel sad 
because it was the Buddha who was about to die.7 In other words, Ānanda relied on the Buddha, 
and took the Buddha as his eyes and his father to assist him to grow. Listening to Ānanda emotional 
words, the Buddha once again persuaded him to accept the truth, not to feel sad for impermanence. 
Here the Buddha told Ānanda that he himself was also one of the dharmas and did not attach 
to him or treat him specially. After the Buddha applied Buddhist teachings “impermanence” to 
guide Ānanda to face his own loss and accept the truth that the Buddha was going to nirvana, he 
immediately made a public announcement to the sangha of his upcoming nirvana.

 From the above, we know, through three steps, the Buddha gradually comforted Ānanda’s 
grief and sadness: keeping his promise, not requesting the Buddha to live, and the rule of 

6  Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 191, b5-24). 
7 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 192, b13-c26).
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impermanence. Though Ānanda didn’t accept these reasons well, the Buddha didn’t keep on 
comforting him and instead asked him to recruit all the other monks. The Buddha let Ānanda 
get busy managing other things to help him not to indulge in sadness. Consequently, before 
announcing the message, his upcoming nirvana, to all the other monks and facing their sadness, 
the Buddha had already pacified Ānanda and dealt with the question about whom should be 
responsible for his upcoming nirvana.

2. To Approve Ānanda’s Practice 

Buddha attributed his nirvana into three reasons, but facing the truth that the Buddha was 
going to leave the world, the sangha or even Ānanda might blame Ānanda for he didn’t request 
the Buddha to stay. Also, Ānanda was lack of confidence in practicing the Buddha’s teachings 
by himself and willing to rely on the Buddha to attain liberation. To solve these problems, the 
Buddha asked Fu Jia Suo (弗迦娑) to offer one of the two karpasikas to Ānanda; moreover, the 
Buddha confirmed that Ānanda would complete his practice in the future. At first, as Fu Jia Suo 
(弗迦娑) was to offer two karpasikas to the Buddha, the Buddha demanded him to offer one to 
Ānanda. The Buddha said that as an attendant for the Buddha, Ānanda took his duty well to look 
after the sick Buddha day and night, so he was worthy of offerings. 8 In this, the Buddha not only 
tried to teach his disciples that those looking after the sick would get great bliss,9 but approved 
Ānanda’s hard work as the Buddha’s attendant. This would make Ānanda have more confidence 
in himself as well as let the sangha know that Ānanda served the Buddha quite well.

In addition to confirm Ānanda’s dedication by Fu Jia Suo’s offerings, Buddha publicly 
stated Ānanda’s practice in front of the sangha. First, the Buddha praised Ānanda’s rites were 
decent as an attendant. Secondly, the Buddha claimed that Ānanda’s body, speech and minds were 
certainly clean without staining. In addition, the Buddha directly credited that Ānanda would 
attain liberation soon, because Ānanda had wisdom and good talent, thus he could remember all 
the teachings the Buddha instructed. Also, Ānanda ‘s acts were proper, which helped those who 
came to visit the Buddha or listen to the Buddha’s teaching. Furthermore, 

Ānanda let the four kinds of Buddhists, including monks, nuns, male and female lay people 
of the Buddha feel joyful as they watched his behaviors or listened to his statement.10 In other 
words, the Buddha once again publicly affirmed Ānanda’s performance as an attendant. Finally, 
the Buddha told Ānanda once again that as long as he kept on thinking about the teachings, 
practicing what the Buddha taught, even he could also attain liberation in the near future.11

The Buddha applied different methods to comfort Ānanda, but Ānanda still couldn’t accept 

8 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 2 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 198, b11-17).  
9 Ekottaragama-sutra 5 in (CBETA, T02, no. 125, p. 569, c1-12).
10 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 2 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 200, b14-c23).
11 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 3 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 204, c15-18).
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the truth that the Buddha was going to nirvana. While the fundamental reason is that Ānanda 
worried that he couldn’t attain liberation by himself after the Buddha’s nirvana. To help Ānanda 
gain confidence in his practice and to avoid the Sangha blaming Ānanda, the Buddha required the 
lay people to offer Ānanda and ordain Ānanda would attain liberation. 

3.  To Require Ānanda to Prepare for the Upcoming Nirvana 

The Buddha approved Ānanda as a good attendant and ordained that he would gain good 
outcomes of his practice in the future to ease Ānanda’s grief and loss. This has its significance: 
Ānanda, as the attendant of the Buddha, should carry out his work in the next three months before 
the Buddha’s nirvana. His emotional instability would hinder the execution of his work. For 
example, after the Buddha appeased Ānanda, Ānanda was not so upset and was more spirited so 
that he wondered why the Buddha chose the small town Kuśi-nagara instead of other big cities 
as his nirvana place. 12

The place for the Buddha’s nirvana was significant to Buddhists. If Ānanda had been 
indulging in his grief and didn’t find out the reason why the Buddha chose this small town, 
he would not neglect his duty but also cause other disciples’ dispute. Thus, that the Buddha 
eased Ānanda’s emotions avoided these to happen. Second, the Buddha entrusted Ānanda to 
arrange for his upcoming nirvana and prepare for his cremation. If Ānanda couldn’t accept the 
Buddha was going to die and had no confidence in his own practice, he couldn’t execute what the 
Buddha ordered well. The Buddha told Ānanda that it is not the Sangha, but other Buddhists had 
to enshrine the Buddha’s relics (sarira). Also, the Buddha’s detailed explanation about how his 
cremation should be conducted and that a stupa for the Buddha’s relics should be built for people 
to worship and gain bliss.13 Owing to the Buddha’s comfort, Ānanda could consult the Buddha 
how to arrange all the things related to the upcoming nirvana. This in some sense settled down 
the disciples’ disturbance. Therefore, before telling all the Sangha, the Buddha had to deal with 
Ānanda’s emotions. 

Death Teaching for the Sangha 

1. To Announce the Buddha’s Upcoming Nirvana 

After comforting Ānanda’s grief and loss, the Buddha gathered all monks to the Great Hall. 
He did not directly announce his upcoming nirvana, but required the monks to think about and 
recite what he frequently taught. In addition, he also instructed the monks to lead a holy life, keep 

12  Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 200, c21-p. 201, a1).
13  Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 199, c22-p. 200, a20).
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the Buddhist precepts and disciplines, and benefit others. Then, the Buddha himself once again 
explained in detail about bodhipakṣa dharma, and told the monks they could attain liberation if 
they think about these and practice according to his teachings. Moreover, he asked the monks 
not to idle away their time for dharmas are impermanent and life is fragile. This teaching is 
quite different from that for Ānanda. Instead of meditation, while meeting with all the monks, 
the Buddha first reminded them of the Buddhist teachings, let the sangha have rational thinking 
before the announcement of his upcoming nirvana. 

The Buddha so earnestly warned all the monks that they should relied upon his teachings, 
but the monks relied on the Buddha, so they were still very sad and repeatedly asked him to stay 
alive. Even so, the Buddha firmly told them that dharmas are impermanent, all would certainly 
disappear, separation must appear after meeting, so he must leave the world and all his disciples 
should follow the teachings. Then, the Buddha and Ānanda left all the monks.14 In short, after the 
Buddha told Ānanda about his upcoming nirvana; on the same day, he personally informed all the 
other monks about the news that he would die in three months. He clearly and firmly let the monks 
know they would lose him. The monks should keep practicing what he taught and the disciplines 
should rely on any sentient beings.

2. To Display the Buddha’s Decaying Body 

After the Buddha told the monks about his upcoming nirvana, his daily life was still the 
same as ever. As passing Vaiahali, the Buddha turned back, looked at it and smiled. All the deities 
cried for the Buddha’s last glance. As Ānanda and all the other monks knew why the deities cried 
for, their emotions fluctuated with the deities. Seeing the monks’ grief and loss, the Buddha just 
briefly said, “Thou shall not have sorrows.” Even so, all the monks still felt they had a good 
reason to be sad, and what’s more they constantly spread this message, and eventually made the 
Licchavi hear the Buddha’s upcoming nirvana. Even though all the disciples around the Buddha 
were so distressed, he still maintained that they would lose the Buddha’s physical body, which is 
impermanent.15  

Since then, the Buddha continued to lead the Sangha to march. During this, the Buddha 
continued to teach the dharma.16 Later, Buddha even took Amrapali as an example to teach all the 
monks how suffering and ignorant one will become if he gets attached to bodies.17 In addition, the 
Buddha demonstrated how to treat lay people who were deeply attached to him.18 Facing those 
who had excessive grief and were unable to persuade, the Buddha did continue to educate by his 
teachings, but ignored their emotional grief and cut down the road to avoid them to follow. This 

14 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 192, c26-p. 193, b5).  
15 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 193, b5-24).  
16 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 193, c18-22).
17 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 194, c8-26). 
18 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 195, a20-b1).  
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would stop them to continue to spread their emotions around the monks. From this, we can find 
how hard the Buddha tried to teach his disciples not to be attached to physical bodies and how to 
deal with those who had strong attachments. 

Also, the Buddha applied the decay of his own body to help the monks witness the body 
was unclean and impermanent. He received Cunda’s offerings, and then had body pain, abdominal 
pain, bloody diarrhea, thirst, and finally could not continue to march forward. Seeing the Buddha’s 
discomfort, Ānanda and all the other monks were quite painful. In such a situation, the Buddha 
did not hide his body discomfort, but calmly showed the limitations of his body and truthfully 
told Ānanda how to serve him. In addition, although the Buddha could apply great magic power 
to cut the river, but could not avoid oldness, sickness and death. This reveals once again that 
impermanence is inevitable, even those who possess supernatural ability or attain enlightenment 
could not avoid impermanence.

While withstanding the pain of his body, the Buddha kept on his teaching. In the night 
before and the day of his death, the Buddha clearly demonstrated for monks how to prepare 
for his death. At the night before his nirvana, the Buddha first told all the people that he fully 
attain enlightenment. Then, he told the public the time and exact location of his nirvana. Third, 
the Buddha and all the monks went into the river bathing in order to purify the body for the 
coming nirvana. From now on, the Buddha no longer comforted the monks, but made all kinds of 
preparations for his death. 19 

After clarifying that his body surely decayed, the Buddha led the Sangha to the outside of 
the selected Salavana, and asked Ānanda to enter the woods to sweep and arrange for the place of 
the nirvana. After Ānanda prepared the rope bed and cleaned the place beneath the two trees, the 
Buddha and all the other monks entered there, and then he lied on the bed as a lion and meditated.20

Later, the Buddha reminded his disciples of grasping the last opportunity to ask him 
questions, and hoped that no monk would regret for losing this chance. Even though the Buddha 
invited them for three times, yet no one asked any question. Even so, the Buddha ordained five 
hundred monks in the Sangha would attain arhats in the future. 21 In addition, the Buddha asked 
the monks to reveal his mistakes.22 That is, the Buddha wanted his disciples to uncover whatever 
the Buddha did annoyed them. The Buddha hoped to repent for the offense. For the Sangha, the 
Buddha here actually set a good example that it is important to eliminate the misunderstanding 
and conflicts between the dying monk and all the other monks. After this, the Buddha summed up 
his teachings as a gata, “All dharmas are impermanent, and this is the dharma of origination and 
extinction. When birth and death extinguishes, quiescence and extinction is bliss.”23   

19 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 197, b3- p. 198, c13).
20 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 2 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 199, a5-14).
21 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 3 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 204, c7-18).  
22 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 3 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 204, c19-22).  
23 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 3 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 204, c22-p. 205, a3).  
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The Buddha applied his own death to teach the monks about the very truth that all dharmas 
are impermanent, even the Buddha couldn’t avoid death. For the impermanence and change 
inevitably exits, birth and death continually circulate. Only those who keep on practicing the 
Buddhist teachings could be released from reincarnation. Since all dharmas are impermanent, the 
Buddha told that no one should be sad or annoyed for his death. In other words, the Buddha at the 
last moment still wanted his disciples to understand his teachings, and not to have the emotions 
like grief, loss, and sadness when facing the death.   

3. To Hand Over His Teachings to the Sangha 

Before the nirvana, the Buddha took the Sangha with him and patiently taught them in 
order to hand over his teachings to them so that they could keep preach these teachings24 and 
distinguish what was taught by the Buddha from what wasn’t taught by him.25 Thus, everyone in 
the Sangha should take the responsibility to teach others the Buddhist teachings and to distinguish 
between correct and incorrect Buddhist teachings. 

To avoid the disorder in the Sangha, the Buddha asked them to practice his teachings 
and left the disciplines and precepts for them to follow. He taught monks to respect each other 
and treat all the monks equally. They rank according to the number of years a monk had been 
ordained, not according to his age, family name, knowledge, morality, or title. They should call 
their partners their names. They are friends who learned the Buddhist teachings together and 
had the same dignity.26Also, the monks should mutually watch out for the behaviors, but they 
shouldn’t deliberately look for others’ slight mistakes. The severest punishment in the Sangha is 
to exclude the one who violated the precepts or disciplines and have no talk with him.  

Before the nirvana, the Buddha not only personally informed the Sangha his upcoming 
nirvana to show respect for them, but let the Sangha accompany him in the three months before 
he died so that they could learn how the Buddha face and deal with his death as well as how to 
manage with others’ grief and loss. The Buddha even entrusted the Sangha to keep on conducting 
and preaching his teachings and ordered them to follow the teachings and the precepts. For these 
arrangements, the Sangha could keep on performing their duties, conducting their practice, and 
preaching the teachings. 

4. To Satisfy the Disciples’ Yearning 

Before his nirvana, the Buddha emphasized all the dharmas are impermanent, and instructed 
them in this. However, for those who had not attained enlightenment, the Buddha taught to 

24 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 2 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 199, c21-26).
25 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 1 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 195, c5-p. 196, a14).
26 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 3 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 204, b27-c7).  
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practice according to the teachings and the precepts as well as offered four holy places to satisfy 
their yearning for the Buddha.27 As the Buddha achieved nirvana, it is impossible to see him 
again. For the disciples, they yearned for the Buddha but couldn’t see him, how upset they would 
feel! To ease their minds, the Buddha showed them four holy sites to pay their respect to, the 
Lumbini Park (where he was born), Saraṅga-nāthá (where he attained supreme enlightenment), 
Saraṅga-nāthá (where he began his first teaching), and Kuśi-nagara (where he attained nirvana). 
If the Buddhists go to sites, they get bliss. From this, it is found that Buddha not only taught his 
disciples about the rule of impermanency but also offered the four places for them to visit so that 
he took care of their minds and emotions. 

Summary

People are lonely in the world. This can’t be found out in our daily life until we face 
death. In Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra translated by Fa Hsien, the Buddha applied his decaying body 
to instruct his disciples to explore their own existence and Buddhist practice. The Buddha kept 
on guiding his disciples to learn all dharmas are impermanent28 from the time he announced his 
upcoming nirvana till he attained nirvana. Even the Buddha, who got complete enlightenment, 
has to experience oldness, sickness, and death. Some of his disciples attained enlightenment 
because of his teaching, but some still couldn’t understand his teaching and had no confidence 
in practicing without him. For the latter ones, the Buddha repeated his teaching patiently, and 
arranged all the things to help them get used to his nirvana. Though his teaching for all the 
monks was the same, the ways he comforted his attendant, Ānanda, are quite different from those 
he did for the other monks. Seeing Ānanda’s grief and loss, the Buddha relieved his grief and 
loss in three ways: first, to investigate who should take responsibility for his upcoming nirvana; 
secondly, to approve Ānanda’s practice; thirdly, to require Ānanda to prepare for the upcoming 
nirvana. As for the Sangha, the Buddha applied four ways to transform their feelings, including to 
announce the Buddha’s upcoming nirvana, to display the Buddha’s decaying body, to hand over 
his teachings to the Sangha, and to satisfy the disciples’ yearning.  

In the three month death teaching, though the Buddhas was sick and had to take care of his 
disciples’ loss and grief, he still insisted upon preaching his teaching and preparing for his death. 
The Buddha gently but determinedly eased their emotional disturbance. He hoped the Sangha 
could continue to preach his teaching and distract from the concern about his decaying body. 
He instructed them to understand the rule of impermanence. Perhaps most of us don’t attain the 
complete enlightenment or control ourselves so well as the Buddha. However, it doesn’t mean 

27 Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra 2 in (CBETA, T01, no. 7, p. 199, b29-c13). 
28 Just as Master Yin Shun said the sutras related to the Buddha’s nirvana especially emphasize on the 

teaching of impermanence and instructed the sangha to practice. Shih Yin Shun (1995),《华雨选集》, 
p. 274. 
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we can not learn from his death teaching so that we can turn elegantly when facing death just 
like those masters in Patriarch’s Hall Collection29 and those monks in novels.30 This teaching is 
not only useful for Buddhists. In the death teaching for Ānanda, the Buddha first dealt with the 
problem about who should take responsibility for the Buddha’s upcoming death. This is also 
the difficulty one should overcome while facing the dying person. Imputing this to others can’t 
relieve one’s distress. Only accepting the fact that life must pass away and we can’t rely on the 
dead, we could keep on our life journey. However, most people can’t accept the truth that they are 
finally abandoned by the dying, especially who they are acquainted with, trust, or even respect. 
Hence, if the dying can discuss with his close friend, relatives, and so on about their upcoming 
death, approve what the close survivor does, and require him to help arrange for the funeral, the 
dying will not only soothe him but also have a company while facing upcoming death. Moreover, 
all the survivors can be consoled if the dying personally announces his upcoming death, displays 
the decaying body honestly, expresses his expectations on the survivors, and leaves things for 
them to cherish. The above might not be easy to carry out, but we must learn hard to do it since 
we eventually need to face death.          
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Hindi Ibang Tao: 
A Study Of Mabuhay Temple In Manila, Philippines

Leong Chao Yang

Chapter One - Introduction

Sa buhay ko’y labis
Ang hirap at pasakit, ng pusong umiibig
Mandin wala ng langit
At ng lumigaya, hinango mo sa dusa
Tanging ikaw sinta, ang aking pag-asa.

Long have I endured in my life
The pain and sorrows from Love arise
Then you came and redeemed me, my dear,
My only hope in my darkest fears

(Lyrics from “Dahil Sa Iyo”, an old Tagalog kundiman or love song)

The Philippines, an ethno-linguistically diverse archipelago comprising of some 7,107 
islands, is located to the east of mainland Southeast Asia in the West Pacific Ocean.  The emergence 
of collective national consciousness and nationhood is the product of interplaying historical 
forces, in particular, colonial rule under the Spanish Empire (1500s - 1898) and the United States 
(1899 - 1946). Following independence from American colonial masters in 1946, the Philippines 
was one of the first Southeast Asian countries to undergo industrialization in the 1950s. 

Yet, history has shown us how the resource-rich archipelago with one of the highest 
literacy rates in the world (92.3%),1 has failed spectacularly in the realization of its full economic 
potential. Internally, the tumultuous post-independence era was plagued by slews of socio-
economic problems such as poor economic stewardship, rampant corruption, and tensions between 
the secular government, Catholic Church and the Muslim South. The country is also prone to 
devastative natural calamities such as flooding and volcanic activities due to its location on the 

1 Unless specified otherwise, all statistics pertaining to the Philippines in this paper are referenced from 
the National Statistics Office (http://www.census.gov.ph) or National Statistical Coordination Board 
(http://www.nscb.gov.ph)
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Pacific Ring of Fire and typhoon belt,2 aggravated by anthropocentric problems such as poor 
waste management and drainage systems. Despite impressive economic growth in the past 3 years 
(7.8% in Q1, 2013) under President Benigno Aquino, approximately one-fifth of the population 
continue to live in abject poverty according to disputed official figures. At the point of writing, 
the republic is dealing with an armed rebellion by the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) in 
Zamboanga City, while a massive pork barrel scam involving numerous members of the Congress 
unfolds in the capital.

In addressing the various unmet socio-economic needs in the Philippines, both local 
and foreign non-government organizations (NGOs) have played important roles in improving 
the quality of life in the Philippines. International NGOs range widely from environmentalism 
advocacy groups like Greenpeace to World Vision Philippines, which dedicates itself to children 
issues. Despite the presence of large numbers of foreign NGOs, the NGO’s relations with the state 
and local society can be highly fragile in the arena of development issue, due to the oft-conflicting 
interests of many stakeholders. A perennial conflict is that of the Catholic church’s conservative 
stance towards abortion and family planning measures, in spite of the pressing need to address 
overpopulation. As such, the successful insertion of an NGO into the Philippine society cannot 
be an accident but must involve carefully calculated organizational behavior and strategies from 
the onset of its arrival. Inability and/or unwillingness to understand the cultural sensitivities and 
underside of the hosting country can lead to disastrous failures, financially and organizationally. 
If an international NGO utilizes a playbook for amicable insertion into foreign lands, what would 
be some of the key strategies in this playbook?

Beneath the clouds of macro-political turbulences, Mabuhay Temple, the main office of Fo 
Guang Shan in the Philippines and a visibly foreign-Buddhist-Chinese organization, has thrived 
in Manila since Ven. Yung Guang first established the Manila Buddhist Center in 1992. Today, 
the temple in Malate district on the outskirts of Manila city serves as a multi-purpose venue for 
spiritual cultivation, education, recreation, and charity both within and beyond Metro Manila. 
Even in times of extreme tension between the Philippines and its ethnic Chinese neighbors in 
the North - such as the Manila hostage crisis involving Hong Kong tourists in 2010 and recent 
shooting of a Taiwanese fisherman - Mabuhay Temple continues to held in high esteem by the 
local society, even helping to diffuse tensions in certain cases. In this research paper, I will explore 
how Mabuhay Temple was able to skillfully insert itself culturally into the predominantly Roman 
Catholic society of the Philippines, while maintaining a cordial, mutually-supportive relationship 
with the Philippine state. In particular, I will examine how the organization’s modus operandi is 
shaped profoundly by the Humanistic Buddhist philosophy. The documented experiences, operating 
philosophies and strategies of Mabuhay Temple can hopefully improve our understanding of how 

2 Information on Disaster Risk Reduction of the Member Countries - Philippines. (n.d.). Asian Disaster 
Reduction Center. Retrieved October 5, 2013, from http://www.adrc.asia/nationinformation.php?Natio
nCode=608&Lang=en&NationNum=14
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good-willed individuals or organizations can better contribute to humanitarian and development 
efforts in the Philippines and other culturally-dissimilar contexts. 

The next chapter will explain in greater detail the objectives of the research, as well as the 
methodologies and limitations involved. Chapter 3 seeks to provide a brief introduction to the 
Filipino psyche, in other words, the world view of the Filipino people. Ideally, this will allow 
readers to familiarize themselves with the vernacular perspective and consequently facilitate 
a better appreciation of the actual case study of Mabuhay Temple in Chapter 4 using various 
resources available. Chapter 5 attempts to explicate the success of the temple’s cultural insertion 
in the context of Venerable Master Hsing-yun’s Humanistic Buddhist philosophy, before the 
concluding remarks in the closing chapter.

Chapter 2 - Objectives, Research Methodologies and Limitations

2.1: Objectives of Research
The writer of this paper is a third year Southeast Asian Studies undergraduate at the 

National University of Singapore, who underwent a four-month student exchange programme 
at the Ateneo de Manila University in the Philippines between June to October 2013. Before 
the commencement of the exchange programme, I was initially interested to explore the various 
organizational strategies undertaken by successful international non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) in their hosting country, which enable them to pursue their missions successfully and 
sustainably in a foreign and potentially hostile climate. Under the encouragement of Ven. You 
Deng from Fo Guang Shan (Singapore) to participate in the inaugural Buddhist Youth Forum, 
I decided to proceed with a case-study of Fo Guang Shan’s Mabuhay Temple in Manila as one 
of the international NGOs during my stint in the Philippines. As such, this study represents the 
amalgamation of my different interests in the dynamics of localization forces in contemporary 
Southeast Asian societies and Venerable Master Hsing-yun’s Humanistic Buddhist philosophy. 
The key objectives of this research paper are as follow:

(a) To better understand how Mabuhay Temple, as a Buddhist organization with a strong 
Chinese character and origins in Taiwan, was able to successfully localize and insert 
itself into the pre-dominantly Roman Catholic society of the Philippines.

(b) To appreciate how Venerable Master Hsing-yun’s Humanistic Buddhist philosophy 
has enabled Mabuhay Temple to develop strong and cordial relations with different 
elements in the Philippine society, from state government to local communities.

(c) To offer as a potential guiding framework for international NGOs of both religious 
and secular nature who wish to operate in a culturally-dissimilar environment.
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2.2: Research Methodologies
In this section, I will discuss about the various research methodologies employed for 

data collection and analysis. The nature of this research paper is primarily qualitative and data 
collection is accomplished through three concurrent stages: (a) participative-observation, (b) 
individual interviews, and (c) existing scholarship and publications on Humanistic Buddhism. 
As data collected from each stage may contradict each other and lead to formulation of erroneous 
conclusions, I chose to embark on all the three stages simultaneously, rather than in a linear 
fashion, in order to facilitate immediate validation of the accuracy of earlier data. In addition, 
conclusions were constantly revisited to identify if my individual position - as a foreign exchange 
student, Chinese, and Buddhist - had resulted in an ethnocentric analysis of the organization and 
local society’s reception towards it. As such, the overarching principle of my research is the “emic” 
model in cultural anthropology; i.e., to design my fieldwork in a manner which “investigates how 
local people think”.3 The attempt to view Mabuhay Temple through the vernacular lens of the 
Filipino is achieved by understanding their psyche and worldview (see Chapter 4).

Participant-observation refers to participation in various forms of activities organized by 
Mabuhay Temple from June to October 2013. The key purpose of this approach is to obtain a 
first-hand observation and greater familiarity with the organization’s operations. Activities which 
I participated in over the course of the research ranged extensively from Dharma talks, such as the 
Buddhist Lecture Series 2013 which featured lectures by academia from reputable universities in 
the Philippines, to weekly English classes for children from Barangay 719 (a squatting community 
located near Mabuhay Temple), as well as volunteering at the Water Drop Teahouse of the temple. 
The experience allowed me to verify if the Humanistic Buddhist ideological framework of 
Mabuhay Temple has been translated into actual practice, and if religious ideology is truly the 
causal factor for effective assimilation of the organization in Philippine society. 

Individual interviews, on the other hand, are in-depth interviews conducted with individuals 
associated with the organization in different ways. In this research, a total of six interviews were 
conducted with one venerable from Malaysia who has been based in the Philippines for more 
than 20 years and five full-time volunteers. Amongst the latter group of full-time volunteers, it is 
possible to segregate them into three distinct categories: (a) local Filipino adults who are in charge 
of the administration and daily operations of the organization, (b) local Filipino youths who 
graduated from Budhi Learning Institute, and (c) a Taiwanese volunteer based permanently in 
Manila due to marriage. All interviews were conducted in person within the premises of Mabuhay 
Temple and spanned from 20 minutes to 2 hours. The questions were framed in a manner to 
capture insights about the characteristics and history of Mabuhay Temple, as well as to elicit 
personal responses of participants on their perception of the organization.

Lastly, existing scholarship and publications on Humanistic Buddhism were used to 

3 Kottak, C. P. (1999). Mirror for humanity: a concise introduction to cultural anthropology (2nd ed.). 
Boston: McGraw-Hill College.
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better understand the philosophy of Fo Guang Humanistic Buddhism and relate them to the 
organizational experiences of Mabuhay Temple. These range from Venerable Master Hsing-
yun’s Buddhism in Every Step series to “My Relationship with Philippine Buddhism” collected 
in Buddhist Affinities Across 100 Years. In addition, presentations at the Buddhist Lecture Series 
2013 also served as good sources of references as a substantial number addressed the relationship 
between Humanistic Buddhism and local society in the Philippines.

2.2: Limitations of Research
A number of limitations in this study needs to be highlighted. Firstly, the study represents 

an interdisciplinary effort to achieve the above-mentioned objectives, for example, by fusing 
anthropological methods for data collection while employing some degree of social development 
theories to analyze the effectiveness of the organization’s initiatives. While a interdisciplinary 
study may enable us to obtain a more holistic and broad-based understanding of the Mabuhay 
Temple, this is at the expense of a more in-depth theoretical framework to structure my argument 
in my paper. Secondly, the process of data collection was impeded by several factors, including 
limited time, distance between the temple and my accommodation in the Philippines and the 
concurrence of the data collection phase with the busy period of the temple. As such, even though 
the research sought to compile a more extensive and diverse set of interviewees, many important 
voices - such as that the Abbess Miao Jing’s - were left uncaptured. 

Nevertheless, attempts were made to mitigate these limitations where possible; for example, 
to overcome the challenge of limited time per interview, interview questions were constantly 
revised after each interviews to reduce time spent on topics which had already been satisfactorily 
addressed.

Chapter 3 - Understanding the Filipino Psyche

Virgilio Gaspar Enriquez, widely viewed as the father of Sikolohiyang Pilipino or Filipino 
psychology, defined the discipline as ‘‘the study of diwa (‘psyche’), which in Filipino directly 
refers to the wealth of ideas referred to by the philosophical concept of ‘essence’ and an entire 
range of psychological concepts from awareness to motives to behavior’’.4

In this chapter, the key rationale for outlining the Filipino psyche - the collective ways in 
which the people of the Philippines perceive and conceptualize their world - is to emphasize that 
one who is interested to understand the thinking of another community, should not conveniently 

4 Enriquez’s definition was quoted in “Pe-Pua, R., & Protacio-Marcelino, E. A. (2000). Sikolohiyang 
Pilipino (Filipino Psychology): A Legacy Of Virgilio G. Enriquez. Asian Journal of Social Psychology, 
3(1), 49-71.” His original work can be found in his article “The development of psychological thought in 
the Philippines” in Sikolohiyang Pilipino: Isyu, Pananaw at Kaalaman (New Directions in ß Blackwell 
Publishers Ltd with the Asian Association of Social Psychology and the Japanese Group Dynamics 
Association.
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employ his own cultural framework or traditional Western theories of psychology, lest he commit 
the fallacy of ethnocentrism. In my quest for an emic representation of the Filipino’s perception and 
consequent reception to Mabuhay Temple and Fo Guang Humanistic Buddhism, it is henceforth 
imperative to consider how the Filipino psyche shapes actual responses in reality. To achieve this, 
the chapter will review extant literature on Sikolohiyang Pilipino to provide a basic theoretical 
backdrop, as well as illustrate these various concepts using anecdotes from individual interviews 
conducted at Mabuhay Temple where applicable.

3.1: Utang na loob and the Concept of Moral Debt
The Tagalog term utang na loob can be translated as the debt of the inside. According to 

Jaime C. Bulatao, the utang can be seen as an internal debt to “someone who in the past took 
over the sustaining role of parent in a time of crisis.”5 Historically, this debt originated from the 
patron-client relationship between the datu (traditional leader) and members of his barangay 
(settlement) - where villagers were expected to reciprocate the debt of their spiritually-potent 
headman through loyalty and gratitude, for example, by partaking in warfare, sharing crops and 
offering labor services.6 However, its contemporary manifestations extend beyond the realm of 
familial relations and individuals directly acquainted with each other, to include political leaders, 
religious organizations, NGOs etc. Together, these groups whom the Filipino beneficiaries may 
not know on a personal level, forge the moral debt of the “inside” through their services and 
favors, regardless of whether reciprocation is expected or not. 

“But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return, and your 
reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for he is kind to the ungrateful and 
the evil men.” (Luke 6:34-38 New American Standard Bible). In the context of a predominantly 
Roman-Catholic society of the Philippines, it is also useful to consider the interplay between utang 
na loob and Catholic social values internalized by many Filipinos, such as the idea of selfless and 
non-reciprocal help. In an interview with Antoinette, a full-time volunteer and vocal teacher at 
Mabuhay Temple, she expressed that Catholicism taught her to help others without expecting 
anything in return. In the next two chapters, we will observe how Mabuhay Temple’s services to 
the local community can be read through the vernacular lens of utang na loob and selfless giving, 
and how these could be related to the Humanistic Buddhist philosophy of Venerable Master 
Hsing-yun.

5 Bulatao, J. C. (1992). Values in Philippine Culture and Spiritual Formation. Phenomena and their 
interpretation: Landmark essays, 1957-1989 (p. 80). Manila: Ateneo de Manila University Press. 

6 See “Aguilar, F. V. (1998). Sharecropping and Debt. Clash of spirits: the history of power and sugar 
planter hegemony on a Visayan island (pp. 63-93). Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press.” for a more 
elaborate discussion of the concept of utang na loob in the pre-Hispanic societies of the Philippine 
islands.
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3.2: Isang kahig, isang tuka: The Peril of Optimism

Paano na ngayon ang buhay ko? 
Isang kahig isang tuka 
Ganyan kaming mga dukha

How is my life now?
One scratch, one peck
That’s why we are all poor

(Lyrics from “Dukha” or poor by Asin, a Filipino folk rock band)

Isang kahig, isang tuka is literally translated as one scratch and one peck characteristic of 
the chicken, referring to many Filipinos’ hand-to-mouth subsistence way of life. In other words, 
the concept describes how many Filipinos would work (scratch) in order to get by each passing 
day, without any consideration for the future. An example would be the agricultural sector in 
the Philippines, which remain an important source of employment for many Filipinos living in 
rural provincial areas. According to the latest key indicators published by Asian Development 
Bank, 32% of the population are employed in the agricultural sector of the Philippine economy, 
yet the same sector amounts to only around 12% of total GDP in 2012.7 During a fieldwork to 
the mountainous Nueva Ecija Province as part of a sustainable livelihood study, I observed how 
many farmers were not concerned with increasing the efficiency of their agricultural produces in 
order to increase the amount of salable surpluses. This is because their immediate concern was 
only to produce enough crops to feed their families and surpluses had not translated to significant 
profits due to distortion of prices by market forces such as middlemen. Consequently, the isang 
kahig, isang tuka mentality meant that these farmers are extremely vulnerable during disasters 
since many do not save their income, resulting in inadequate food supply during crop-destroying 
natural calamities and lack of disposable cash during personal tragedies.

Isang kahig, isang tuka is not only a rural phenomenon; the same mentality aggravates the 
vulnerability and quality of life amongst the urban poor in Metro Manila. Take for example the 
life of a jeepney driver in Metro Manila: he may only be able to earn around ₱500 (ard. S$15) in 
a single day after accounting for vehicle rental and gasoline. Yet, one may not expect the same 
driver to scrutinize every peso earned, as with the “living by day” attitude, he would spend his 
money recklessly on consumer goods and even vices, instead of investment in education and other 
things which could offer a better standard of life in future. During a personal encounter with a 

7 The figures here are calculated using data provided by the Asian Development Bank on employment 
and GDP statistics in its latest reports on key indicators of the Philippine economy: http://www.adb.org/
sites/default/files/ki/2013/pdf/PHI.pdf.
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buko (coconut) vendor, I recalled how the vendor claimed that he would return home to idle the 
rest of the day should someone purchase his entire supply of coconuts, instead of heading back 
to his wholesaler for more supplies to maximize earnings. Such is the peril of optimism attached 
to an isang kahig, isang tuka attitude that impedes economic development and personal growth. 

3.3: The Pamilya in Philippine Society
The family unit represents an integral aspect of the Filipino individual’s life; a conversation 

with Filipinos reveals their high regard for the importance of the family in their daily lives. This 
is manifested outwardly by cultural traditions like the mano (a gestural action to show one’s 
respect for an elder member in his/her family), influences from Christian values which advocate 
the family as ordained of God,8 as well as outright political measures to emphasize the importance 
of the family unit, including Proclamation No. 326 signed by the current President, Benigno S. 
Aquino to declare the fourth day of every September as “Kainang Pamilya Mahalaga” on January 
26, 2012.9 On a more subtle level, the above-discussed concepts of utang na loob and isang kahig, 
isang tuka are useful to understand the Filipino’s obligation towards fulfilling the needs of the 
family. For example, one may seek to support her family financially through oft-tough transient 
employment in other countries due to an inner feeling of indebtedness to her family. She may 
also purchase expensive luxury goods for family members in balikbayan boxes despite limited 
earnings. 

The importance of the family can also be limiting on livelihood options. According to 
Flora, a 19 year-old native of Zamboanga Province who volunteers full-time at the Water Drop 
Teahouse in Mabuhay Temple, her family was initially reluctant to let her leave home to attend 
the Budhi (Mabuhay Temple’s Buddhist College) programme, fearing that she would be “sold” 
to vices in Manila. Her fellow Zamboangueño co-worker at the teahouse, Ariel, also expressed 
that it was initially difficult for them to adjust to the new environment, and that two participants 
from Bacolod had dropped out as they could not handle the new culture and being away from 
their families.

Moreover, the pamilya in Philippine society does not merely refer to the nuclear family 
unit or relatives who bound by blood ties. The definition may also expand widely to include 
friends, co-workers, employers, congressmen and so forth, whether due to feelings of affection, 
subservience or obligation. Consequently, the centrality of the family may not always be positive. 

8 See the article “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” at https://www.lds.org/topics/family-
proclamation to understand the religious dimension of the importance of family in Roman-Catholic 
Philippine society.

9 The proclamation, which encourage families to dine together that day, can be found at: http://www.
pcoo.gov.ph/issuances/issuances-proc/Proc326.pdf. According to the campaign’s official website, the 
President had issued the proclamation in order to “to highlight and celebrate the value of families 
sharing meals together as a national tradition that should be observed annually and sustained by all 
Filipino families.” - http://www.kainangpamilyamahalaga.com
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Being part of the pamilya might oblige one to render support for an electoral candidate, in order to 
be reciprocated with favors from the elected congressman, regardless of one’s personal political 
inclinations. On a deeper level, a strong concept of who is in one’s pamilya also entails a boundary-
delineating process of other-ing those who are not regarded as part of the pamilya, sometimes to 
the extent of hostility. In an interview, Flora expressed that Filipinos’ attachment to their families 
can cause discriminatory attitudes towards others and result in suffering. We will be later look at 
how Mabuhay Temple’s manifestation as a pamilya has allowed it to successfully insert itself into 
the local society. 

3.4: The Implications of Hiya 
Hiya is a complex concept in Sikolohiyang Pilipino which may not be alien to those coming 

from other Asiatic backgrounds. Elizabeth Marcelino argues that instead of the conventional 
definition as “shame”, hiya should be best translated as a “sense of propriety”.10 Jaime Bulatao 
attempts to explain this phenomenon as an emotion that arises only in a social setting with face-to-
face contact with another person, one which implicates the necessity for the Filipino to conform 
with the expectations of an authority figure or the wider society.11 Failure to adhere would result in 
one being labeled as walang hiya or “without propriety”. As you might have noticed, the concept 
of hiya is closely tied to Filipino’s value for the family in the communal society of the Philippines. 
An illustration of how hiya is manifested in the daily life is as follows: an NGO attempts to help a 
poverty-stricken barangay through the giving of money and relief goods. Yet, in the very process 
of helping, the NGO also exposes the barangay’s lack of resources and capacity for self-help in a 
denigratory manner, leading to the deflation of its people’s self-esteem vis-à-vis other neighboring 
communities. In the worst scenario, the above-mentioned barangay is chided for being walang 
hiya, due to dependence on the resources of an external organization which undermined its ego 
and integrity. As such, understanding how idea of hiya works is imperative for an NGO which 
desires to offer help in a way that considers the cultural sensitivity of its Filipino beneficiaries. We 
will observe how Mabuhay Temple’s activities account for hiya in the process of localization and 
interaction with the local society.

Chapter 4 - Inserting the “Other”: A Case Study of Mabuhay Temple in Manila

With the introduction on how the dynamics of Sikolohiyang Pilipino shape the Filipinos’ 
thought and responses, we now turn our attention to the subject of focus in this paper - the Mabuhay 
Temple in Manila. This chapter will begin by outlining the history of Fo Guang Humanistic 

10 Marcelino, Elizabeth Protacio. “Towards Understanding The Psychology Of The Filipino.” Women & 
Therapy 9.1-2 (1990): 105-128. Print.

11 Bulatao, J. C. (1992). Hiya. Phenomena and their interpretation: Landmark essays, 1957-1989 (p. 80). 
Manila: Ateneo de Manila University Press.
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Buddhism in the Philippines and the establishment of Mabuhay Temple, by piecing together 
information from Ven. Master Hsing-yun’s article “My Affinity with Philippine Buddhism”             
(我与菲律宾佛教的因缘) from Buddhist Affinities Across 100 Years.12 Following the overview, 
BLTV’s documentary “Buddha’s Light Shining Over the Philippines” (佛光菲扬),13 as well as 
interviews with various Fo Guang Ren at Mabuhay Temple.14 Following the historical backdrop, 
we will look at how Mabuhay Temple as a Humanistic Buddhist temple-NGO from Taiwan was 
able to establish and culturally insert itself into the Roman-Catholic Filipino society of Manila, 
through interviews and participant observation at the temple from June to October 2013.

4.1: History of Humanistic Buddhism and Mabuhay Temple in the Philippines
According to Ven. Master Hsing-yun, the first connection between him and the Philippines 

could be traced back to 1963 when he first visited Philippines as part of the Chinese Buddhist 
Association from Taiwan. He had visited the Seng Guan Temple at Narra St. in Binondo (Manila’s 
Chinatown), Hwa Chong Temple in Malabon City amongst other local Buddhist societies, mostly 
set up by Chinese Filipinos who were migrants of descendants of migrants from Fukien. During 
the same visit, Ven. Master had the opportunity to meet with then-President Diosdado Macapagal 
- whose daughter Gloria Arroyo would later follow his presidency footsteps - who welcomed Fo 
Guang Shan to propagate the Dharma in the Philippines, as different religious groups in a multi-
religious society would be able to inspire each other and play a role in national development. In 
the late 1980s, Ven. Master sent Ven. Yung Guang to Cebu City in the Visayas region to teach at 
the Cebu Eastern College which was in need of teachers; Ven. Yung Guang was selected as she 
graduated from a teaching academy prior to ordainment and Ven. Master felt that dispatching her 
as a teacher would help to improve relations with the local Buddhist community. The first official 
seed of Fo Guang Humanistic Buddhism was successfully sown with the construction of the 
Chu Un Temple; Mrs. Lulin Zhu-zhu, a Catholic Chinese Filipino had constructed it in gratitude 
towards her departed mother and invited Fo Guang Shan monastics to preside over the temple. 
Chu Un Temple would become the first Fo Guang Shan Temple to be established in the Philippine 
archipelago, followed by two temples on island of Negroes (Yuan Thong Temple in Bacolod and 
Fo Guang Yuan in Iloilo) and Mabuhay Temple in Manila.

Recognizing the importance of Manila, the financial hub and political center of the 

12 Buddhist Affinities Across 100 Years (百年佛缘) (pp. 250-271). (2013). My Affinity with Philippine 
Buddhism (我与菲律宾佛教的因缘). Kao Hsiung City: Buddha’s Light Publishing. Reproduced with 
the permission of Ven. Miao Jing from Mabuhay Temple.

13 Buddha’s Light Shining Over the Philippines (佛光菲扬) (2010) [Documentary]. Taiwan: Fo Guang 
Shan Dharma TV Foundation. The documentary can be viewed from Mabuhay Temple’s official 
Youtube channel.

14 The word “Mabuhay” is a common Tagalog greeting derived from the root word buhay, which means 
“life”. The greeting can be used in the same context of the English phrase “Long live...”, for example, 
Mabuhay ang Pilipinas or “Long live the Philippines” or for general well-wishing.
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Philippines, Ven. Master Hsing-yun sent Ven. Yung Guang north to the capital city in Central 
Luzon to seek conditions for propagating the Dharma. With three Buddha statues borrowed from 
Chu Un Temple in Cebu and ₱20,000 (S$588) from Yuan Thong Temple in Bacolod, Ven. Yung 
Guang travelled alone to Manila where she found shelter at a place near to the Arranque market 
along Ong Pin St. in Binondo. There, she established the Manila Meditation Centre and gradually 
built a base of devotees through cordial relations with locals at the nearby markets. The humble 
center soon became a place for giving Dharma talks, paying homage to the three refuges and 
promoting vegetarianism. Eventually after half a year of propagating the Dharma, the small space 
was no longer sufficient to accommodate the increasing number of lay followers. As a result, 
Ven. Master Hsing-yun sent Ven. Tzu Chuang, then-director of the Overseas Supervisory Council 
to survey for new land to construct a proper temple in Manila. The former site of the Soviet 
Embassy along Pablo Ocampo St. in Malate, a 2200m2 prime land on the outskirts of Manila 
City was selected and renamed “International Buddhist Progress Society” (I.P.B.S.). However, 
the new temple complex, which comprised of three buildings, was in a deplorable condition 
having being abandoned for six years. Following the official ground-breaking ceremony in 
May 2002, the present-Mabuhay Temple could finally be built following a generous donation 
of 400m2 of land (valued at ₱80million then) beside the original I.P.B.S. by Lucio Tan, who was 
the President of Federation of Filipino-Chinese Chamber of Commerce. Ven. Master Hsing-yun 
arrived in Manila to personally supervise the construction of each floor and space design of the 
tenth storey multifunctional building; he named it “Mabuhay Temple” in his earnest wish that 
the temple would last forever and propagate the teachings of the Buddha. Mabuhay Temple was 
formally inaugurated in 2010 and continues the legacy of Fo Guang Humanistic Buddhism in the 
Philippines, where the temple has propagated the Dharma through Dharma education, cultural 
and recreational activities, charity, art exhibitions and interfaith dialogues.  

Arguably, a right combination of cultural sensitivity, skillful means and conditions are 
necessary for an outwardly-foreign organization like Mabuhay Temple to be able to insert itself 
into the local landscape, surrounded by culturally-diverse establishments like poverty-stricken 
slums, the posh Century Park Hotel, Cultural Center of the Philippines and the financial district 
in adjacent Makati City. We will now look at five particular aspects of this successful cultural 
insertion, namely glocal-ization, being a good neighbor, crisis management and education, with 
an attempt at assessment through the Filipino psyche.

4.2: Dynamics of Localization and Glocalization  
“Localization” is often used to refer to the phenomenon when a foreign culture transforms 

itself according to the local context, in order to adhere to the cultural framework of the receiving 
culture. For example, we may describe McDonald’s rice topping menu in the Philippines as the 
American fast food joint’s attempt to localize its business, in order to cater to local tastebuds. 
The key problematic with framing Mabuhay Temple’s success as an example of localization, is 
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that the term seemingly asserts that resultant cultural insertion can only be attributed to strategies 
undertaken by the inserting party (or Fo Guang Shan) while denying the agency of local forces to 
re-interpret and re-imbue it with new meanings. Hence, I find it more apt to use “glocalization” 
in this section, a term which was popularized by sociologist Roland Robertson to explain how 
entering cultures are “selected, processed and consumed according to the local culture’s needs, 
taste and social structure”.15 I argue that it is the combination of localization strategies undertaken 
by Fo Guang Shan, as well as autonomy of local stakeholders to glocalize Mabuhay Temple and 
its operation, which contributed to successful cultural insertion to the Philippine society; both 
would be given equal attention in my elaboration below.

4.2.1: Organizational Structure  
Shortly after taking over as the present Abbess of the temple from Ven. Yung Jau, Ven. 

Miao Jing established the new international group comprising of local Filipinos. The international 
group participates in English chanting of sutras and engages in sharing sessions at the Water Drop 
Teahouse. Ven. Miao Jing was invited to be Abbess precisely due to her proficiency in both the 
English language and Buddhism, allowing her to be able to communicate effectively with local 
Filipinos. When chanting (助念) for the departed of members who are Filipinos, the international 
group would reduce the amount of time for chanting and instead, devote more attention to English 
songs with universally-themed lyrics. While the monastics are still the principal in-charge of 
the temple, Antoinette remarked that there is a good two-way relationship between the Sangha 
members and local staff/volunteers, as monastics would consult volunteers about what is the best 
way to carry out a certain project in the local context. These can be viewed as innovations in 
localization by Mabuhay Temple in regards to the temple’s organizational structure. 

Turning to glocalization, a good example of glocalization at work is how the actual process 
of bringing in local Filipinos to the Fo Guang Shan pamilya is undertaken by Filipino staff and 
volunteers, instead of the monastics who are mostly ethnic-Chinese. The Young Adult Division 
(YAD), the section of Mabuhay Temple which currently has the greatest number of local Filipinos, 
is led by Maridel “Madz”, a self-declared Catholic-Buddhist who is able to understand the 
peculiarities and cultural-religious sensitivities of the Filipinos; under her, the YAD grew rapidly 
from a mere handful of local youths to around 30 active youths at the moment.  Similarly, as a 
full-time volunteer, Antoinette expressed that she knew that Filipinos are not fond of being forced 
to participate in another religion’s activities; as such, she did not encourage friends and families 
to join the organization. Moreover, there may be a conflict of interests if she invited friends 
from the music circle to volunteer, since they are professional artistes who charge talent fees. 
Instead, Antoinette would rather allow  the conditions develop and ripen gradually, for instance, 

15 The quote originates from “the cultural studies reader” blog’s summary and review of  Robertson, R. 
(1995). Chapter 2: Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-Heterogeneity. Global modernities 
(pp. 25-45). London: Sage Publications.  
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by inviting friends to see the Siddhartha musical where she acted as the wife of Prince Siddhartha, 
and only introducing the teachings of Ven. Master Hsing-yun to them after they expressed interest. 
Sure enough, many of her friends eventually joined the productions. Glocalization is evident by 
how the responsibility of reaching out to fellow locals are given to Filipino staff and volunteers, 
since they are not only the ones who are most familiar with the Filipino psyche, but also the ones 
whom local counterparts would most readily accept part of their pamilya before extending similar 
sentiments to the temple itself.

4.2.2: Respect, tolerance and harmony
“Before we had a Buddha statue, the Virgin Mary was my Avalokitesvara”

Ven. Yung Guang, “Buddha’s Light Shining Over the Philippines”
  

One issue which Mabuhay Temple needs to reconcile in its insertion to the local society, is 
the apparent theological contradiction between the Catholicism and Buddhism, particularly with 
regards to the question if a creator God exists. Moreover, the prospect of partaking in the activities 
of another religion, particularly if they are liturgical in nature, might carry the connotation of 
religious conversion and separation from one’s original faith.  For the Filipino, this could mean that 
one could be regarded as walang hiya due to non-conformity to the norms of his pamilya, causing 
him to be rejected and outcasted by his community. Despite religious differences and obstacles 
posed by the Filipino psyche, Mabuhay Temple has negotiated these challenges effectively 
through Ven. Master Hsing-yun’s guiding principles of applying respect, tolerance and harmony. 
In particular, we will examine how two local volunteers and staff at Mabuhay Temple accomplish 
this through the process of glocalization; in other words, how the locals themselves were able to 
reconcile differences in both faiths through the influence of both Fo Guang Humanistic Buddhism 
and their own vernacular worldview.

In an interview with her, Antoinette expressed that she did not see any problem between 
her Catholic faith and Mabuhay Temple’s religious orientation, even if the latter may project an 
outwardly-Buddhist image. Despite being involved in Fo Guang Shan in the Philippines for many 
years, as a performer, teacher and volunteer, she remains active with her church where she sings 
the gospels. Antoinette recounted how her church warned her against associating with Fo Guang 
Shan, as she might be converted to Buddhism and her Catholic faith would become “imbalanced”. 
Her response was that Buddhism is only a way of life for her and that she had to stand up for 
her belief. She quoted Ven. Master Hsing-yun, who taught that it was fine for one to have two 
religions.16 Evidently, Antoinette, who prefers to classify herself as a Roman Catholic, was able 

16  Ven. Master Hsing-yun once considered Buddhism as a democratic religion, where it is acceptable for 
one to have two religions or different religions within the same family, as long as one employs skillful 
means and respect his/her family. Refer to: Triple Gem Refuge FAQ. (n.d.). Fo Guang Shan Hsi Lai 
Temple. Retrieved October 13, 2013, from http://www.hsilai.org/en/faq_subpages/refuge_faq.html 
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to strike a balance between her faith and working with Mabuhay Temple by incorporating the 
philosophy of Humanistic Buddhism in convincing her peers about her work.

Similarly for Madz, her parents were initially concerned with her joining Mabuhay Temple 
as a project coordinator after leaving her lucrative employment at the international Foreign Policy 
magazine. However, Madz was able to make them feel more comfortable with her faith as a 
Catholic-Buddhist and employment at Mabuhay Temple by bringing them to the temple, where 
her parents became familiarized with what Fo Guang Humanistic Buddhism was about, as well 
as the laudable achievements of the temple since its establishment in 1992. In particular, her 
departed father had been immensely touched by the concern and support of the temple when he 
was hospitalized; Madz recalled that after Ven. Miao Jing conducted a short prayer for him at 
his sickbed, her father expressed that his heart had already opened to the group which was not 
related to him in any way, yet willing to help him. In Madz father’s eyes, this was a gesture which  
coincided with his own Catholic values of selfless help, arguably forging an utang na loob between 
him and Mabuhay Temple which allowed him to extend the notion of the pamilya to a foreign 
organization unrelated to him. For Flora, the full-time volunteer at Water Drop Teahouse, the idea 
of Mabuhay Temple as her pamilya faraway from her hometown in Zamboanga is epitomized 
by her reference to the monastics as almost like her mothers, as they offer motherly guidance in 
her daily life. As we observe, religious localization efforts of Mabuhay Temple would not have 
been as effective without the ensuing process of glocalization facilitated by local actors within 
themselves and their respective communities. 

4.2.3: Recognizing and Empowering Local Talents   
The Filipino’s innate talent in the domains of the arts and music can be seen in related 

achievements within and beyond the Philippine archipelago, from famous folk musician Freddie 
Aguilar in the 1980s to the 21-year old Charice Pempengco whom Oprah Winfrey referred to 
as the “most talented girl in the world”.17 In “Buddha’s Light Shining Over the Philippines”, 
Ven. Yung Guang expressed that artistic expressions such as music and dance are borderless and 
can purify the heart; an apt example would be the well-choreographed daily dance routines of 
the Cebu Detention and Rehabilitation Center, which not only help to promote fitness amongst 
inmates but also develop discipline and respect for orders. Mabuhay Temple has demonstrated 
how glocalization can involve recognizing the innate talent of Filipinos for music and dance, and 
actualizing potential through empowerment. For example, Antoinette, who played a leading role 
in the Siddhartha musical and had a background in music - she is currently pursuing a master’s 
degree in musicology in Manila - was tasked with teaching music to children from the neighboring 
Barangay 719 every Saturday. Her talent in music was not only recognized by the temple but 
also empowered; the temple allowed her to dictate how classes were organized, such as agreeing 
with her request to host auditions in order to narrow the pool of attendees so that lesser effort was 

17 See http://www.oprah.com/showinfo/The-Most-Talented-Girl-in-the-World 



257

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

necessary to groom them with the limited capacity of the temple. The essence of glocalization 
took on a new meaning in her case when the “local” enters the “global” stage; Antoinette recalled 
that when there were major performances in Taiwan with prominent dignitaries, Fo Guang Shan 
would invite her to represent not just the Philippines, but Fo Guang Shan as a whole which deeply 
touched her. 

4.2.4: Giving Convenience   
Ven. Master Hsing-yun established the objectives of Fo Guang Shan Humanistic Buddhism 

through the Four Gives: To give confidence, joy, hope and convenience;18 these also serve as the 
four working principles of the Buddha’s Light International Association (BLIA). Ven. Master’s 
ideal of giving convenience to people is manifested through localization of services at Mabuhay 
Temple. For example, even though some Dharma booklets are sold for ₱10 (less than S$1), 
they are still considered too exorbitant for many Filipino devotees or those interested to read the 
booklets. According to Aunty Mary, a full-time Taiwanese volunteer at Mabuhay Temple who 
had been based there for 19 years, the temple would always adjust to local situations by giving 
the booklets complementarily to those who cannot afford, or encouraging donations instead. 
In the case of Flora, she personally described Mabuhay Temple as a hotel which is opened to 
everybody regardless of their ethnicity or religious orientation; this can be seen through the 
temple’s own teahouse - a place for visitors to relax, enjoy the company of friends and sumptuous 
vegetarian food -as well as the wide-range of lifestyle and recreation activities available, unlike 
the architecture and activities of traditional Chinese Buddhist temples, which local Filipinos may 
feel reluctant to enter and participate.

4.3: Being a good kapwa: Mabuhay Temple, Barangay 719 and the Catholic Community
While studying at the Ateneo de Manila University in Quezon City, Metro Manila, I had 

the opportunity to attend the Jesuit university’s annual Ignatian Festival themed “Para Sa Kapwa” 
(for your neighbors).19 Being a good kapwa has always been a core value of the Ignatian or Jesuit 
spirituality, historically one of the more socially-minded Catholic Orders in the Philippines, as 
well as in the highly communal worldview and lifestyles of the Filipinos, where one’s kapwa may 
indeed be one’s own kin. The concept of being a good neighbor in ethno-culturally diverse Manila 
was something which was emphasized by Ven. Master Hsing-yun, as he encouraged Mabuhay 
Temple to be kind to their neighbors in “Buddha’s Light Shining Over the Philippines”. The 
concept of the neighbor can be derived from physical proximity, such as the neighboring slums 
of Barangay 719, as well as metaphorical, eg. Catholic churches and organizations in other parts 
of Manila. We will look at how Mabuhay Temple was able to culturally insert itself successfully 
18 Ven. Master Hsing-yun. The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. (2010). Los Angeles: Buddhas Light 

Publishing. 
19 More information about the Ignatian spirituality as well as video recordings of talks from the Ignatian 

Festival can be found at: http://www.admu.edu.ph/tags/ignatian-festival. 
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by playing the role of the good kapwa from its immediate physical neighbors as well as other 
members of the greater Philippine society.

Barangay 719 is a squatter community which is located along the same street as Mabuhay 
Temple; by squatting, we mean that these are slums which are constructed on land which does 
not belong to the community. Like many squatting communities in the Philippines, Barangay 
719’s residents experience poverty in their daily lives and socio-economic mobility is impeded by 
lack of access to education, sustainable livelihoods, as well as cultural traits like the isang kahig, 
isang tuka mentality which does not borne well for community development. From its initial 
establishment in 1992, Mabuhay Temple had interacted with and involved Barangay 719 in its 
activities in various ways. The temple was able to build friendship and trust through its charity 
works; every Pasko (Taglog for Christmas), Mabuhay Temple would set up a long table outside 
of the temple along Pablo Ocampo Sr. Street, where households from the barangay are invited to 
line up to receive donated commodities. 

Charity is not only limited to giving to the barangay, but also involving them in the act of 
giving; at the recent blood donation drive held at the temple in partnership with the Philippine Red 
Cross, members of the Barangay 719 spontaneously visited the temple to donate blood in order to 
make a difference to society.20 Responding to Ven. Master Hsing-yun’s advice to bring more young 
people to the temple, Mabuhay Temple devotes much effort to the welfare of the children from the 
barangay. Every week there would be English and Chinese language lessons based on the “Three 
Good Movement”, education opportunities which equip the children with practical skills such 
as languages as well as moral education. The children from the barangay are also taught about 
hygiene and cleanliness which they internalized by showering before visiting the temple, as well 
as participate in summer camps organized specially for them. An event which remain ingrained 
in the minds of 140 of the barangay villager, then-young children, was the dream-fulfilling trip to 
the Enchanted Kingdom theme park in Manila; Ven. Yung Guang brought them to the theme park 
which was the desire of many local children and paid for the ₱500 entrance fee which was a hefty 
amount of money for many of the families from Barangay 719.

Moving to a wider definition of kapwa, Mabuhay Temple was able to establish itself as a 
good neighbor alongside other religious groups, in particular Catholic churches and organizations 
despite its foreign origins. According to Aunty Mary, when Mabuhay Temple was first established, 
there was initially apprehension from another local Buddhist group. Ven. Yung Guang was able to 
build cordial relations with them by playing the role of a good kapwa, eg. by visiting their temple 
during Chinese New Year and inviting them as guests when Ven. Master Hsing-yun or other 
senior members of the Sangha visit Manila. Mabuhay Temple also developed close relations with 
the 400-year old Binondo Church or Minor Basilica of St. Lorenzo Ruiz in Manila’s Chinatown 
over the years, an affinity which was forged from the time of a former priest. The priest used to 

20 The blood donation drive was featured in the Manila Bulletin: http://ph.news.yahoo.com/mabuhay-
temple-blood-drive-215129113.html. 
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frequent Mabuhay Temple for vegetarian food due to his heart problems and the temple would 
always give him VIP treatment during his visits. In return, he invited Mabuhay Temple to be 
guests at the Binondo church’s anniversary and even allowed the temple’s devotees to chant the 
Heart Sutra in the church to pray for world peace. Likewise, Mabuhay Temple is often invited to 
represent Buddhism at interfaith sharing sessions hosted by Catholic groups due to the monastic’s 
proficiency in English; Cardinal Luis Antonio Tagle (the current Roman Catholic Archbishop of 
Manila) would invite members of the temple to his residence for morning conversations about 
faith. In fact, the same kapwa treatment is extended non-discriminatorily even to controversial 
societal figures, such as Imelda Marcos (wife of the former dictator of the Philippines during the 
Marshal Law era).

With these various examples of how Mabuhay Temple established itself as a good kapwa, 
we turn our attention to the temple’s relationship with the Philippine state, in particular through 
the Manila Hostage Crisis in 2010.

4.4: The Manila Hostage Crisis in 2010
The Philippines as a nation has a long history of strained relations with its ethnic Chinese 

neighbors in the north, as well as internal tensions with its Chinese community, which forms 
around 1.31% of the country’s total population in 2005.21 During a particular year in Joseph 
Estrada’s term as the Vice-President of the Philippines (1992 - 1998), many ethnic Chinese were 
abducted due to racial tensions; Estrada later invited many religious groups to pray for peace, 
including Mabuhay Temple. Just recently on May 9, 2013, a shooting incident involving the 
Taiwanese fishing boat Guang Da Xing No. 28 and a Philippine Coast Guard patrol boat resulted 
in the death of a Taiwanese fisherman, causing a bilateral standoff between the Taiwanese and 
Philippine government. Arguably the single incident which had the gravest consequences - in 
terms of casualty and diplomatic furor - was the Manila Hostage Crisis in 2010.22 

The fateful incident took place in downtown Manila on August 23, 2010. Rolando 
Mendoza, a former senior inspector who was dismissed for charges of extortion, had hijacked a 
tour bus carrying 22 tourists from Hong Kong near the historical site of Intramuros. Mendoza later 
directed the tour bus to the Qurino grandstand near Luneta Park, where unsuccessful negotiations 
took place between the authorities and the gunman. Tragedy befell after a 10-hour standoff, as an 
aggravated Mendoza eventually opened fire, killing 8 hostages and leaving several others injured. 
The bloodbath resulted in an escalation of tensions between the newly-installed Aquino regime 
and the Hong Kong government, which accused the former for poor crisis management and issued 

21 Percentage is derived from the Overseas Community Affairs Council, Republic of China (Taiwan)’s 
report “The Ranking of Ethnic Chinese Population” (accessible at: http://www.ocac.gov.tw/english/
public/public.asp?selno=1163&no=1163&level=B as of October 13, 2013. Latest official figures are 
unavailable, as the Census of Philippines does not collect demographic data on ethnicity. 

22 A full report of the Guang Da Xing No. 28 incident can be found at http://www.abs-cbnnews.com/
focus/08/07/13/full-report-shooting-taiwanese-fisherman. 
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a “black” travel warning against the Philippines.23 
On the morning of August 24, 2010, the very next day following the bloodbath, a group 

of robe-donning monastics was seen chanting and making tablets near the Quirino grandstand. 
They were none other than the Venerables of Mabuhay Temple, who had taken their own initiative 
to pray for departed Hong Kong tourists, many who were Buddhists. This unannounced act of 
compassion not only helped to appease the grief of the deceased’ families, but also served as a 
gesture of goodwill amidst rapidly escalating tensions between national communities on both side 
of the South China Sea. Aunty Mary remarked that while Mabuhay Temple’s good relationship 
with the Philippine government was built up over time, recognition for the former visibly increased 
after the incident in 2010. The government later arranged for monastics from Mabuhay Temple to 
pray for the victims alongside representatives from Catholic churches and organizations. I attest 
that the temple’s involvement helped to salvage the hiya of the new Aquino government, which 
was facing immense pressure from both international and domestic community.

It is imperative to remind the reader again that the positive relationship between Mabuhay 
Temple and the local government was not fostered overnight through a single crisis, but rather 
testify to the culmination of the former’s efforts to prove itself as part of the national pamilya 
in the eyes of the latter. For example, Mabuhay Temple helps in disaster relief by dispatching 
vanguard teams to understand situations at disaster sites and carefully selecting beneficiaries 
based on needs - eg. on the basis of whether there is already other organizations providing relief. 
In an archipelago prone to various forms of natural catastrophes and where the central state 
often cannot respond immediately to local needs, it is necessary for it to work hand-in-hand 
with organizations like Mabuhay Temple to ensure that help would be available when necessary. 
Furthermore, Mabuhay Temple is an organization which offers help in a low-profile manner and 
with little ulterior motives or desire for recognition; Aunty Mary shared about an incident when 
several Fo Guang Ren attempted to deliver relief rice to Filipinos in the Bicol region affected by 
the eruption of Mt. Mayon. Arriving after an overnight journey, they were arrested and detained 
by local police who suspected illegal sale of rice. The misunderstanding was only resolved after 
Venerables arrived to clarify with the police. This incident is testament to Mabuhay’s low profile 
service to the community without seeking official recognition, undoubtedly a characteristic 
which the local leadership would find endearing in a country where many NGOs’ operations are 
motivated by ulterior agenda of stakeholders.

Recognizing the Mabuhay Temple as an excellent platform for holistic education for 
practical knowledge and spiritual cultivation, the Department of Education has also invited the 
temple to co-organize summer and training camps for teachers, as well as develop new curriculums 
and teaching materials for the newly-introduced K-12 programme, such as incorporating “Three 

23 The summary of the incident is constructed using news articles from http://www.abs-cbnnews.com/
nation/08/23/10/bus-driver-escapes-claims-hostages-all-dead and http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
asia-pacific-11067310. 
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Acts of Goodness” into classrooms. It is education which we will now turn to in examine how 
imparting knowledge and wisdom has allowed Mabuhay Temple to culturally insert itself into the 
local society.

4.5: Spiritual Education, Mobility and the Youth
The first stirring of nationalism in colonial Philippines could be found in early illustrados’ 

promotion of education; Dr. Jose Rizal, the national hero of the Philippines, was a strong advocate 
of the education of his people himself and opened a school for children in Dapitan, Mindanao 
in the final years before his execution.24 Ven. Master Hsing-yun envisioned “cultivating talents 
through education” (以教育培养人才) and “promoting Buddhism through culture” (以文化

弘扬佛法). Under Ven. Master’s auspices, 4 universities had been established across different 
countries - University of the West (formerly Hsi Lai University) in the United States, Nan Tien 
Institute in Australia, Fo Guang University and Nanhua University in Taiwan. A fifth one is to 
be established in the Philippines - the Fo Guang College (世间解大学), which Mabuhay Temple 
hopes to accept its first batch of students by June 2014.25 Before the formal establishment of the 
new university which is currently awaiting approval from the Philippine Department of Education, 
Mabuhay Temple has been promoting Ven. Master Hsing-yun’s vision of school-izing (学校化) 

the temple, through a range of education and cultural related activities, especially for youth; we 
will look at how expanded education opportunities through Mabuhay Temple not only enabled 
many local Filipino youths to acquire new knowledge and spiritual direction in life, but also 
served as a channel for socio-economic mobility for many coming from poor backgrounds with 
little accessibility to education. One of the temples’ latest education project is a mobile library 
which allows children from barangay to gain access to the 3000 copies of book donated to the 
temples by devotees and sponsors. 

The Budhi Learning institute is one of the flagship of education in Mabuhay Temple; the 
1-year programme aims to equip participants, who come from as far as Zamboanga in Mindanao, 
with vocational skills such as vegetarian cooking, housekeeping, front office service and 
languages, as well as spiritual cultivation through Humanistic Buddhism and meditation classes. 
Antoinette commented that many graduates of the programme have since found employment 
beyond Mabuhay Temple and become financially independent; this is in line with the temple’s 
objective of going beyond monetary help to promote self reliance and livelihood improvement 
through education - that is teaching a man how to fish, rather than giving him the fish. Besides, 
the holistic education also seeks to address some negative character traits of the Filipinos such 
as the isang kahig, isang tuka mentality. For example, being a relatively new temple, Mabuhay 

24 See the section on Rizal and the Education of His People from “Schumacher, J. N. (1997). The 
Propaganda Movement, 1880-1895: the creators of a Filipino consciousness, the makers of 
revolution. Manila: Ateneo de Manila University Press.”

25 See “佛光山第5所大学 菲律宾佛光山世间解大学 明年设校招生” at http://www.foyuan.net/
article-874728-1.html. 
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Temple still struggles with monthly expenses like utilities bill and free meals for devotees. Hence, 
the temple staff would orient the Budhi students on how to save resources, instead of expending 
recklessly due to availability at present, eg. switching on certain lights only when necessary. An 
education which not only promotes growth in knowledge, but also help to develop wisdom and 
good habits is one which students and their parents at Mabuhay Temple appreciates. 

In fact, it is not far-fetched to argue that many beneficiaries of the temple have since 
developed a feeling of utang na loob, explaining why Flora and Ariel (both graduates from the Budhi 
programme) have opted to remain at the Water Drop Teahouse to volunteer full-time instead of 
seeking employment with their newly-acquired skills and qualifications. Ariel expressed gratitude 
to the temple for helping him to be less reliant on his parents and overcoming his previous habit 
of drinking alcohol regularly, whereas Flora was able to shake off the “Filipino Time” mentality 
and learn to be more punctual in attending to daily activities. In addition, the sense of utang is 
deepened through the social mobility promoted through education. Through Mabuhay Temple, 
Flora is able to accumulate her personal savings from the monthly allowance of ₱1000 and travel 
to Taiwan to participate in Fo Guang Shan activities; these are luxuries which were not accessible 
to her previously as a high school graduate who could not afford university education. There are 
many opportunities available for her after joining FGS which made her unwilling to leave yet, eg. 
another batch-mate is studying at a university in Taiwan. Unlike many other youths whom she 
described as tambay-ing (hanging out) on the streets, she is currently processing an application to 
learn culinary skills at an F&B institution in Taiwan, a move which would likely lead to improved 
career prospects and economic mobility. Evidently, Mabuhay Temple, whether consciously or 
unconsciously, was able to tap on to Filipino’s notion of utang na loob to facilitate commitment 
to personal socio-economic mobility through education.

On first look, Budhi programme’s curriculum structure may come across as culturally 
insensitive; Mabuhay Temple appears to be imposing its Humanistic Buddhist philosophy onto 
enrolled students who mostly come from a Roman Catholic background and addressing local 
“inadequacies” from an outsider point of view. However, local Filipinos whom I conversed 
with at the temple thought otherwise; Flora expressed that Humanistic Buddhist values such as 
harmony and non-attachment could be easily related to the idea of pagkakaisa (Tagalog for “to 
be one”). According to her, learning non-attachment allow Filipinos to extend their perception 
of the pamilya towards a wider group of people, thereby reducing feelings of discrimination and 
suffering. In another case, the “Three Acts of Goodness” Campaign (or “Say good words, do 
good deeds, and think good thoughts”) promoted by Mabuhay Temple in its many educational 
activities such as English classes for the children from Barangay 719 and Budhi programme is 
universal in nature. As taught by Ven. Master Hsing-yun, “[Humanistic] Buddhism is a religion 
for human beings, and the regard for human concerns is very much at the root of this religion”; 
Humanistic Buddhist values advocated by Mabuhay Temple are able to cater to the needs of 
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Filipinos despite differences in religion and ethnicity.26 For example, in a booklet of “Three Acts 
of Goodness” songs, both English and Tagalog songs are incorporated and song lyrics make no 
references to any Buddhist terminologies. Yet, these songs exemplify the spirit of Humanistic 
Buddhism’s ideal to learn the Dharma through practice. An example of one of such songs is “I 
Can Make a Difference”:
I can make a difference 
Little steps at a time
Kindness here; smiles there
Joviality everywhere

I Can Make a Difference (“Do Good Deeds” song)

Building on the notion of localization discussed in an earlier section, the employment of 
universality in educational materials has helped to project Mabuhay Temple as an organization 
which tries to help with cultural sensitivity without forcibly imposing overtly foreign elements. 

Chapter 5 - Conclusions
Happiness and peace come from compassion and tolerance.
Happiness and peace comes from altruism and selflessness.

(Ven. Master Hsing-yun, 2012 BLIA General Conference Keynote Speech)

In the research paper above, I examined how a foreign religious organization like Mabuhay 
Temple - being Buddhist and of Taiwanese-origins - was able to insert itself culturally into the 
Philippines and contribute significantly to both the worldly and spiritual development of the local 
society, by employing the dynamics of localization and glocalization. Specifically, I discussed 
how this is accomplished through its organizational structure, promoting harmony and tolerance, 
recognizing and empowering local talents and putting into practice Ven. Master Hsing-yun’s ideal 
of giving convenience to others. In the process, the temple was able to forge cordial relations with 
its immediate and extended kapwa, from the neighboring barangays, to Catholic groups and the 
Philippine state government. The case study of the Manila Hostage Crisis in 2010 exemplified 
how compassion and altruism can be applied to offer spiritual relief and alleviate diplomatic 
tensions during times of crises. Finally, we observed how various education initiatives pursued 
by Mabuhay Temple propagated Fo Guang Humanistic Buddhism’s emphasis on education, and 
resulted in socioeconomic mobility and spiritual development for devotees and beneficiaries.

As discussed in Chapter 3 of this paper, cultural insertion would not have been possible if 
Humanistic Buddhism had not reconciled with local cultures - in this case, Sikolohiyang Pilipino, 

26 Ven. Master Hsing-yun (2008). The Fundamental Concepts of Humanistic Buddhism. Hacienda 
Heights, CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 
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which shapes the way Filipino respond to an initial “outsider” like the Mabuhay Temple. By 
employing a ground-up approach which emphasizes the understanding of the vernacular and 
cultural sensitivity, good-willed individuals and international NGOs will be in a better position to 
create positive impacts in local communities. In a rapidly globalizing world where advancements 
in communication and transportation technologies render even the most enclosed cultures 
susceptible to the inflow of foreign ideas, there is often ambivalence and fear of the “Other”. 
Whether one is a religious organization like Mabuhay Temple which aspires to propagate the 
teachings of the Buddha in capital-city of the Philippines, or a backpacking traveler arriving 
in a new destination, these emotions of ambivalence and fear can be dissolved by applying the 
values of compassion and tolerance, and altruism and selflessness, leading to greater happiness 
and peace for all.
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Localization of Humanistic Buddhism in Australia: 
Nan Tien Temple as example

Wai, Wei Wei (Joey)

Abstract

When Humanistic Buddhism is being brought to a new country, inevitably, it will change 
and adapt to the local culture and needs of the local people. For Australia, it all began in 1989 
when the first venerable was sent to Australia with a mission to build a temple at Wollongong. 
Master Hsing Yun has the vision that within twenty to thirty years, the overseas FGS branch 
temples will be in charge by the local people of that country.

NTT has always been keen on localizing Humanistic Buddhism. In order to ‘localize’, 
it has to appeal to the local people in its surrounding areas, which consist of mostly ‘Western 
Australians’. In the years of my involvement I have encountered many ‘Western Australians’ who 
are interested in and keen to learn about Buddhism. Others come to volunteer and contribute. 
Unfortunately, many of them come and go, but never stay until they become ‘Long-term Devotees’. 
I have always wondered why they do not stay on.

If these ‘Western Australians’ were to stay on, what would be the reasons or contributing 
factors? To me, if NTT would like to successfully localize then it would need to appeal to ‘Local 
People’. I think it is important for ‘Western Australians’ to become ‘Long-term Devotees’ because, 
in my opinion, the number of ‘Western Australians’ that become ‘Long-term Devotees’ could be 
one of the success indicators for localization of Humanistic Buddhism. To the very least, I think it 
is a step forward. As NTT is approaching its twentieth next year, it seems there is a gap between 
reality and Master Hsing Yun’s vision.

If we look at how well NTT localizes and the number of ‘Long-term Devotees’ as an 
indication, then NTT still has a long way to go. At NTT, the current ‘Long-term Devotees’ we 
find are either devotees from Sydney branch temples or they are mostly of Chinese ethnic. Having 
said that, there are some ‘Western Australians’ that come to volunteer on regular basis, and those 
that work at NTT. Question is how many of them are currently the ‘Long-term Devotees’ of 
NTT? These two groups are the focus of my thesis research. I want to find out what do ‘Western 
Australians’ find challenging and why are they struggling to become ‘Long-term Devotees’? 
Given that some of these ‘Western Australians’ have stuck around for a long time now, I want to 
look at what has worked and what needs improvement from the perspectives of these ‘Western 
Australians’. Hence find the links in becoming ‘Long-term Devotees’ for ‘Western Australians’.

This thesis research hopes to achieve three purposes. One is to discuss the challenges for 
the ‘Western Australians’ that are currently volunteering and working at NTT. Two is to find out 
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how will ‘Western Australians’ stay on to become ‘Long-term Devotees’. Three is to provide 
guidelines to localize Humanistic Buddhism for FGS branch temples in Australia with a focus on 
‘Western Australians.’ In conclusion, I will make reference to Master Hsing Yun’s ‘Thirty-year 
plan’ of localization to evaluate NTT.

Keywords:  Localization, Humanistic Buddhism in Australia, Nan Tien Temple, Fo Guang 
Shan, Master Hsing Yun

Abbreviations

BLIA Buddha’s Light International Association

FGS Fo Guang Shan

NTT Nan Tien Temple

NTI Nan Tien Institute

Chapter 1:  Introduction

This first chapter will begin with a brief background on Nan Tien Temple, define some 
terms used in the context of this thesis, followed by the research purpose and problem statements.

1.1. Brief Background on Nan Tien Temple

Nan Tien Temple (NTT) is one of the branch temples of FGS, located at Berkeley in 
Wollongong of New South Wales, Australia. The words “Nan Tien” in Chinese literally mean 
“Paradise of the South”.1 

Completed in 1995 and officially opened on 8th October, NTT claimed to be the largest 
Buddhist temple in the southern hemisphere at that time. In order for ‘the light of the Buddha will 
shine everywhere and that the waters of the Dharma will flow forever’, the complex of NTT has 
been constructed to promote cultural exchange between the East and West, the North and South.2

Since the opening, NTT has become a place for local and international tourists acting as 
an important cultural center for bringing together different cultures3. The NTT has embraced the 
Buddhist tradition with a garden filled with trees, shrubs and plants. This is to represent the living 

1 From the booklet of 2012 International Youth Seminar on Life and Ch’an
2 Edited by Smith, Barry. Nan Tien Temple – Paradise of the Southern Hemisphere, Rala International 

Pty Ltd, 1995 
3  http://www.nantien.org.au/en/about/about-us.asp [Retrieved on 16th November 2012] 
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quarters of the Buddha and his disciples. Most were set in a quiet peaceful environment, encircled 
by trees, shrubs and flowers. Adjacent to the temple, more than 10,000 Australian native trees and 
shrubs have been planted extensively in the garden area.4

1.2. Definitions of Terms

There are a few terms that I will be using in the context of this thesis research. The first term 
is ‘Localization’. According to Collins online dictionary, the word ‘localize’ means, “To make 
or become local in attitude, behavior, etc.”5 Therefore, for this thesis, ‘Localization’ means, “the 
becoming of local in attitude, behavior and so on.”

The second term is ‘Local People’. The Oxford online dictionary defines ‘local’ as “relating 
or restricted to a particular area or one’s neighborhood.”6 Hence, ‘Local People’ means “the people 
that live in the neighboring areas of Nan Tien Temple” for this thesis.

The third term is ‘Western Australian.’ According to the Oxford online dictionary, the word 
‘Western’ means, “living in or originating from the West, in particular Europe or the United 
States.” 7 The second word is ‘Australian’. Collins online dictionary defines it as “a native or 
inhabitant of Australia.”8 In this thesis, ‘Western Australian’ means “a person who is a native 
Australian whose ancestors are originally from the West.” In other words, ‘Western Australian’ to 
me is someone who does not speak or understand Chinese and is not from an Asian ethnic.

The fourth term is ‘Long-term Devotee’. According to Collins online dictionary, ‘long-
term’ means, “lasting, staying, or extending over a long time.”9 The Oxford online dictionary 
defines ‘devotee’ as “a strong believer in a particular religion or god.” 10 When used in the context 
of this thesis, it means “a person who has a lasting belief in the teachings of the Buddha.” Hence, 
‘Long-term Devotee’ is a devotee of FGS in the context of this thesis.

1.3. Purpose

For this thesis research, the focus is on ‘Western Australians’ and there are three purposes. 
4 Edited by Smith, Barry. Nan Tien Temple – Paradise of the Southern Hemisphere, Rala International 

Pty Ltd, 1995
5 http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/localize?showCookiePolicy=true [Retrieved on 

6th May 2013]
6 http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/local?q=local [Retrieved on 6th May 2013]
7 http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/western?q=western [Retrieved on 6th May 2013]
8 http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/australian?showCookiePolicy=true [Retrieved on 

6th May 2013]
9  http://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/long-term?showCookiePolicy=true [Retrieved 

on 6th May 2013]  
10 http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/devotee?q=devotee [Retrieved on 6th May 2013]
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First purpose is to discuss the challenges for the ‘Western Australians’ that are currently 
volunteering and working at NTT. Second purpose is to find out how will ‘Western Australians’ 
stay on to become ‘Long-term Devotees’. Third purpose is to provide guidelines to localize 
Humanistic Buddhism for FGS branch temples in Australia with a focus on ‘Western Australians’. 
This is with the assumption that whatever speaks for NTT, it would be the same or similar for 
other FGS branch temples in Australia.

1.4. Problem Statement

If we look at how well NTT localizes and the number of ‘Long-term Devotees’ as an 
indication, then NTT still has a long way to go. At NTT, the current ‘Long-term Devotees’ we 
find are either devotees from Sydney branch temples or they are mostly of Chinese ethnic. Having 
said that, there are some ‘Western Australians’ that come to volunteer on regular basis, and those 
that work at NTT. Question is how many of them are currently the ‘Long-term Devotees’ of 
NTT? These two groups are the focus of my thesis research. I want to find out what do ‘Western 
Australians’ find challenging and why are they struggling to become ‘Long-term Devotees’? 
Given that some of these ‘Western Australians’ have stuck around for a long time now, I want to 
look at what has worked and what needs improvement from the perspectives of these ‘Western 
Australians’. Hence find the links in becoming ‘Long-term Devotees’ for ‘Western Australians’.

Chapter 2:  Localizing Humanistic Buddhism in Australia

In this chapter, I shall begin with the history of Buddhism in Australia, followed by the 
localization of Humanistic Buddhism in general and then further discussing about localizing 
Humanistic Buddhism in Australia.

2.1. The History of Buddhism in Australia

In many Asian countries, Buddhism has long history whereas its development in Australia 
has barely begun.11 Croucher wrote a thorough historical account of Buddhism in Australia from 
1848 to 1988. He said claims were made that certain Aboriginal rock-paintings portrayed the 
Buddha. Thus there is a possibility that the history of Buddhism dates back further for Australia.12

It might be best to use Spuler’s analysis and Abeyagunawardena’s overview to talk about 
Buddhism in Australia. Quoted from Barker and Rocha’s introduction of their book, the key periods 

11 Spuler, Michelle. Developments in Australian Buddhism – Facets of the diamond, Routledge Curzon, 
London, 2003     

12 Croucher, Paul. Buddhism in Australia 1848-1988, New South Wales, University Press, Australia, 1989
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of Buddhism in Australia can be divided into six.13 The first period is called ‘Immigrant origins’, 
where Chinese and Sri Lankan immigrants began to arrive in 1848 bringing Buddhism with them 
to Australia. The second period is called ‘The first organizations’, where the first Anglo-Australian 
organizations were formed in 1925. The third period is called ‘The first visits by teachers’. The 
first Buddhist teacher arrived in 1952 was an American-born nun, then other visits followed and 
more organizations were set up. The fourth period is called ‘The first residential teachers and 
establishment of monasteries’, where the first Buddhist monastery with a Sri Lankan monk as 
its resident was formed in Katoomba, New South Wales in 1971. Soon after followed by other 
monasteries. The fifth period is called ‘Rapid Asian immigration and increasing diversification of 
traditions’, where refugees from Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam arrived in huge numbers after the 
phasing out of the White Australia Policy in the 1970s and with the end of Vietnam War around 
1974-5. The sixth period is ‘The emergence of ecumenical Buddhist societies’. Starting with the 
initiation of the Buddhist Council of Brisbane in 1982, non-sectarian societies were formed to 
achieve common objectives and to create a visible and active appearance in the community.14

2.2. Localization of Humanistic Buddhism  

This section will begin with describing the ideals and methods of localization, followed by 
a discussion on localizing around the globe.

2.2.1. Ideals and Methods of Localization

During the “First Meeting of the 3rd Board of Directors of the Buddha’s Light International 
Association” in 2001, Master Hsing Yun proposed the “Four Transformations” for localization of 
Buddhism. One is “Humanize Buddhism” (佛法人间化). That means, the Buddha’s teachings are 
being practiced in our daily living. Two is “Culturally improve our lives” (生活书香化). Three is 
“To install equality in monastic and lay societies” (僧信平等化). Four is “To promote localization 
of monastic establishments” (寺院本土化), which means all of the temples and Dharma centers 
have come from joint effort of followers from FGS and BLIA members, they do not belong to a 
single person, instead it constitutes the shared wealth of all involved. A wish for all the branch 
temples of FGS around the world will be “localized” within twenty to thirty years.15

With regards to localization, Master Hsing Yun formulated a thirty-year long-term plan 

13 Barker, Michelle and Rocha, Cristina. Buddhism in Australia: Traditions in Change, Routledge, London 
and New York, 2011

14 Barker, Michelle and Rocha, Cristina. Buddhism in Australia: Traditions in Change, Routledge, London 
and New York, 2011, pp. 2-3 

15 Fu, Zhiying. Bright Star Luminous Cloud: The Life of a Simple Monk, Buddha’s Light Publishing, 
Hacienda Heights, 2008, pp. 153-4
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according to Fu.16 However, in a report written by Venerable Miao Yi (妙益) on localization 
in Hsi Lai Temple, in her conclusion she wrote that the thirty-year plan was proposed from the 
concepts of “Four Transformations.” 17Therefore, there seems to be a discrepancy. However, it 
would be fair to say that even though it was not formulated specifically from Master Hsing Yun, 
any “global” type of plan instigated would need to be approved by him. Hence, it is not conflicting 
to say that the thirty-year plan is brought forward by Master Hsing Yun.

The thirty-year plan is divided into three ten-year periods. First ten-year period is about 
course study and training, which involves training local people in the study of the essential 
knowledge about temple affairs, for instance the administration of Dharma functions and how 
to welcome and converse with guests. Also they are to be given constructive criticism for their 
practical training, this will sow the seeds for training a monastic or lay staff in the next ten years. 
Second ten-year period is about on-the-job training. Having done the practical training, the local 
staff (monastics and lay members) will be able to take on their duties, including the work of 
administration and Dharma propagation. Third ten-year period is the choice of candidates for the 
role of abbot/abbess and manager. By then, it is hoped that local monastics or lay members will 
step out of their basic jobs and staff positions to take on the responsibilities of abbot/abbess and 
director.18

Looking ahead into the future, Master Hsing Yun knows that there is much to go between 
the vision and practicality. There is maybe another one hundred years of steady cultivation that 
lie ahead if Buddhism were to integrate into every country’s mainstream culture, and further 
establish its own sense of presence. The first priority for this undertaking is going from Buddhism’s 
internationalization to “Buddhism’s localization.”19

During the 10th BLIA General Conference in 2004, Master Hsing Yun gave guidance on 
localization. He said, “The local adaptation that I am advocating is benevolent, friendly, harmonious 
and enhancing. It does not involve rejection or denial.” Also, he suggested that all BLIA members 
that migrate and reside overseas to be prepared to settle down, embrace wholeheartedly, and 
recognize that they are part of the new country. Furthermore, Master Hsing Yun stressed the 
importance of respecting local cultures. It might be acceptable to introduce Chinese culture but 
never try to subjugate or replace other’s cultures. Successful propagation of Buddhism depends 
on how well we adapt to local needs and cultures. The goal of Buddhism is to encourage unity, 

16 Fu, Zhiying. Bright Star Luminous Cloud: The Life of a Simple Monk, Buddha’s Light Publishing, 
Hacienda Heights, 2008, p. 156

17 妙益法师《从佛光山美国西来寺看佛教本土化》, 普门学报, 第24期, 2004年11月. 
 (Venerable Miao Yi, “From Fo Guang Shan Hsi Lai Temple in view of localization of 

Buddhism”, Universal Gate Buddhist Journal 24 (November 2004) 
18 Fu, Zhiying. Bright Star Luminous Cloud: The Life of a Simple Monk, Buddha’s Light Publishing, 

Hacienda Heights, 2008, pp. 156-7 
19 Ibid, pp. 152-3 
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co-existence, co-operation, mutual survival and achievement.20

In order to make sure that the seeds of Buddhism are deeply planted, and bringing happiness 
to the whole world with all beings of differing language, culture and skin colors, we need to apply 
a capacity of unselfishness to transcend the boundaries of races and nations. Hence, it is about 
“giving” not “taking”. Master Hsing Yun hoped that when every member of FGS arrives at any of 
the Dharma centers around the world it will be like coming back to one’s own home.21

2.3. Localizing in Australia 

This section describes the causes and conditions for Master Hsing Yun’s decision to 
establish Humanistic Buddhism in Australia, and the journey it took for the completion of NTT.

2.3.1. Stepping into Australia

Master Hsing Yun says that Australia is “the last pure land on earth”. Indeed, it is an 
environmentally friendly country. The Australian government will preserve the best land for 
parks. Furthermore, the interaction between humans and animals is also friendly. At the beaches, 
we often see that large fish would swim close to the shore to play with people; birds would fly to 
rest on people’s shoulders, and the people would feed them.22

However, they were not the impressions Master Hsing Yun had when he first heard about 
Australia. Due to the ‘White Australia Policy’ under the British rulings, as well as his lack of 
knowledge about Australia, even though many devotees had requested Master Hsing Yun to build 
a temple in Australia, he never agreed. It was not until, after the ‘White Australia Policy’ was 
removed and people of different nationalities began to migrate to Australia, and multiculturalism 
started to form. Also for the first time when Master Hsing Yun visited Australia, he completely 
changed his perception.23

It was after his visit that Master Hsing Yun decided to establish Buddhism in Australia. 
During the developmental stage, with the support of the government as well as the acceptance of 
Buddhism among the people, Humanistic Buddhism was able to quickly set its roots in Australia.24 

20 星云大师《自觉与行佛》, 普门学报, 第24期, 2004年9月. (Master Hsing Yun, “Self-awareness and 
Practicing the Buddha’s Way”, Universal Gate Buddhist Journal 23 (September 2004)

21 Fu, Zhiying. Bright Star Luminous Cloud: The Life of a Simple Monk, Buddha’s Light Publishing, 
Hacienda Heights, 2008, p. 157 

22 Translated from Master Hsing Yun’s book on Buddhist Affinities Across 100 Years, published by Fo 
Guang Shan Board of Directors in 2013, p. 221 

23 Translated from Master Hsing Yun’s book on Buddhist Affinities Across 100 Years, published by Fo 
Guang Shan Board of Directors in 2013, p. 220 

24 Ibid, p. 222
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Establishing a new temple is not easy, let alone being the first to set foot in Australia on 
behalf of Humanistic Buddhism, Venerable Yung Quan was assigned to take on such a task. Not 
long after her arrival in 1989, Venerable Yung Quan settled at Brighton Le Sands in Sydney 
suburb setting up the ‘first FGS temple’ in Australia. Not long after, the so-called ‘first FGS 
temple’ was moved to Chinatown on Sussex St in the Council’s Building, and later named “IBAA 
Sydney”. In 1990, Nan Tien Vihara was established during the construction of NTT, and served 
as a residential place. Venerable Hsin Ding told Master Hsing Yun that there is a need for another 
place for devotees to cultivate. Therefore, IBAA Parramatta (located in the west of Sydney) was 
established in 1991. When Master Hsing Yun visited Sydney in 1989, a devotee from Brisbane 
also requested for a temple to be built. As a result, Chung Tian Temple was established in 1993. 
As the devotees of FGS grew, there needed to be branch temples in different parts of Sydney. 
Hence, IBAA Chatswood (located in the north of Sydney) was established in 1994, and eventually 
IBAA Hurstville (located in the south of Sydney) was also founded in 1999. In the same year, 
IBAA Parramatta was rebuilt and reopened in 2000.

Apart from New South Wales and Queensland, Western Australia soon caught up with the 
trend. IBAWA was founded in 1995, the same year as the opening of NTT. That trend continued to 
spread to Victoria. In 1994 Fo Guang Shan Melbourne was established in Yarraville. In the same 
year, Fo Guang Yuan Art Gallery was founded in the Melbourne City. In order to initiate Buddhist 
cultural activities, the Fo Guang Yuan Box Hill was established in 2001. Moving up north to Gold 
Coast World Buddhist Studies Centre, it used to be a Meditation Center that served as a resting 
place for BLIA members. Gold Coast is a place with great sceneries, its environment is fresh and 
relaxing, hence it is very suitable for artists and scholars. Therefore, in 2005 Master Hsing Yun 
decided to turn this ‘resting place’ into the Gold Coast World Buddhist Studies Centre. Coming 
back down to Victoria, in 2011, the Fo Guang Yuan Box Hill was rebuilt and reopened on 10th 
November 2012. It was then renamed as ‘Fo Guang Shan Er You Temple’.

Table 2-1: Opening of FGS Branch Temples in Australia

Year of Opening Branch Temple State Location
1990 IBAA Sydney 雪梨佛光

New South Wales
Sydney

1990 Nan Tien Vihara 南天精舍 Berkeley
1991 IBAA Parramatta 南天讲堂 Parramatta
1993 Chung Tian Temple 中天寺 Queensland Priestdale
1994 IBAA Chatswood  北雪梨佛光缘 New South Wales Chatswood

1994 Fo Guang Shan Melbourne
墨尔本佛光山 Victoria Yarraville

1995 Nan Tien Temple南天寺 New South Wales Berkeley
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1995 IBAWA 西澳道场 Western Australia Maylands

1996 Fo Guang Yuan Art Gallery 
墨尔本佛光缘

Victoria Melbourne

1999 IBAA Hurstville 南雪梨佛光缘 New South Wales Hurstville
2001 Fo Guang Yuan Box Hill 博士佛光缘 Victoria Box Hill

2005 Gold Coast World Buddhist Studies 
Centre 黄金海岸世界佛学研究中心

Queensland Gold Coast

2011
Fo Guang Shan Er You Temple 尔有寺 

(Formerly Fo Guang Yuan Box Hill)
Victoria Box Hill

Table 2-1 shows the year of opening for each FGS branch temple in Australia.

2.3.2. The Establishment of NTT and its Roles Today

How did Master Hsing Yun decide to propagate the Dharma in Australia? It began in 1989 
with a Chinese permanent resident of Australia that lives in Wollongong. She visited Taiwan 
and invited FGS to build a temple back in Wollongong. A year later, there was a conference 
initiated by China Steel Corporation (CSC) held at FGS. Frank Arkell, being the president of BHP 
and lord mayor of Wollongong, attended that conference. After the tour and knowing about the 
propagation works of FGS, Frank Arkell was delighted.25 He heard about the multimillion-dollar 
temple being built in the United States by FGS, and he saw the potential boost in tourism if such 
a temple is built in Wollongong.26 Hence he too suggested that a temple is built in Australia to 
develop Buddhism.27

With such a good opportunity, Master Hsing Yun sent Venerable Tzu Jung (President of the 
monastery’s Supervisory Council at that time), together with Venerable Yung Miao, to observe 
and look into Wollongong. Master Hsing Yun was concerned with their safety but what they came 
back to report was ‘it is safe society, down to earth citizens, a very environmentally friendly 
place.’ That was nothing like how Master Hsing Yun had imagined.28

Being part of the team at that time, Venerable Yung Dong remembers writing the proposal for 
submission to the Council. She shares that one of the purposes of NTT was to create employment 
in the local areas. This is truly the case, as we can see today, at NTT there are local people being 
employed there.
25 Translated from Master Hsing Yun’s book on Buddhist Affinities Across 100 Years, published by Fo 

Guang Shan Board of Directors, 2013, pp. 222-3 
26 Chandler, Stuart. Establishing a Pure Land on Earth – The Foguang Buddhist Perspective on 

Modernization and Globalization, University of Hawaii Press, Honolulu, 2004, p. 287
27 Translated from Master Hsing Yun’s book on Buddhist Affinities Across 100 Years, published by Fo 

Guang Shan Board of Directors, 2013, p. 223 
28  Ibid. 
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NTT was completed in 1995, and on 8th October marked its official opening ceremony. 
After nineteen years, NTT has taken on different roles in the community. Although it might be 
difficult to say for sure how many roles NTT has, at least there are five that appear to be more 
obvious. One is the role of a tourist attraction. Many people have visited NTT, not only those in 
the local areas but those from around the world. Two is a place where they can learn. Many of 
them have come to join the classes or retreats. Not only do they learn about Buddhism, but Tai 
Chi classes have become popular too. Three is the role of an educator. The venerables at NTT 
have been going to primary schools to teach Buddhism since 2007. Four is the role of a counselor. 
Many people having difficult times in life or going through some personal issues have come to 
NTT to seek help and support. Five is a place where they come to contribute. The volunteers 
that come are not necessarily Buddhists, they are happy to provide their service regardless of 
difference in beliefs.

Chapter 3:  Research method

This thesis research is a qualitative research. Qualitative research entails the studied use and 
gathering different types of first-hand materials such as case study, life story, personal experience, 
interview, and so on.29 In this research, written surveys and in-depth semi-structured interviews 
have been used for data collection. Other methods and approaches involved are participant 
observation and interpretative analysis.

In the following, the details of the sampling group will be described as well as how the 
sample groups are coded.

3.1. Details of Sample Groups 

There are three sample groups chosen for this research. The first group is the current active 
volunteers. Second group is long-term permanent staff. Third group is venerables (Buddhist nuns). 
In total, thirteen people have been included in the sample group: three of them are volunteers; four 
of them are staff; and six venerables. The characteristics of these groups are presented in Table 3, 
Table 4 and Table 5.

There is no special filtering or criteria for the candidate selection of each sample group. 
However, the only criterion for both volunteer and staff group is that they are ‘Western Australians’. 
This is intended as my thesis research is focusing on the perspectives of ‘Western Australians’. 
There is no special selection for venerables apart from that they are in key roles.

29 Denzin, Norman K. and Lincoln, Yvonna S. The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research, Thousand 
Oaks, CA, 2005 
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Table 3-1: Characteristics of Active Volunteers

Participant Gender Age
Ethnic 
Race

Volunteer 
Period

Marital 
Status

BLIA 
Member

Religious 
Affiliation

Highest 
Level of 
School

VO1 F 60 Australian 6 years Divorced Yes Buddhist
High School 

Graduate

VO2 M 58 Australian 4 years Married No
Protestant 
Christian

High School 
Graduate

VO3 F 25 Australian
13-18 

months
Never 

Married
Yes Buddhist

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Table 3-1 shows characteristics of the three active volunteers being surveyed. One 
interesting note is that, VO2’s religious affiliation is Protestant Christian. This is not surprising 
for NTT as it is open to anyone regardless of their religious background. As intended, all of them 
are ‘Western Australians.’

Two of the three volunteers are females. It is difficult to generalize with such a small 
number in this sample group. Nonetheless, it is rather common to see more females than males in 
the temple. One possible reason is that most of the males are breadwinners for the family and so 
they have less time at the temple. Looking at the range of age, we can see that NTT is attractive 
to all ages. Even though it may seem likely to appeal more to those of matured age. However, it 
will probably be fairer to make such a definite statement with another study.

Table 3-2: Characteristics of Permanent Staff

Participant Gender Age
Ethnic 
Race

Working 
Period

BLIA 
Member

Buddhist? Work Position

S1 F 50 Australian 16 years No Yes
Receptionist & 

Housekeeping Supervisor

S2 M 61 English 17 years Yes Yes Maintenance Manager

S3 F 60 Australian 14 years Yes Yes Catering Manager

S4 F 50 Australian > 5 years Yes Yes Dining Hall Supervisor

Table 3-2 shows characteristics of the permanent staff being surveyed and interviewed. 
All of them are ‘Western Australians’ as intended. For S1, S2, and S3, they have been working 
at NTT for more than 10 years. Even though age was not specifically required in the selection of 
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candidates, we can see that all of the staff is around 50 or 60 years of age. Given the number of 
years that they have been working at NTT, they would have started in their late thirties and forties. 

It might be useful to know that, most of these staff did not apply through advertisement or 
employment agent to get their job at NTT. For S1, she was contacted by one of the venerables 
because her friend referred her. For S2, his wife has been volunteering at NTT, and when he got 
injured at work and stopped working. He came to NTT for a visit, and he felt at home and peaceful 
at the Main Shrine. Then he decided to stay and work for NTT. For S3, she found out about NTT 
through friends and relatives, and for S4 she came to visit on her own.

Similarly to volunteers, there are more female staff than male staff. Looking at their 
work positions, we can see that they are involved in the running of the temple, from food and 
accommodation to maintenance. These positions are necessary for the functioning of the temple 
everyday. 

When asked if they consider themselves as Buddhist, all of them answered yes. They are 
also BLIA members except for S1. Even though I did not ask S1 why she is not a member of 
BLIA, she told me that it was ‘assumed’ that all staff of NTT are BLIA members too.

Table 3-3: Characteristics of Venerables

Participant Gender Ethnic Race
Been in 

Australia
Trained in 

Taiwan FGS
English 
Level

Current Role/ 
Department in 

Charge

V1 F Taiwanese 16 years Yes 6
Reception & Social 

Education

V2 F
Australian 

Born Chinese
< 6 months Yes 9

Academy of Buddhist 
College

V3 F Chinese 35 years Yes 10
Social Education & 
Nan Tien Institute

V4 F Chinese 5 years No 7 Social Education

V5 F
Vietnamese 

Chinese
33 years Yes 3 General Manager

V6 F
Malaysian 
Chinese

> 5 years Yes 3 Abbess

Table 3-3 shows characteristics of the venerables that were surveyed and interviewed. There 
are in total twelve venerables currently at NTT. There were only six venerables being surveyed 
and interviewed partly because they were available at the time for my interview. Also I asked for 
those in key roles that most interactions in leading the ‘Western Australians’. 
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It might be useful to explain a couple of their current ‘Role/Department in Charge’. Social 
Education is a department that is in charge of all the events and educational programs of NTT. 
Buddhist College is for those who are interested in learning about Buddhism and willing to live 
the monastic lifestyle at NTT.

All of the venerables in the sampling are in positions that make decisions and plan for 
NTT. We can see that all of the venerables are of Chinese ethnic even though some have lived in 
Australia for a long time. Also, all the venerables at Nan Tien Temple are females, and trained in 
Taiwan Fo Guang Shan except V4 who is trained in Australia. 

One note about V2, she was born in Australia but moved and lived overseas, and recently 
being posted at NTT. Another point I would like to make is, V5 and V6 have both rated their 
English level as “3”. From my interaction with them, their English level is more than “3” in my 
opinion because they are clear and easily understood. I am guessing this is a humility act on their 
part. From this, it would be more effective to conduct an objective evaluation as opposed to self-
evaluation.

Communication is extremely important for the work of localization. Hence, the English 
level of the venerables is an important factor to consider. Even though language plays a big part 
of communication, it is not the means of all because there are things like body language, gestures, 
and so on. A smile might be enough to make someone feel warm and welcome. On the other 
hand, it can become an issue for situations that require exchanging of thoughts and discussions 
on Buddhist concepts. Not to mention having to teach the principles of Humanistic Buddhism in 
English. All of these are important for localization work.

3.2. Coding

In completion of data collection, three volunteers are included in the data collection. For 
both staff and venerables, survey forms and in-depth interviews are carried out as intended. In 
total, there are four staff and six venerables.

Open coding is done to protect the privacy of the interviewees and for the purpose of a neat 
analysis. Each code will provide information about the interviewee.

Table 3-6: Coding List for Volunteer and Staff

Code for Interviewees Gender

VO1 Volunteer #1 F Female

VO2 Volunteer #2 M Male 

VO3 Volunteer #3 Other
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S1 Staff #1 BU Buddhist

S2 Staff #2 PC Protestant Christian

S3 Staff #3 BL BLIA Member

S4 Staff #4 NB Non BLIA Member

Table 3-6 is a coding list of the categorization for Volunteer and Staff. For each category 
that applies to that interviewee it is separated with underscore “_”. For example, VO2_M_PC_NB 
means Volunteer #2 is a Male, religious affiliation is with Protestant Christian and non-member 
of BLIA.

Table 3-7: Coding List for Venerable

Code for Interviewees Ethnic Race

V1 Venerable #1 TW Taiwanese

V2 Venerable #2 AC Australian Born Chinese

V3 Venerable #3 CH Chinese

V4 Venerable #4 VC Vietnamese Chinese

V5 Venerable #5 MC Malaysian Chinese

V6 Venerable #6 [Number] English Level

Table 3-7 is a coding list of the categorization for Venerable. There are two things that 
need to be clarified. Firstly, all the venerables are female. Secondly, English level scale was self-
evaluated.

For each category that applies to that interviewee it is separated with underscore “_”. 
For example, V2_AC[9] means Venerable #2 is Australian born Chinese and her self-evaluated 
English level is at a ‘9’.

Chapter 4:  Discussions

Master Hsing Yun once said, “Whatever was spoken by the Buddha, and needed by the 
people; all that is pure, good and beautiful; any teachings that can help in increasing human 
happiness; these are what constitute Humanistic Buddhism.” This may sound simple and easy to 
understand. However, to implement the principles behind them has not been easy. Particularly, 
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when Humanistic Buddhism30 is being brought to a western country. Hence, this thesis research 
focuses on Humanistic Buddhism being localized in Australia, particularly at a place like NTT.

Master Hsing Yun’s vision is that within twenty to thirty years starting from its official 
opening, the overseas FGS branch temples will be in charge by the local people of that country.31

 As NTT is approaching its twenty-year mark next year, it seems there is still a gap between 
reality and Master’s vision.

As a reminder, the questions that this thesis research intended to address are as follows. 
One is to find out what do ‘Western Australians’ find challenging. From that, it will indicate to us 
the reasons why they are struggling to become ‘Long-term Devotees’? Two is what has worked 
and what needs improvements? Three is to find the links for ‘Western Australians’ in becoming 
‘Long-term Devotees’. In the following sections, I will discuss these three questions as well as 
the progress of localizing.

4.1. Challenges

NTT promotes Humanistic Buddhism, which is seen to be more of a Chinese type of 
Buddhism as most of the texts on the topic are written in Chinese. Even though, there are many 
translations of Master Hsing Yun’s writings done so far and will continue, and yet not many 
scholars have written on this topic. This might also indicate that not many people in the West 
know about Humanistic Buddhism. One reason could be that they need to rely on translation if 
they do not read Chinese, and inevitably same meanings would be lost in translation. Hence, the 
biggest challenge is language. 

Language is especially important in localizing Buddhism in a new country. At the 
beginning, when Buddhism arrived in China, much of the texts were first translated into Chinese. 
Progressively, it developed and blended into the culture. It was not until after many centuries that 
we have what we now call ‘Chinese Buddhism’. Similarly, this process will also take place for 
Australia as Buddhism slowly spread. It might also take many centuries before we can have a so-
called ‘Australian Buddhism’. Meanwhile, we can try to find out what are the challenges faced 
and lessen these challenges. 

Apart from the challenge of language, for staff that are working at NTT, they find how the 
venerables want things to be done challenging when they first started working. However, once they 
established common understanding and as they got to know their jobs well, this is no longer much 
of an issue. Hence, communication is also important at the beginning to develop understanding. 
As V6_MC[3] said, “We need to firstly overcome differences in eastern and western languages 
and culture. This is the most basic requirement. Once we have a common language, we can 

30 Zhiying, F., Bright Star Luminous Cloud: The Life of a Simple Monk, Buddha’s Light Publishing, 
Hacienda Heights, 2008, p. 287

31 满义法师.《星云模式的人间佛教》, 天下文化, 台北市, 2005, (Venerable Man Yi. Humanistic 
Buddhism of the Pattern Hsing Yun, Tian Xia Cultural, Taipei, 2005) p. 294



282

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

communicate effectively. Secondly, understanding both cultures can enhance exchanges between 
eastern and western cultures.”

Another challenge is “outside pressure” that people who are not part of the temple put on 
the ‘Western Australians’ that come to work or volunteer. As S2_M_BU_BL mentioned, when 
people found out that he works at the temple, they asked him why does he want to work there? He 
said it is because he enjoys working at the temple. But they are confronted with “You shouldn’t be 
there. You’re supposed to be a Christian.” As S2_M_BU_BL added that “a lot of the people who 
come here are actually breaking that pressure.” 

A similar confrontation is also faced by VO1_F_BU_BL, she was asked “What are you 
doing here?” They said to her that, “This temple is for Chinese people, how come you’re here?” 
Some people think the temple is only for Chinese people, “because all that you see is only Chinese 
people” VO1_F_BU_BL explained.

 From those two stories, it shows that more education about NTT is required, particularly 
on what does NTT do, why is it there? And who can come? These very basic information still need 
to be publicized. Some even goes as far to think that it will take away their beliefs if they visit 
the temple. As S1_F_BU_NB said that her stepfather thinks that if he comes to the temple, then 
it will do something to his personal religion. However, to S1_F_BU_NB, it actually enhances it 
but many are scared of that.

Another perception is that temple is rich. Both S1_F_BU_NB and S2_M_BU_BL 
mentioned this. The truth is, the temple has been a joint effort of many sponsors and donors who 
have worked hard for the completion of NTT. To Master Hsing Yun, he has always made use of 
the money where it is needed instead of saving it in the bank. And more importantly he said the 
temples he built are for everyone to use.

In other words, breaking through language barrier and cultural differences are challenging 
for localization. As mentioned, the perceptions of the ‘Local People’ are also a challenge for the 
temple. Hence, educational work still need to be done to let them know what NTT is doing and 
why is it there? Hopefully with understanding, they will be able to accept the temple. Acceptance 
is a start, and eventually more people will come to the temple.

4.2. What has worked for ‘Western Australians’?

One question that was asked by almost all of the venerables that I interviewed is, “What do 
the local people need and want?” As V6_MC[3] said, “All the events we organize needs to blend 
in with western thinking, understand what they want, and what feels good to them.”

A couple of the events that NTT organizes that have worked well for ‘Western Australians’ 
is the Weekend Meditation Retreat and the Baby Blessing Ceremony. The Weekend Meditation 
Retreat runs every month. The program begins on Saturday and ends on Sunday. They are popular 



283

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

and appeal to many Australians. As V1_TW[6] mentioned, sometimes it is fully booked two or 
three months in advance.

The Baby Blessing Ceremony was initiated before year 2004. The idea came from a 
venerable. She raised the concept of baptism in other religions. Recognizing that many Australians 
do not wish for their children to be baptized, hence the idea of Baby Blessings for children. In 
2004, this event started to boom. Later on in 2006, NTT set Baby Blessing Ceremony as fixed 
events throughout the year. They are held four times a year. Each time, there would be about thirty 
children registered to be blessed. That means, about one hundred family members would gather 
on the day, and most of them are ‘Western Australians’. V1_TW[6] also shared that it is an event 
that will keep going, because once the parents have Baby Blessing for their first child, then they 
would do it for their second, third, and so on. Also they would tell their family and friends about 
it too. Therefore, this is a very successful event in terms of localization.

The temple being right next to the highway has created much curiosity. Many that drive 
past the highway will notice it from a distance. This has brought many visitors.

What you will find once you step into the grounds of NTT is a sense of tranquility that 
is unexplanable, even though you could hear the endless traffic of the highway. Somehow, 
the atmosphere of NTT is not affected. It is calming, peaceful, and even bringing the sense of 
“HOME” to some people. This is the case for S2_M_BU_BL, VO1_F_BU_BL and VO3_F_BU_
BL. All three of them recalled the first time they visited NTT they felt at peace as if they have 
come “HOME”, especially in the main shrine. When VO1_F_BU_BL was asked to explain what 
“HOME” means, she described it as “a spiritual home…where I had to be to learn things” but she 
added it is difficult to explain.

4.3. Becoming ‘Long-term Devotees’

As I have said in chapter 1, from the number of ‘Western Australians’ and how they become 
‘Long-term Devotees’ can serve as indications for localization. Therefore, it is important to look 
at what constitutes for them to become ‘Long-term Devotee’?

First of all, when someone comes to participate an event at NTT, after the event they might 
be invited to come back for voluntary work. For example, VO1_F_BU_BL was asked by one of 
the venerables to help with the Nan Tien Institute. Even though we cannot say for sure, sometimes 
a personal invitation does make a difference. VO1_F_BU_BL is now a BLIA member as well as 
a devotee of the temple.

What if she never was invited to come back and volunteer, what would have happened? 
V5_VC[3] saw the importance of follow up actions after the participants finished the retreats 
or classes. She suggested, “Every time we have activities then we should keep them informed 
or we can encourage them to go to Sydney branches. But Reverends in our Sydney branches 
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don’t speak much English.” From what she shared, we can see that there needs to be a continued 
communication with the participants. Also, it will be difficult for those that live in Sydney to have 
a continuation.

Speaking from experience, V1_TW[6] said that ‘Western Australians’ need to be given more 
opportunities to get involved, and they need to feel included. For some ‘Western Australians’ that 
come to volunteer regularly must feel that there is a ‘task’ awaiting them. For these volunteers, 
whenever they come, they would accomplish that ‘task’. I think this is important for ‘Western 
Australians’ volunteers. They would feel a sense of belonging and self-worth, and this may 
constitute for them to stay and eventually become ‘Long-term Devotees’. As V2_AC[9] pointed 
out, it is also important to have a sense of purpose, doing something and being part of something 
that they feel is of value.

In addition, feeling that they are part of the NTT family, is important. As S2_M_BU_BL 
said, “Everyone was together. We all worked together and even just going out to the gardens and 
they’d just go out there and work as a family…it’s always been like home to me.” From that, 
we can say that working for the same goal is also important. Just as what VO3_F_BU_BL said, 
“Mostly I love learning and being around like-minded people who truly care about others and 
want to make the world a better place the same way as I do.”

Another important factor for ‘Western Australians’ to become ‘Long-term Devotees’ is the 
changes that occur after being in contact with NTT. Whether it is in them or their lives, they learn 
and apply the Dharma (the Buddha’s teachings). More importantly, they have benefited from the 
teachings. VO3_F_BU_BL reported that, “Coming to Nan Tien more regularly over the past year 
or so has been one of the best decisions I have ever made…I’ve changed and grown so much 
and in doing so I’ve discovered a deeper level of purpose and understanding. Most importantly, 
I’ve come to really appreciate the wisdom of the Dharma. I cannot imagine what life would be 
like if I never came to Nan Tien to learn.” The change within oneself is echoed in S2_M_BU_BL 
experience of working at NTT, he said, “It’s made me more aware of what I can achieve if I want 
to achieve it. So the temple has taught me in that way. So I can reach a goal if I want to reach 
it.” Similarly, S4_F_BU_BL looks forward to the daily challenges working at NTT because they 
make her grow.

The journey of becoming ‘Long-term Devotee’ can be difficult, especially if the challenge 
is between volunteers. VO1_F_BU_BL shared her story that once she was asked by a venerable 
to clean an area in Main Shrine. While cleaning, another volunteer came up to her and told her 
that she can leave and go home. Taken aback and upset on the instructions of the other volunteer, 
she was totally discouraged. Even though she felt intentionally excluded, she was able to remind 
herself the reason why she came to volunteer at NTT and see the picture of her own purpose. 
She continued on and is still around today. However, not everyone is like her. For those that are 
not like VO1_F_BU_BL, they might need a virtuous friend to help them. In Sanskrit, a virtuous 
friend is called a ‘kalyānamitra’. It means “a friend of virtue, a religious counselor,” or “a friend 
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in the good life, or one who stimulates to goodness.”32

A ‘kalyānamitra’ could be a venerable or an Ambassador (propagator of NTT) mentioned by 
V3_CH[10]. I would say that when S2_M_BU_BL shared that he admired two of the ex-Abbesses 
because they made him feel part of the family, hence the venerables are his ‘kalyānamitra’. For 
VO1_F_BU_BL, her ‘kalyānamitra’ was someone in the Buddhist College that helped her during 
chanting service whenever she got lost. The same person helped VO1_F_BU_BL in the process 
of enrolling in FGS headquarter in Kaohsiung, Taiwan as volunteer for a year.

4.4. Localizing Issues

One difficulty for localization is the lack of venerables who can speak English at the 
frontline. V3_CH[10] said, “Even better if we could have one or two Australian white skin blue 
eyes kind of Reverends, which I don’t know why we still haven’t been able to.” In fact, one of 
the volunteer in my sample group shared that she has requested to become a venerable, quote 
VO1_F_BU_BL:

“I’ve been asking to become a Reverend for the last 5 years, all I was told was I’m too old. 
I wanted to join the Buddhist College for two years to learn things, I was told no I couldn’t 
because it was all done in Chinese…If we want to go to the Buddhist College why can’t 
we? Because that means, none Australians can go to the Buddhist College because it’s all in 
Chinese. So how are they going to get Australian people to come to the temple if they don’t 
provide the services for them as well? I know I was too old but it doesn’t matter that if I 
can’t go because there’s no English spoken there then nobody else can go either. No young 
ones can go if they can’t speak Chinese they can’t go.”

From what VO1_F_BU_BL shared, we can see that it is difficult for a ‘Western Australian’ 
to become a venerable due to language issues. However, this directly affects the localization 
progress because even though we work hard at attracting ‘Local People’ to come to learn Buddhism 
but we are not ready to train them to finally take the path of renunciation. How about starting with 
an English Buddhist College?

Chapter 5:  Conclusion and Suggestions 

In this last chapter, I will begin with conclusion for this thesis research, followed by 
suggestions for localization gathered from the perspectives of the ‘Western Australians’ volunteers 
and staff as well as the venerables.

32 Compiled by Soothill, William Edward and Hodous, Lewis. A Dictionary of Chinese Buddhist Terms, 
Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co, Ltd, London, 1937, p. 368
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5.1. Conclusion 

In concluding for localization of Humanistic Buddhism, I will firstly make reference to 
Master Hsing Yun’s ‘Thirty-year plan’ of localization to evaluate NTT. And then recap on the 
purposes of this thesis research.

As a reminder, Master Hsing Yun said the first ten-year period is ‘course study and training’; 
second ten-year period is ‘on-the-job training’; and third ten-year period is ‘the selection of 
candidates for the position of abbot/abbess and manager.’ Let us now look at how NTT is doing 
in terms of this plan.

In the first ten-year, ‘course study and training’ involves training local people with the 
essential knowledge of temple affairs, for example administration of Dharma functions and 
welcoming of guests. First of all, the words “local people” need to be clarified. As I have defined 
‘Local People’ at the beginning as “the people that live in the neighboring areas of NTT.” Since 
the opening of NTT, there would have been countless volunteers that come and go. We can say 
the turnover is pretty high for volunteers. To date, NTT still has many ‘Local People’ that come to 
volunteer regularly. Some of them take on the role of tour guides or receptionists, which are roles 
of welcoming guests. However, in terms of administration of Dharma functions, it is still not in 
the hands of ‘Local People’ yet. This raises the question of why not. First of all, majority of the 
administration work is still done in Chinese, including the forms and explanation of each Dharma 
function. There is not much information in English about these Dharma functions and what they 
mean. Second of all, administration work is seen to be exclusive and only can be done by internal 
staff, that is, the venerables (mostly). I think if the ‘Western Australians’ can become involved in 
the administration work, then it will bring in other ‘Western Australians’ willing to participate.

The second ten-year period is about on-the-job training, where the local staff (monastics 
and lay members) take on duties, including the work of administration and Dharma propagation. 
As NTT is currently in its second ten-year period, we shall now look at NTT in terms of its local 
monastics and staff.

First, let’s talk about the staff at NTT, many of them (possibly all), are from the neighboring 
areas. Some of them are overseas students that live around the area that are studying at the 
University of Wollongong. This then raises the question, why does the temple employ overseas 
student and not “local” students that study at the university? Could it be that most (if not all) of 
the “local” students do not know about the job opportunities at NTT? If this were so, then the 
temple could reach out to the “local” students for job opportunities. Currently, the staff at NTT 
take on roles in the Pilgrim Lodge, Dining Hall and Tea House. Other areas of work include 
gardening, tour guides and administration of Nan Tien Institute. As we can see, these are roles 
not in Dharma propagation. Even though some staff are involved with the administration work of 
Nan Tien Institute, many are not. Again, we ask the question of why not. It might be true to say 
that whatever your role is at the temple you are part of the Dharma propagation. Then another 
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question is do the staff at NTT see themselves as Dharma propagators in their work? Do they have 
the passion to spread the Dharma or is it just a job that they do?

Second, the venerables at NTT are of Asian ethnic background. The number of years that 
they have been in Australia varied for each venerable. In Master Hsing Yun’s plan, he mentioned 
local monastics. What does this mean? For the sake of discussion here, we shall classify the 
venerables at NTT into two groups. The first group is those who are citizens of Australia before 
they became a venerable. The second group is those who are sent from overseas branch temples 
to NTT and then later take on the citizenship of Australia. The question is, in terms of Master 
Hsing Yun’s plan for the second ten-year period, what difference is there for the first and second 
group? Currently, there are six (out of the fourteen) venerables that fall under the first group. The 
rest are in the second group. If Master Hsing Yun were referring to the first group then we would 
say NTT is on its way. On the other hand, if the second group is what Master Hsing Yun referring 
to then NTT is doing very well as majority of the venerables fall in the second group. However, 
supposedly Master Hsing Yun is referring to ‘Western Australians’ as monastics, definitely we can 
say NTT has a very long way to go, especially when there is still struggle to keep the ‘Western 
Australians’.

The third ten-year period is about local monastics or lay members stepping up to the roles 
of abbot/abbess or director, and this is the period that NTT is approaching next year. At the 10th 
BLIA General Conference in 2004, Master Hsing Yun asked the audience to visualize what a great 
achievement for Buddhism if the abbots or abbesses of overseas temples are of native origin. 
That is, imagine having an Australian Abbess at Nan Tien Temple. In addition, Master Hsing Yun 
wishes to assist and guide the native monastics to take on management and administration of 
the overseas temples. So far, NTT has only had abbesses that have been assigned from overseas. 
Sadly, it is still a very long way until NTT will have a ‘Western Australian’ abbess. To date, there 
is not even a junior monastic that is Australian native (‘Western Australians’) as yet. Hence, there 
will be no Australian abbess. Maybe the question being raised here is what needs to be done so 
that we would have Australian monastics? For one, the Buddhist College needs to be conducted 
in English. The rules and regulations will need to be clearly explained and accommodated to suit 
the Australian cultures.To run the Buddhist College in Chinese and have a person to translate what 
has been said. This is not effective as so much is lost in translation.

In summary, with regards to Master Hsing Yun’s thirty-year plan, NTT needs to review 
what is lacking in the first and second ten-year periods of the plan. Even though it is approaching 
the third period, it is obvious that the first builds on the second, and the second builds on the third.

In this last part of conclusion, I would like to recap on the three purposes of this thesis 
research. One is to discuss the challenges for the ‘Western Australians’ that are currently 
volunteering and working at NTT. Two is to find out how will ‘Western Australians’ stay on to 
become ‘Long-term Devotees’. Three is to provide guidelines to localize Humanistic Buddhism 
for FGS branch temples in Australia with a focus on ‘Western Australians.’ The first and second 
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purposes have been addressed in Chapter 4 under “Discussions.” It might be important to remind 
why it is important for ‘Western Australians’ to become ‘Long-term Devotees’? In my opinion, 
the number of ‘Western Australians’ becoming ‘Long-term Devotees’ is a successful indication of 
localization. It is important to look at how we can increase the number of ‘Western Australians’ 
to become ‘Long-term Devotees’. Hence, some suggestions and guidelines will be presented in 
the next section.

5.2. Suggestions

The guidelines have been gathered from perspectives of the volunteers and staff that are 
‘Western Australians’, as well as venerables in my sample group. Which is then followed by 
further research.

5.2.1. Guidelines for localization

In the process of localizing Humanistic Buddhism, guidelines will serve as pointers for 
what to do and what not to do. First of all, Australia is a country with many different cultures. 
Therefore, it is inevitable that we encounter cultural clashes. However if these cultural differences 
can be made known to each other then it will reduce misunderstandings. Otherwise, we may seem 
to be imposing our values onto others without even realizing that we are doing it. 

From what I have gathered from my sample group, here are some things they mentioned 
about Australians. One, Australians like to walk in the door free without obligations hence they 
do not like to be pressured into anything. Two, for Australians it is a lead by example so if you ask 
them to do something then you have to do it too. Three, Australians want to see that the venerables 
do what they preach.

NTT has done well in many ways to attract different types of people. However, NTT alone 
is not enough. It has to be a collection of team efforts, for instance, cooperation and support 
from all the Sydney branch temples as well as BLIA. Particularly, the BLIA Wollongong is very 
important for NTT. Let me use an example to show it is a collection of team efforts and why it is 
important.

Imagine a ‘Western Australian’ comes to NTT for the first time. Let’s say the first place she 
arrives at is the Main Shrine [signage in Chinese that she cannot read]. As she enters, she sees the 
“Five Directional Buddhas” [does not know the name or what those statues mean] and she sees 
people making “prostrations” [does not know why people are bowing to the statues]. She walks 
around [unnoticed by anyone, and there is no one she could ask any questions] and comes out of 
Main Shrine. She continues down the corridor and arrives outside of the Reception [the person 
behind the window greets with a smile]. She sees the Notice Board and finds out that there are 
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events she’s interested in. She decides to join the Weekend Meditation Retreat. So she signs up 
for the retreat.

In this story, you can see that are a lot of questions and many unknown. If there were 
someone who is approachable and available to answer questions about anything inside the Main 
Shrine, then it will definitely help. Of course, not only in the Main Shrine but at every key spot 
of the temple. Another important point is that there needs to be some sort of follow-up actions 
after they join classes or retreats at NTT. If they live in Sydney, they can be referred to the Sydney 
branch temples. However, not all the venerables at Sydney branch temples can speak English 
well. That is where the members of BLIA can step up and look after this person who is new to 
the temple. But bearing in mind not to pressure them into anything. It is more important to get 
to know them, introduce them to different people. However, this never works out in a smooth 
manner. Often the continuation from NTT to other branch temples is difficult.

Therefore, it might be a long journey for someone to become a ‘Long-term Devotee’. 
Imagine having to go from a visitor to participant to volunteer to becoming a member of BLIA 
(not necessary) and then slowly becoming a devotee. In that process, inevitably they might  
encounter all sorts of challenges, not just challenges within themselves but between those that 
they come across too.

First of all, being a newcomer at the temple, there are many questions and not knowing how 
to be. If they decide to become a volunteer, then there needs to be training programs for them. 
Here are some things to be included in the training program: about FGS; about Master Hsing Yun 
and his visions; principles of Humanistic Buddhism; why NTT was built; purpose and functions 
of NTT; meanings of prostrations, chanting; the Buddhists way of life; rules and protocols of the 
temple; and so on.

I think it is also very important to have people who are ‘kalyānamitra’ (a friend of virtue) 
on the journey of becoming ‘Long-term Devotee’. Sometimes having someone who can help us 
along the way can make all the difference. More importantly, not only do we need ‘kalyānamitra’ 
in our lives, but we need to become a ‘kalyānamitra’ for someone else too. In the Meghiya Sutta, 
it tells us the benefits in meeting with a ‘kalyānamitra’. Quote:

“Meghiya, when a monk has admirable people as friends, companions, & colleagues, it 
is to be expected that he will be virtuous, will dwell restrained in accordance with the 
Pāṭimokkha, consummate in his behavior and range of activity, and will train himself, 
having undertaken the training rules, seeing danger in the slightest faults.
“When a monk has admirable people as friends & colleagues, it is to be expected that he 

will get to hear at will, easily and without difficulty, talk that is truly sobering and conducive to the 
opening of awareness, i.e., talk on modesty, contentment, seclusion, non-entanglement, arousing 
persistence, virtue, concentration, discernment, release, and the knowledge & vision of release.

“When a monk has admirable people as friends, companions, & colleagues, it is to be 
expected that he will keep his persistence aroused for abandoning unskillful qualities and for 
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taking on skillful qualities — steadfast, solid in his effort, not shirking his duties with regard to 
skillful qualities.

“When a monk has admirable people as friends, companions, & colleagues, it is to be 
expected that he will be discerning, endowed with the discernment relating to arising & passing 
away — noble, penetrating, leading to the right ending of stress.”33
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Appendix A

Letter to Nan Tien Temple

RE: Conducting Qualitative Surveys and Semi-Structured Interviews

Dear Abbess of Nan Tien Temple,

I am writing to you regarding my Master thesis. My topic is “Localization of Humanistic 
Buddhism in Australia: Nan Tien Temple as example.”

 I would like to conduct some surveys and interviews during my visit at the end of October 
and beginning of November. My target audience for the surveys will be volunteers currently active 
at Nan Tien Temple. In addition, I also would like to interview permanent staffs and Venerables 
currently at Nan Tien Temple.

Please let me know if my request would be granted.

Thank you.
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Appendix B

My Promise Statement

I give you my integrity that I will only use the information you provide to me for the purpose 

of my Master Thesis on the topic “Localization of Humanistic Buddhism in Australia: Nan Tien 

Temple as example.” All information will be processed by me and reviewed by my supervisor. 

A transcript will be written up for the semi-structured interview but will only be seen by my 

supervisor and myself.

Signature: 

Date and Time: 
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Appendix C

Consent Form

Localization of Humanistic Buddhism in Australia: Nan Tien Temple 
as Example

I, ______________________________, have agreed to participate in this survey/interview for 

the Master thesis of Wei Wei Wai. I am aware that whatever information I provide in oral or 

writing will be kept in confidential by the interviewer herself. I also understand that the process 

of analysis will be made afterwards for the purpose of the thesis.

Signature: 

Date and Time: 
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Appendix D

Survey Form for Volunteer

Ethnic Race Gender
 [   ] F          [   ] M

Age

Are you currently a member of BLIA?  
[   ] Yes          [   ] No   

How many months have you been volunteering at Nan Tien Temple?
[   ] 0 - 6 months                [   ] 7 - 12 months           [   ] 13 - 18 months
[   ] More than 2 years - Please specify

What events have you attended before?
[   ] Nan Tien Cultural Festival [   ] Neighbourhood Day
[   ] One Day Retreat  [   ] Eight Precept Retreat [   ] Nan Tien Cultivation Retreat
[   ] Offering to Celestial Beings [   ] Offering to Sangha
[   ] Weekend Meditation Retreat [   ] Light Offering Ceremony
[   ] Guan Yin Dharma Function [   ] Talks / Seminars
[   ] Other - Please specify

How did you find out about Nan Tien Temple?
[   ] Friends & Relatives     [   ] Internet Website   [   ] Newspaper - Please specify 
[  ] Magazine  - Please specify     [    ] Other - Please specify 

What was your first impression of Nan Tien Temple?

Why have you chosen Nan Tien Temple to be your volunteering place?

Can you tell me what has been your experience like coming in contact with Nan Tien 
Temple?

From your own understanding, can you tell me what is Humanistic Buddhism?

What attracts you the most about Nan Tien Temple?

So far, what has been your challenge (if any) while volunteering at Nan Tien Temple?
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PERSONAL INFORMATION

What is your marital status?
[   ] Now married      [   ] Widowed      [   ] Divorced     [   ] Separated     [   ] Never married

What is your religious affiliation?

[   ] Protestant Christian [   ] Roman Catholic [   ] Evangelical Christian

[   ] Jewish [   ] Muslim [   ] Hindu

[   ] Buddhist [   ] Other - Please specify

What is highest degree or level of school you have completed? If currently enrolled, mark 
the previous grade or highest degree received.

[   ] No schooling completed [   ] Nursery school to Year 6 [   ] Year 7 - Year 9

[   ] Year 10 - Year 12, no diploma [   ] High school graduate [   ] College graduate

[   ] Bachelor’s degree [   ] Master’s degree [   ] Doctorate degree

[   ] Other  - Please specify

Are you currently...?

[   ] Self-employed [   ] Out of work but not currently looking for work

[   ] Employed for wages [   ] Out of work and looking for work [   ] A homemaker 

[   ] A student [   ] Retired [   ] Unable to work

Please describe your work

[  ] Employee of a for-profit company or business or of an individual, for wages, salary, or 
       commissions

[   ] Employee of a not-for-profit, tax-exempt, or charitable organization

[   ] Self-employed in own not-incorporated business, professional practice, or farm

[   ] Self-employed in own incorporated business, professional practice, or farm

[   ] Government employee [   ] Working without pay in family business or farm

What is your total household income?
[   ] Less than $20,000 [   ] $20,000 to $49,999 [   ] $50,000 to $79,999
[   ] $80,000 to $99,999 [   ] $100,000 to $149,999 [   ] $150,000 or more
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Appendix E

Survey Form for Staff

Ethnic Race Gender
[   ] F          [   ] M

Age

Are you currently a member of BLIA?  
[   ] Yes             [   ] No    

Would you consider yourself a Buddhist? 
[   ] Yes       [   ] No   

How many months have you been working at Nan Tien Temple?

[   ] 0 - 6 months    [   ] 7 - 12 months [   ] 13 - 18 months [   ] 19 - 24 months  

[   ] More than 5 years - Please specify

Which events have you assisted in organising before?

[   ] Nan Tien Cultural Festival  [   ] Neighbourhood Day [   ] Baby Blessings Ceremony

[   ] One Day Retreat  [   ] Eight Precept Retreat [   ] Nan Tien Cultivation Retreat

[   ] Offering to Celestial Beings [   ] Offering to Sangha [   ] Taking Refuge, 5&Bodhisattva Precepts Retreat

[   ] Weekend Meditation Retreat [   ] Light Offering Ceremony [   ] Buddha’s Birthday Family Festival

[   ] Guan Yin Dharma Function [   ] Talks / Seminars [   ] Qing Ming Dharma Function

[   ] Other - Please specify

How did you find out about Nan Tien Temple?
[   ] Friends & Relatives   [   ] Internet Website   [   ] Newspaper-Please specify 
[   ] Magazine  - Please specify    [   ] Other - Please specify 

What was your first impression of Nan Tien Temple?

Why have you chosen Nan Tien Temple to work at?

From your own understanding, can you tell me what is Humanistic Buddhism?

How well do you think Nan Tien Temple is doing in terms of its localisation of Humanistic Buddhism? (10 
being the best)
1      2      3      4      5      6      7      8      9      10
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Appendix F

Survey Form for Venerable

Ethnic Race Were you trained in Taiwan Fo Guang Shan?
[   ] Yes [   ] No   

If No, please specify 

What is your current role at Nan Tien Temple? 

What roles had you been assigned in the past at Nan Tien Temple?

How long have you been in Australia?

[   ] 0 - 6 months   [   ] 7 - 12 months   [   ] 13 - 18 months  [   ] 19 - 24 months   

[   ] More than 5 years - Please specify

How would you rate your English level? (10 being excellent)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

How long have you been staying at Nan Tien Temple?

[   ] 0 - 6 months   [   ] 7 - 12 months   [   ] 13 - 18 months  [   ] 19 - 24 months   

[   ] More than 5 years - Please specify

How well do you think Nan Tien Temple is doing in terms of its localisation of Humanistic 
Buddhism? (10 being the best)
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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Appendix G

In-depth Interview Questions for Staff

1. What did you find challenging when you first begun working at Nan Tien Temple?

2. What are your challenges right now?

3. Have you thought of quitting your job at Nan Tien Temple? If yes, what would be your 
reasons for leaving?

4. What has been your motivation for continuing to work at Nan Tien Temple?

5. If I were new to Nan Tien Temple, what sort of attitudes do you think I need to have?

6. Are you a long-term devotee of Fo Guang Shan Nan Tien Temple?

7. Why do you think are the reasons that we still do not see many local people becoming long-
term devotees?

8. In terms of localization of Humanistic Buddhism, what would be your suggestions?
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Appendix H

In-depth Interview Questions for Venerable

1. What have been your personal challenges in propagating Humanistic Buddhism at Nan 
Tien Temple?

2. From what you know, what are some of the changes Nan Tien Temple has made over the 
years in order to attract more local people?

3. If I were new to Nan Tien Temple, what sort of attitudes do you think I need to have?

4. Why do you think are the reasons that we still do not see many local people becoming long-
term devotees? 

5. In your opinion, what needs to happen in order for the local people to become long-term 
devotees?
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The Development of Family Ethics- A Look at 
Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s Mode in Light of 

Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan

Shih Hui Cheng  

Abstract

This paper surveyed the contributions Venerable Master Hsing Yun has made in the 
development and evolution of Humanistic Buddhism’s interpretation of family ethics in Taiwan. 
In identifying such contributions, it was necessary to consider the direction, degree, nature, and 
relative validity of the contribution. Essentially, this investigation entailed four major tasks which 
need to be carried out in the following order: 1) to come to an understanding of Humanistic 
Buddhism’s interpretation(s) and principle(s) of family ethics directly before Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun’s time; 2) Gauge the degree to which Venerable Master Hsing Yun has expanded on 
Venerable Tai Xu and Venerable Yin Shun’s theories and developed his unique interpretation 
of it; 3) locate Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s family ethics contributions within the landscape 
of Humanistic Buddhism’s family ethics in Taiwan; 4) Ascertain the validity and relevancy of 
Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s theory and implementation of Humanistic Buddhism family ethics. 
Through carrying out the aforementioned tasks, this paper has identified Venerable Master Hsing 
Yun’s unique contributions to Humanistic Buddhism family ethics in Taiwan. Importantly, he has 
illustrated the lineage of HB’s family ethics and presented Sakyamuni Buddha’s conception of 
family roles and identities. In elaborating on the identities and responsibilities, he addresses the 
most fundamental human emotions which are present in familial interpersonal relationships. In 
espousing family education and prescribing and proscribing precepts for family life, the Venerable 
Master has taken into consideration the circumstances of modern lay family life, and has connected 
with their most fundamental tendencies and needs. Moreover, he has tailored his guidelines to the 
different capacities of people, and dealt with specific issues of family life in a concrete manner, 
without failing to cover the breadth of family life issues. Importantly, Venerable Master Hsing 
Yun’s theories and guidelines of Humanistic Buddhism family ethics are valid and relevant in 
modern day Taiwan in that he keeps with the spirit of Sakyamuni Buddha’s teachings on family 
ethics, while being, well aware of the modern socio-cultural circumstances of family life, and 
sensitive to the human emotions that are embedded in familial interpersonal relationships. The 
contributions of Venerable Master Hsing Yun to the development of HB family ethics, as such, 
could be considered valid and substantial.
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Keywords: Venerable Master Hsing Yun, Humanistic Buddhism, family ethics, contribution, 
Taiwan.

Introduction 

There is a general consensus amongst scholars that the three authoritative figures of 
Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan today are namely Venerable Master Hsing Yun of the Fo Guang 
Shan Buddhist Order, Venerable Sheng Yen of Dharma Drum Mountain, and Venerable Cheng 
Yen of the Tzuchi Compassion Relief Foundation. All three organisations claim to embody the 
spirit of Humanistic Buddhism (HB). These organisations were established in Taiwan in the latter 
half of the twentieth century, and their total reported membership number exceeds 6 million1, 
which accounts for a substantial proportion of Taiwan’s population. HB, indeed has located itself 
firmly within mainstream Taiwanese Buddhist thought, becoming a highly influential concept.2 
The leaders of these organisations credit, to varying degrees, Venerable Master Taixu (1890-1947) 
and Master Yinshun (1906-2005) with being the major influence on the development of their HB 
views. As the architects of HB, they are credited for refocussing Chinese Buddhism away from 
a concern with rebirth in the Pureland and ritual towards worldly concerns and the creation of a 
renjian jingtu, or Pure Land for the Human World3. HB covers many aspects of human life, and it 
would be impossible to cover all in this paper. Hence, this paper focuses mainly on family ethics. 

It is worthy to note that HB is not a contemporary invention. Sakyamuni Buddha was the 
first to advance “Humanistic Buddhism”. He brought the Buddha Dharma to families, and he 
was active in the human world.4 Although one may argue that he had left home and never again 
returned to take up his former responsibilities as husband, father, and ruler, and thus, could not be 
said to have been active in this world, we must consider the fact that his community, the monastic 
sangha, offered an alternative to conventional society. 5 Moreover, “it is  important to remember 
that in its early history the sangha was not set up against society, or in isolation from society, and 
that the Buddha spent forty-five years after his enlightenment in constant service to society. In his 
role of teacher, he never abandoned society.”6

1 Scott Pacey, 2005. A Buddhism for the Human World: interpretations of Renjian Fojiao in contemporary 
Taiwan. Asian Studies Review December, Vol. 29, p.445.

2 Scott Pacey, 2005. A Buddhism for the Human World: interpretations of Renjian Fojiao in contemporary 
Taiwan. Asian Studies Review December, Vol. 29, p.445.

3 Scott Pacey, 2005. A Buddhism for the Human World: interpretations of Renjian Fojiao in contemporary 
Taiwan. Asian Studies Review December, Vol. 29, p.445..

4 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. Hsi Lai 
Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.55.

5 David W. Chappell, Humanistic Buddhists and Social Liberation ( I ) Universal Gate Buddhist Journal, 
Issue 24. p.7.

6 David W. Chappell, Humanistic Buddhists and Social Liberation ( I ) Universal Gate Buddhist Journal, 
Issue 24. p.7.
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The Buddha also tailored his Dharma to the needs of the people of his time, taking into 
consideration their then current socio-cultural and political climate. Perhaps Buddhism’s greatest 
strength has been its endless ability to adopt and adapt to new environments and cultural contexts. 
As such, based on this position, one can posit that HB, the very practical interpretation of 
Buddhism, should be in a constant state of flux in order to live the ‘humanistic’ and adaptive spirit 
of the Buddha’s teachings. Since the very fluid nature of HB allows it to serve the needs of the 
people of any given period of time, one can hypothesis that a carefully and skilfully crafted theory 
of HB which adroitly addresses current issues could be considered relevant in the modern world. 
In short, HB itself is not new form of Buddhism but the new interpretation of the component that 
has already been imbedded in Buddhist Sutras and other Buddhist texts. 

This paper wishes to survey the contributions Venerable Master Hsing Yun (VMHY) has 
made in the development and evolution of Humanistic Buddhism’s interpretation of family ethics. 
In identifying such contributions, it is necessary to consider the direction, degree, nature, and 
relative validity of the contribution. Essentially, this investigation entails four major tasks which 
need to be carried out in the following order: 1) It is necessary to first come to an understanding 
of Chinese HB’s interpretation(s) and principle(s) of family ethics directly before VMHY’s time. 
It is with this understanding that we have a basis for identifying the direction and possible reason 
in which later HB advocates have developed Taiwan’s HB’s family ethics theories. 2) In gauging 
the degree to which VMHY has expanded on Venerable Tai Xu (VTX) and Venerable Yin Shun 
(VYS)’s theories and developed his unique interpretation of it, it is paramount to first identify the 
extent to which the predecessors’ theories have filtered through to that of VMHY’s theories. 3) It 
is impossible to gauge VMHY’s nature and degree of contribution to HB’s theory of family ethics 
in Taiwan without also surveying, at the least in broad strokes, the theories of fellow Buddhist 
leaders, namely VSY and VCY in this case. Through such a survey, it is possible to identify the 
similarities, differences and degree of theory development amongst the three Buddhist leaders. 4) 
I propose that the validity and relevancy of the theory and implementation of HB family ethics 
entails the devising of guidelines based on Sakyamuni Buddha’s fundamental tenets on family 
ethics which are relevant to modern family life, all the while adhering to the Buddha’s humanistic 
spirit of liberating human beings from suffering by entering the community and teaching the 
Buddha Dharma according to the capacities of the audience. Sakyamuni Buddha’s tenets of family 
ethics will be thus be surveyed in broad strokes. 

In respect to the different coinages of HB, I propose that we view the terms 人间佛教 
Buddhism for the Human Realm and 人生佛教 Buddhism for Human Life, at least loosely, as 
two sides of a coin. We should perceive the latter from an emic sense, in that the responsibility 
of practicing Buddhist ethics and morality is bestowed upon each and every individual, lay or 
monastic, while we should perceive the former from an etic or normative sense, that is from 
an altruistic point of view. This assumes that salvic nature of Buddhism is to be extended to all 
sentient beings of the Human Realm. The rationale for adopting this approach will be elaborated 
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on in a discussion of VTX and VYS’s conception of the aforementioned terms. For now, we 
assume the said approach.

It is important that we establish and clarify the qualifying definition of HB for this study. 
Only when we establish the parameters of what HB is and clearly ascertain what it is and is not, 
can we safely engage in the ensuing investigation. Without such a clarification, this study could 
potentially be undermined by the readers’ misinterpretations of what is connoted by the term 
“humanistic”. One could easily be lead to think that “Humanistic Buddhism” refers to Buddhism 
specific to human beings, or anthropocentric Buddhism. Sandra Wawrytko defends that: 

the self-assured anthropocentrism apparent in the traditional definition of humanism and 
humanist is diametrically opposed to the all-encompassing egalitarianism, even trans-species-
ism, of Buddhist Dharma…[and that very anthropocentrism] is to be eradicated by Buddhist 
practice, an eradication essential for eliminating the duhkha recognized in the First Noble Truth 
as the common condition of all sentient beings, not only human beings. Accordingly, a Buddhist 
humanism would consider humans as the primary audience for Buddhist doctrines, without 
assuming their inherent superiority vis-ā-vis other species. The priority is not to be in control of 
Nature as a whole, but to get in touch with our deepest inner nature.7 

What this means is that in espousing a Humanistic Buddhism, then, we need to reconsider 
the meaning of being human, one that transcends the traditional parameters of the definition. 
We need to recognise the human being’s inherent potential to become a Buddha, that is, Buddha 
nature.8 If seen in this light, the term “humanistic” does not denote the exclusivity of Buddhism 
to human beings as a species, but as an emphasis on the practice of Buddhism as beings with the 
capacity and potential to become a Buddha. We may consider the fundamental circumstances 
surrounding Sakyamuni Buddha’s teaching of the Buddha Dharma. The Buddha was born in 
this world. He practiced in this world. After attaining enlightenment in this world, he taught the 
Buddha Dharma to human beings, since they had, to various degrees, the capacity to listen, think 
about, and practice the teachings. It can be confidently posited that in the conventionally perceived 
Human Realm, the Buddha’s main audience were human beings, and hence, little justification 
is needed here as regards to the emphasis on human beings. But one may contend that, since 
everything the Buddha taught was directed at human beings, isn’t all of Buddhism “humanistic”? 
Why the distinction between HB and non- “humanistic” Buddhism? In attempting to come to 
terms with the growing s amongst scholars as to the validity and value of the said definition, that I 
propose that we consider the term “Humanistic Buddhism” in the etic, or normative sense, in that 
any attempt to extend the teachings of Buddhism to sentient beings with the intention of salvation 

7 Sandra A. Wawrytko, 2001. Tracking the “Human” in Humanistic Buddhism ( I ). Universal Gate 
Buddhist Journal, Issue 4.  p.4. Refer to section 1: Definitions of Humanism: Buddhist and Non-
Buddhist Views for an overview of the traditional definitions of humanism and humanist, and that of 
Buddhism’s perspective.

8 Sandra A. Wawrytko, 2001. Tracking the “Human” in Humanistic Buddhism ( I ). Universal Gate 
Buddhist Journal, Issue 4. p.5.
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can be considered HB.  
We may further elaborate that Humanistic Buddhism is Buddhism with an emphasis 

on today’s human life, that is, the here and now. The goal of Buddhism and its practice is to 
universally better human life. As Otto Chang has it, 

With the improvement and betterment of human life and experience as its primary focus, 
Buddhism differs from most other spiritual practices in its approach to human problems. Unlike 
other spiritual practices that emphasize salvation by an omnipotent God, Buddhism puts the 
solutions to human problems back to human beings. Humans are the ones to solve their own 
problems. What humans can rely on is their wisdom and knowledge. Buddhism is not really a 
religion. Rather, it is a set of theories and practices on how to develop human potential through 
insights into themselves and the world in which they live.”9

In short, I define HB as the altruistic practice of Buddhism in this world, through the human 
condition. It is a mode of Buddhism which not only serves to facilitate one in making progress 
towards liberation from suffering, but also advocates Buddhism in its normative or etic sense, 
that is, the instilling sense of responsibility for Buddhists to strive to extend Buddhism to all 
sentient beings for the sake of universal liberation. Let us know turn our attention to the first task 
as aforementioned. 

The modern forerunners of Humanistic Buddhism in China and Taiwan and their 
accomplishments

In surveying HB family ethics before the time of the three contemporary HB leaders, this 
paper focuses on VTX and VYS’s theories. There is good reason to posit that these two Buddhist 
leaders theories represent the essence of the Chinese mode of HB which directly preceded 
VMHY’s timely participation in Buddhism’s reform. As Anne DeVido explains that, both VTX 
and VYS in their propagation of renjian fojiao “are considered to be the major reformers in 
twentieth-century Chinese Buddhism.10 In VTX’s case, he was considered the “Martin Luther” 
of Chinese Buddhism, since he had responded to political turmoil and civil unrest by initiating 
a reform and a theory of HB during a time when Chinese Buddhism was in dire straits.11 He had 
three goals: “to establish a Sangha which would propagate Buddhism; to inspire lay members to 
act in the world as a bodhisattva would have done, thus achieving enlightenment themselves; and 
to elevate the principles of Mahayana Buddhism to a prime place in national and world culture.”12 

9 Otto Chang. Humanistic Buddhism and Knowledge Management. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic 
Buddhism. pp.232-3.

10 Elise Anne DeVido, 2010. Taiwan’s Buddhist nuns. p.97.
11 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. Hsi Lai 

Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.58.
12 Don A. Pittman, 2001. Toward a Modern Chinese Buddhism: Taixu’s Reforms, Honolulu, University of 

Hawai’i Press. p. 164.
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VTX’s recognition for advocating HB in the Republican period (1911–1949) went unexcelled. 
He was readily supported by other eminent figures like Daxing 大醒 (1900–1950) and Fafang 法
舫(1904–1951) in the early 1930s.13 Furthermore, his views on HB were popular in the 1940s. In 
1934, Haichaoyin, a journal initiated by VTX, published a special issue on Humanistic Buddhism 
with 18 articles in it. 14. According to Long, “his propositions have had great impact on Chinese 
Buddhism and become the essential characteristics of Chinese Buddhism”.15 In the case of VYS, 
he is said to have undeniably played a most crucial role in establishing HB in Taiwan.16 Being 
the student of VTX, he had transmitted his masters teachings to Taiwan.17 Spending his second 
fifty years of his life in Taiwan, he was held in especially high esteem due to his propagation 
and articulation of HB.18  He is also esteemed for his “rationalization of Buddhist doctrine and 
historiography; applying academic standards to the study of Buddhism”.”19 Both Buddhist leaders, 
master and disciple, were the authoritative figures of HB during own their times, with the master 
being renown in China and the disciple revered in Taiwan. They were the representatives of HB 
during their time.     

We may take a step further to come to terms with the HB theories of both VTX and VYS 
as a means to ascertain the validity of the authority both VTX and VYS has as representatives of 
HB in China and Taiwan respectively. Venerable Taixu 太虚大师 (1890–1947) was part of the 
generation in China that was born during the final years of the Qing dynasty and came of age 
during a time of instability, revolution, and new possibilities.20 VTX’s intention for articulating 
the idea of HB was to respond to the inclinations of the people of his time. VTX believed that the 
major problem of his contemporary Buddhist world was an inappropriate focus on non-human 
affairs, and the expense of what really matters, that is, the cultivation of one’s inherent nature 

13 Hung-yok Ip, 2009. “Buddhist Activism and Chinese Modernity”. Journal of Global Buddhism. 
Volume 10  p.147.

14 William E. Soothill,. tr., 1996. Tai Xu Dashi Quanshu (The Complete Works of Venerable Master Tai 
Xu), volume 5, p.215

15 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Master Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. 
Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.65.

16 Hung-yok Ip, 2009. “Buddhist Activism and Chinese Modernity”. Journal of Global Buddhism. 
Volume 10  pp.147-8.

17 Schak, David and Hsiao, Hsin-Huang Michael, 2005. “Taiwan’s Socially Engaged Buddhist Groups “, 
China perpectives. Vol. 59, accessed on 17 June 2012. URL : http://chinaperspectives.revues.org/2803. 
p.3.

18 Marcus Bingenheimer, 2007. “Some Remarks on the Usage of Renjian Fojiao 人間佛教 and the 
contribution of Venerable Yinshun to Chinese Buddhist Modernism”. In Hsu, Mutsu: Chen, Jinhua; 
Meeks, Lori. Development and Practice of Humanitarian Buddhism: Interdisciplinary Perspectives. 
Hua-lien (Taiwan): Tzuchi University Press. p.141. ; DeVido, Elise Anne. (2010). Taiwan’s Buddhist 
nuns. p.99.

19 Elise Anne DeVido, 2010. Taiwan’s Buddhist nuns. p.99.
20 Eric Goodell, 2008. Taixu’s Youth and Years of Romantic Idealism, 1890–1914. Chung-Hwa Buddhist 

Journal vol 21, Taipei: Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies. p.79.
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or Buddha potential. He also saw that the focus of self practice on the part of fellow monastics 
was a deviation from the true spirit and mission of a Buddhist. In response, VTX emphasised 
the importance of practicing Buddhism in this very world, and through the human condition. 
This intention is in line with the spirit of Sakyamuni Buddha’s mission in the human world. The 
Buddha was a practitioner of HB. The Buddha was born in this world. He practiced in this world, 
gained enlightenment in this world, taught in this world, and entered Nirvana while in this world. 
The Buddha practiced as a human being. As VTX puts it, 

I use the term “human life” to refute the fallacies in the teachings of Buddhism by some 
people in the past. The Buddhist teachings may be divided into two: the Buddhism of the 
death and the Buddhism of the ghosts. Many people thought that the aim of learning the 
teachings of Buddhism is to encounter death in a painless way and to have good fortune 
after death. This is not the true meaning of the Buddhist teaching. …As I talk about human 
Buddhism, I emphasize the improvement of human life.21

VTX goes on to explain that, “Buddhism helps to develop human life to perfect universal 
enlightenment and to perfect being. This is the only way leading to the essence of Mahâyâna 
Buddhism. Buddhism aims at the development of human life instead of eliminating it. Therefore, 
it tends to be actively involved in human life”.22 

Despite his bold, revolutionary and sometimes “worldly” efforts, which at times had 
attracted harsh criticism, VTX was a “modernizer but not a secularizer; he was a restorationist, 
aiming to reorient Buddhism toward world engagement and focus more on the human realm, 
less on gods and ghosts”.23 In fact, VTX adopted the term “Buddhism for Human Beings” to 
illustrate that it is more important, urgent, and practical to engage in the affairs of the living 
human beings than engaging with the dead. 24 Although his vision of a this-worldly, “humanistic” 
Buddhism was a departure from the then most influential schools of Buddhism in China, it was a 
re-becoming of the kind of Buddhism practiced during most of China’s Tang Dynasty (618 - 907 
C.E.). 25 According to Richard Kimball, during this era, Buddhist groups were active contributors 

21 William E. Soothill,. tr., 1996. Tai Xu Dashi Quanshu (The Complete Works of Venerable Tai Xu), 
volume 5, pp.218-222.  

22 William E. Soothill,. tr., 1996. Tai Xu Dashi Quanshu (The Complete Works of Venerable Tai Xu), 
volume 5, p.215.  

23 Elise Anne DeVido, 2010. Taiwan’s Buddhist nuns. Albany: State University of New York Press, p.95.; 
Ginling Liu, 2008. The nature of humanistic Buddhism : ideal and practice as reflected in Xingyun’s 
mode. Dissertation. p.32.

24 Ginling Liu, 2008. The nature of humanistic Buddhism : ideal and practice as reflected in Xingyun’s 
mode. Dissertation. p.32.

25 Richard L. Kimball, 2000. “Humanistic Buddhism as Conceived and Interpreted by Grand Master 
Hsing Yun of Fo Guang Shan”. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. vol 1. p.10.
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to society. For example, they established banks which offered zero-interest loans to the poor. They 
also opened shelters which provided temporary boarding for those who needed it. The monks and 
nuns were drilled to believe that their mission was to deliver all sentient beings from suffering, 
and not just focus on their own liberation. However, after the Tang Dynasty, “it was their usual 
practice during suppressed times to take refuge in their monasteries and only when in favor, 
emerge and again take part in the world”.26 As can be seen, VTX had advocated for an adaptation 
of Buddhism to suit the circumstances of his time following in the footsteps of the Buddhist 
leaders of the Tang dynasty. 

In terms of politics and reform, VTX wanted to “clean up” the corrupted practices of 
Buddhism and promote the true altruistic spirit of Buddhism,  advocating that, 

[People] should get rid of the superstitions that the rulers imposed on the people by using 
Buddhism and Taoism as instruments, and transforming the hereditary [Buddhist] property 
system into a shared [Buddhist] property system. Second, the Buddhists should change their 
living style of hermitage imposed by Confucians so that the Buddhists may be engaged in 
the service to guide the masses and bring them benefits. In addition, the Buddhists should 
change their orientation in offering service to the ghosts and the dead, a service requested 
by emperors and hierarchies down to the common people, and receiving donations from 
them. They should change their attitudes of being ghost-oriented and serve the people. 27

VTX, in true HB spirit, wanted to make Buddhism relevant and applicable to human life, 
calling for Buddhists to focus on improving human life. Pittman cautions that Master Taixu did 
not aim to present a secularized version of Buddhism. What Master Taixu intended to do is “to 
defend and renew Buddhism by recalling its spiritual foundations. The “spiritual foundations” 
refer to the ultimate truth, the attainment of Buddhahood”.28 He also distinguishes Buddhism from 
Confucianism, defending that Buddhism is superior to Confucianism in that it not only focuses 
on the human being, as the latter does, but  “emphasises the human life in its karmic relationships 
and the ultimate goal of betterment, realising one’s nature and attaining Buddhahood”.29 VTX 
had confronted the issues plaguing the prosperity of Buddhism in China and advocated HB as 
being the remedy for the aforementioned issues. He had reformed Buddhism from one that sought 

26 Richard L. Kimball, 2000. “Humanistic Buddhism as Conceived and Interpreted by Grand Master 
Hsing Yun of Fo Guang Shan”. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. vol 1. p.10.

27 William E. Soothill,. tr., 1996. Tai Xu Dashi Quanshu (The Complete Works of Venerable Master Tai 
Xu), volume 34, pp.597-598.

28 Don A. Pittman, 2001. Toward a Modern Chinese Buddhism: Taixu’s Reforms. University of Hawaii 
Press.  

29 Rensheng fojiao yu cengchuang jinhua lun 人生佛教与层创进化论”(1944) (in Taixu[1953].) as 
cited in Marcus Bingenheimer, 2007. “Some Remarks on the Usage of Renjian Fojiao 人间佛教 and 
the contribution of Venerable Yinshun to Chinese Buddhist Modernism”. p.148.
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hermitage in the mountains to one that actively engages with the community to serve the people. 
As such, VTX could well be considered to be the greatest authority and advocate of HB of his era. 

Undeniably VYS played a very crucial role in establishing HB in Taiwan. 30 VYS, a disciple 
of VTX, was greatly influenced by his master, and as such, carried his ideas of HB to Taiwan 
several years after his passing in 1947.31 Specifically, the transmission of HB theory into Taiwan 
occurred when the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) claimed victory in 1949. Back in Mainland 
China, all religions were strictly controlled by the Communist party-state; Buddhist monasteries 
and monastics suffered under land reform and counterrevolutionary campaigns from 1949–1953, 
and again in the 1957 anti-Rightist campaign.32 As such, Buddhist monks and nuns, where 
possible, fled to either Hong Kong or Taiwan.33 As for VYS, he chose Taiwan to be his destination. 

In Taiwan, some eminent mainland monks used the coinage Buddhism for Human Life 
(rensheng fojiao 人生佛教), which VTX had preferred since the late 1930s. Like the this-worldly 
HB, or Buddhism for the Human Realm (人间佛教) , Buddhism for Human Life also meant 
the adaptation of Buddhism to the situation and needs of one's own time, the application of 
Buddhism to problems of one's society, and the promotion of Buddhist education.”34 However, 
VYS advocated the coinage Buddhism for the Human Realm, instead of Buddhism for Human 
Life in response to the very theistic Chinese interpretations of the dharmakaya (Dharma-body) of 
the Buddha.35 It can be seen that VYS had deviated from his master’s coinage with the intention 
of dispelling the Chinese conception that Sakyamuni Buddha was supra-human, thus bringing the 
authority and responsibility over one’s own practice of Buddhism back to the individual. 

The other difference that can be identified between the two coinages lie in the scope of what 
their coinage of HB covers. VYS, like his master, also advocated a stronger focus on practicing 
Buddhism via the human condition. As VYS has it, “At all times do everything for Buddhism, 
everything for sentient beings” and to focus on “Here . . . now . . . this person.”36 He also posits 
that, “Buddhism helps to develop human life to perfect universal enlightenment and to perfect 

30 Hung-yok Ip, 2009. “Buddhist Activism and Chinese Modernity”. Journal of Global Buddhism. 
Volume 10  pp.147-8.

31 Richard L. Kimball, 2000. “Humanistic Buddhism as Conceived and Interpreted by Grand Master 
Hsing Yun of Fo Guang Shan”. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. vol 1. p.12.

32 Elise Anne DeVido, 2010. Taiwan’s Buddhist nuns. p.97.
33 Elise Anne DeVido, 2010. Taiwan’s Buddhist nuns. p.98.
34 Marcus Bingenheimer, 2007. “Some Remarks on the Usage of Renjian Fojiao 人間佛教 and the 

contribution of Venerable Yinshun to Chinese Buddhist Modernism”. In Hsu, Mutsu: Chen, Jinhua; 
Meeks, Lori. Development and Practice of Humanitarian Buddhism: Interdisciplinary Perspectives. 
Hua-lien (Taiwan): Tzuchi University Press. p.142.

35 Ginling Liu, 2008. The nature of humanistic Buddhism : ideal and practice as reflected in Xingyun’s 
mode. Dissertation. pp.32-3.

36 Elise Anne DeVido, 2010. Taiwan’s Buddhist nuns. p.46.
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being. This is the only way leading to the essence of Mahayana Buddhism.”37

However, VYS’s  is different from his master in one sense. Where VTX’s definition 
focused on human life, VYS’s included all living beings on earth.  We must, however, take into 
consideration the circumstances in which these terms were coined. VTX specifically defined 
Buddhism for Human life to be a Buddhism to be practiced through the human condition, just as 
the Buddha had, and to strive towards the goal of Buddhahood by practicing along the Bodhisattva 
Path. He specifically reminded that Buddhism was meant to be for human beings in this world. 
His coinage, we must remember, was a response to the then Buddhist world’s corrupted emphasis 
on the dead and on ghosts and spirits. Taking into consideration VYS’s parallel emphasis of 
practicing Buddhism through the human condition, we may interpret his coinage “Buddhism 
for the Human Realm” in an etic, altruistic sense. Buddhism for living beings here, may refer 
to the practice of Buddhism for the sake of all sentient beings. This interpretation is congruent 
with VYS’s statement, “at all times do everything for Buddhism, everything for sentient beings”. 
Since this is the case, I propose that we view both terms, that is, 人間佛教 and 人生佛教, at least 
loosely as two sides of a coin. 

However, one should be cautioned as to the actual contributions of VYS in establishing a 
modern HB in Taiwan. Marcus Bingenheimer argues that “Humanistic Buddhism” in its normative 
sense does not play a substantial role in VYS’s work. As he has it, 

His main contribution should be seen in his exhaustive historiographical composition that 
results in a new focus on history, especially that of Indian Buddhism, and a revalorisation 
of the earlier Agama sutras and Indian Madhyamaka over and against Chinese Mahayana 
literature”. Yinshun’s contribution to Buddhist modernism in Taiwan is well known, but it 
is important to view his contribution in a nuanced perspective that includes the beginnings 
of Chinese Buddhist modernism under Taixu.38 

Moreover, “if one surveys the some 40 monographs and essay-collections that bear 
Yinshun’s name, it is obviously apparent that his main interest is not how to apply Buddhism in 
modern society. Most of the volumes deal with the history of Buddhist ideas and texts, usually 
Indian Buddhism, with a few essays and one monograph on Chinese developments.”39 Perhaps 
VYS could be considered the intellectual force behind HB, and not so much the reformer and 
practitioner as VTX was. 

37 William E. Soothill,. tr., 1996. Tai Xu Dashi Quanshu (The Complete Works of Venerable Master Tai 
Xu), volume 5, p.215. 

38 Marcus Bingenheimer, 2007. “Some Remarks on the Usage of Renjian Fojiao 人間佛教 and the 
contribution of Venerable Yinshun to Chinese Buddhist Modernism”. p.143.

39 Marcus Bingenheimer, 2007. “Some Remarks on the Usage of Renjian Fojiao 人間佛教 and the 
contribution of Venerable Yinshun to Chinese Buddhist Modernism”. p.144. Refer to the section “the 
Semantics of Renjian fojiao” for an overview of Venerable Yinshun’s doctrinal inclination.   
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Although there were differences in interpreting Buddhism, VYS followed VTX in seeing 
Indian Mahayana thought, particularly the Madhyamika thought of Nagarjuna (2nd century), as 
the apex of Buddhism. For VYS, the Madhyamika thought was an uncompromising metaphysical 
analysis of the reality, yet it endured “the need for concrete works of compassion”.40 Both VTX and 
VYS indeed advocated the practice of the Bodhisattva Path. However, where VTX had developed 
a blueprint for action of the modern Bodhisattva, VYS did not. As such, the “heirs” of VYS “made 
their own interpretative and methodological leaps from VYS’s thought to its actualization in 
Taiwan society”.41 One of his disciples, Venerable Cheng Yen, will be discussed in a later section. 
As afore discussed, VYS’s direction deviated from the style of VTX, the former being more 
action and reform oriented and the latter being focused on the intellectual aspect of HB. VYS later 
earned the reputation for being the most learned Buddhist scholar monk of contemporary Chinese 
Buddhism. A temple scholar and barely an activist, VYS’s  main contribution comes in the form 
of a solid intellectual foundation for HB in Taiwan. 

Perhaps VYS was considered the authority of HB in Taiwan due to natural processes. 
Bingenheimer reminds that, “of all of Taixu’s elder students, only Moru, Dongchu and Yinshun 
lived to see Buddhism prosper on Taiwan”.42 However, by surviving all his friends and opponents, 
VYS had become the sole “elder” representative of HB in Taiwan after the death of VTX, even 
thought “he was rarely actively involved in contemporary matters let alone social activism.”43 As 
such, it could be said that he had inherited the authoritative status from VTX by default. 

In short, both master and disciple had different agendas and dealt with different issues. 
They developed their theories of HB in somewhat different socio-cultural and political climates. 
However, the biggest difference between VTX and VYS lies in their direction of Dharma 
propagation. The master focused on political and religious reform and advocacy, all the while 
formulating a theory of HB and its blueprint for its praxis, while the disciple focussed on 
establishing the intellectual and scholastic foundations of contemporary HB. Either way, VTX 
and VYS, as thoroughly afore illustrated, can be considered the authority of HB during their time.

The influences of Master Tai Xu and Yin Shun’s conception of HB on Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun

In July 1946 VMHY, then a young monk of nineteen years sat in the audience when VTX 

40 Charles B. Jones, ‘Transitions in the Practice and Defense of Chinese Pure land Buddhism,’ from 
Buddhism in the Modern World: Adaptations of an Ancient Tradition edited by Steven Heine and 
Charles S. Prebish, chapter 5, New York: Oxford University Press. p. 132.

41 Elise Anne DeVido, 2010. Taiwan’s Buddhist nuns. p.99.
42 Marcus Bingenheimer, 2007. “Some Remarks on the Usage of Renjian Fojiao 人間佛教 and the 

contribution of Venerable Yinshun to Chinese Buddhist Modernism”. p.151.
43 Marcus Bingenheimer, 2007. “Some Remarks on the Usage of Renjian Fojiao 人間佛教 and the 

contribution of Venerable Yinshun to Chinese Buddhist Modernism”. p.151.
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expounded his views on HB. VMHY, the 48th Patriarch of the Lin-chi Ch’an tradition and the 
founder of Fo Guang Shan Buddhist Order recalls this meeting with VTX, writing, “Venerable Tai 
Xu excitedly called on us, saying, ‘We must establish the characteristics of Humanistic Buddhism.’” 
44 VMHY, among other monks were also struck by VTX’s words: “Everyone is responsible for his 
country’s destiny and every monk is responsible for the survival of Buddhism.”45 

Ananda Guruge succinctly interprets the significance of this meeting:
To the young, fertile, and vigorous mind of VMHY, Tai Xu’s call for a humanistic form of 

Buddhism had a wider meaning. He embarked Hsing Yun on study and investigation. His search 
was for the inner essence of Buddhism in its diverse manifestations. How actually can Buddhism 
serve humanity? What contents in the Sakyamuni Buddha’s teachings highlight service to 
humankind? Where should one look for exemplars and guidance in evolving a form of humanistic 
Buddhism? The search had to be on his own. The inspirer of the new line of investigation, namely 
VTX, died just a year after the memorable meeting of 1946. As a result, VMHY’s research and 
contemplation, though inspired initially by VTX’s enthusiasm, had to be based on his own devices. 
In it the young scholar-activist had some significant advantages.46 

Although the then young VMHY had only met with MYX once, it was enough to spark 
in him a determination and a sense of mission to establish HB in Taiwan. Although VMHY had 
not studied under VTX personally, many of  VMHY’s teachers at Jiao Shan Buddhist College of 
Zhenjiang, Jiangsu Province had, and consequently would have been inspired by him. No doubt 
VTX’s teachings and advocacy would have filtered through to VMHY, who, would have already 
read most of his writings and essays.47 As Richard Kimball has it, “Venerable Master Hsing Yun 
was greatly influenced by both Master Tai Xu’s teachings and determination. Master Tai Xu taught 
a re-direction of Buddhism from the passivity of reclusion into the activity of human society. He 
was both a role model and mentor to Grand Master Hsing Yun”.48 

On the whole, the interpretation of the scope of HB undertakings by VTX and VMHY are 
similar. VTX emphasized “the causes in education, culture and social welfare. He placed his hope 

44 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, as cited in Ananda W.P. Guruge, 2002. From the Sutra in Forty-two 
Sections to Humanistic Buddhism—The Impact of Indian Literature on Chinese Civilization. Hsi Lai 
Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 3. pp.296-297.

45 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. Hsi Lai 
Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.66.

46 Ananda W.P. Guruge, 2002. From the Sutra in Forty-two Sections to Humanistic Buddhism—The 
Impact of Indian Literature on Chinese Civilization. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 
3. p.297.

47 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Master Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. 
Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.66.

48 Kimball, Richard L. 2000. “Humanistic Buddhism as Conceived and Interpreted by Grand Master 
Hsing Yun of Fo Guang Shan”. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. vol 1. p.12.
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in the propagation of Buddhism in Europe and America.” 49 VMHY had further developed and 
refined VTX’s ideals, taking a leap forward in “making tremendous endeavours to implement his 
principles, namely: to propagate Buddhism by education and promotion of culture, to serve society 
with compassion, love and kindness, and to purify people’s minds by pilgrimage. He has inherited 
the tradition and makes good use of modern facilities in the dissemination of Buddhism.”50

Apart from the similarities, there are the differences which set the two Venerable Masters 
apart. Ananda Guruge succinctly sums up the differences, explaining that their major differences 
has been in outlook, intellectual emphasis and mode of action. As he puts it, “VTX saw weaknesses 
in Chinese Buddhism vis-à-vis modern science, education and development. As regards the 
mode of action, VTX was an agitator in building public opinion.”51 In contrast to VTX, VMHY 
“developed his strategy around learning and scholarship, research and contemplation, systematic 
planning and deliberate but cautious activism. He chose to appeal to the intellect of the people 
rather than to their emotions. He acquired knowledge for himself but readily shared it with others 
using every available opportunity and modality.”52

In terms of the actual development of HB from VTX to VMHY, we can say that VTX 
had made the initial effort to re-connect the people of the contemporary world with the essential 
Buddhist spirit in the first half of the 20th century, while VMHY continued this mission, realizing 
it throughout the world. “Being both a practitioner and theoretician, he has made an immeasurable 
contribution to Buddhism”.53 As VMHY asserts, “I do not think that HB can simply remain on a 
conceptual level; it must be actively realised. For this reason, over the last thirty years FGS has 
steadfastly maintained the four directives of “using culture to propagate the Dharma, education 
to develop talent, philanthropy to benefit society, and community practice to purify the mind” to 
realise the Dharma in different areas.”54 As such, “regardless of how good the Dharma is, it must 
meet the needs of society and benefit the people if it is to have any value. Promoting HB really 
means getting people to practice HB; it has to be more than just slogans.”55 VMHY was not just 
49 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Master Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. 

Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.71
50 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Master Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. 

Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.71
51 Ananda W.P. Guruge, 2002. From the Sutra in Forty-two Sections to Humanistic Buddhism—The 

Impact of Indian Literature on Chinese Civilization. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 
3. p.297.

52 Ananda W.P. Guruge, 2002. From the Sutra in Forty-two Sections to Humanistic Buddhism—The 
Impact of Indian Literature on Chinese Civilization. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 
3. p.297.

53 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Master Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. 
Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.70.

54 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.158. 

55 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.163.  
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a theoretician, but also a practical reformer, working at ground level to establish HB around the 
world. 

Humanistic Buddhism’s interpretation(s) and principle(s) of family ethics before the three 
contemporary Buddhist leaders

As for his theory of family ethics, VTX infused the traditional Chinese ethics into Buddhism. 
He urged followers to know the basic ethics of how to be a decent person. He illustrated this ethics 
of “paying a debt of gratitude” into four kinds, but of relevance to this study is the debt to one’s 
parents. According to VTX, “one should pay a debt of gratitude to parents’ grace. The survival of 
a person is far more difficult than that of other animals….It takes more than a decade for raising 
and education. From birth to adulthood, the parents exert a great effort. Thus, Buddhism teaches 
people to understand the grace of parents. To pay gratitude to parents is what is called ‘filiality.’”56 
VTX elaborated on family ethics to his followers by making reference to the Sigalaka Sutta:  

there are five ways in which a son should minister to his mother and father…[He should 
think:] “Having been supported by them, I will support them. I will perform their duties for 
them. I will keep up the family tradition. I will be worthy of my heritage. After my parents’ 
deaths I will distribute gifts on their behalf.” And there are five ways in which the parents, 
so ministered to by their son…will reciprocate: they will restrain him from evil, support 
him in doing good, teach him some skill, find him a suitable wife and, in due time, hand 
over his inheritance to him.57 [Moreover], there are five ways in which a husband should 
minister to his wife: by honouring her, by not disparaging her, by not being unfaithful to 
her, by giving authority to her, by providing her with adornments. And there are five ways 
in which a wife, thus ministered to by her husband, will reciprocate: by properly organising 
her work, by being kind to the servants, by not being unfaithful, by protecting stores, and 
by being skilful and diligent in all she has to do. 58

VTX did not elaborate much on family ethics, nor did he provide concrete guidelines as to 
how to practice such ethics. Perhaps VTX was far too occupied with state-level matters that the 
very human day-to-day issues had slipped out of his agenda. One could hardly qualify an attack 
on VTX for failing to address such relatively mundane issues, as if we take into consideration the 
socio-cultural and political climate of his time, we soon realise that the very survival of Chinese 

56 Darui Long, 2002. The Ethics in Humanistic Buddhism—Studies on Venerable Taixu and Master Hsing 
Yun’s Views on Ethics. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 3. p.340.

57 Maurice Walshe tr., 1995. Tipitaka, Suttapitaka, Dighanikaya. English. The long discourses of the 
Buddha: a translation of the Digha Nikaya. iii190, 28. p.467. 

58 Maurice Walshe tr., 1995. Tipitaka, Suttapitaka, Dighanikaya. English. The long discourses of the 
Buddha: a translation of the Digha Nikaya. iii192, 30. p.468. 
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Buddhism was at stake, and that perhaps it would have been necessary for VTX to deal with the 
more pressing issues which determined the overall fate of Chinese Buddhism. as for VYS, he did 
not provide specific guidelines for the practicing of family ethics. 

In short, both VTX and VYS share a similar view towards the importance of practicing 
Buddhism through the human condition. VTX had at the least developed a rudimentary guideline 
to family ethics based on the notion of filial piety, and developed further with the Sigalaka Sutta’s 
formulation of family ethics. However, a brief survey of literature on VYS fails to find reference 
to family ethics. Perhaps further investigation is required before any claim can be made. The 
question now is, to what degree have the predecessors’ theories of HB family ethics have filtered 
through to that of the three contemporary Buddhist leaders in Taiwan? The next section hopes to 
answer this question.    

Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s guideline and theory of Humanistic Buddhism family ethics 

Many people view VMHY as a practitioner of HB. “In the larger sense, he has not only made 
great contributions to the modernization and practice in Buddhist reform, but has also developed 
the theoretical aspects of Humanistic Buddhism”.59 We shall now turn our attention to VMHY’s 
theories and developments of family ethics. In terms of locating and verifying the lineage of 
HB family ethics, VMHY quotes verses from authoritative Buddhist scriptures related to the 
praxis of HB. Apart from this important undertaking, his intention is also to provide guidelines 
for practice.60 Under the heading “Family Ethics” in VMHY’s book, Humanistic Buddhism: A 
Blueprint for Life, an English translation of a compilation of a collection of essays, the Venerable 
Master quotes seven Buddhist texts, namely the Five Part Vinaya, the Connected Discoursed 
of the Buddha, the Sutra on the Contemplations of the Mind, Dharma Verses of Nagarjuna, the 
Singalaka Sutra, the Sutra of Lady Yuye, and the Long Discourses of the Buddha.61 These texts 
collectively deal with the various issues and aspects of family life. Apart from quoting many 
Buddhist sutras and texts to illustrate the theory and praxis of family ethics, VMHY has made 
relevant the theoretical aspects of the traditional texts to the modern person by emphasising the 
aspects which are of relevance to the modern world. Furthermore, VMHY, in his book人间佛教

的戒定慧 Practicing and Learning Humanistic Buddhism, has prescribed specific precepts for 
the modern household, all the while keeping to the spirit of the Buddha’s teachings. Importantly, 
the Venerable Master has covered a wide range of issues surrounding the modern family, as will 
be illustrated later. 

59 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Master Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. 
Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.67.

60 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2010.  The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 
p.69.

61 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2010.  The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 
pp.78-81.
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VMHY has demonstrated a sound understanding of human emotions which are integral 
to interpersonal relationships of a family unit, and has taken in consideration these emotions in 
formulating his guidelines to the praxis of family ethics. As VMHY has it, “in terms of marriage, 
the marriage of man and women is the elevation, perfection, and unity of love.”62 As such, “Fo 
Guang Shan promotes harmony in the human world. We encourage couples to respect and love one 
another. We not only focus on the education of parents and children, but we also value the blissful 
life of the family.”63 We may take into consideration VMHY’s message here. It is difficult to 
restrain lay people from enjoying the bliss that couples share. Acknowledging this, the Venerable 
Master explains the gist of family ethics, noting, “Buddhism does not reject feelings; it advocates 
that feelings be imbued with compassion, purified by reason, circumscribed by etiquette, and 
guided by wisdom. Buddhism encourages love and intimacy between husband and wife, respect 
and forgiveness between parents and children, as well as care and cooperation among friends.” 
64 In acknowledging the fundamental emotions present in familial relationships, the Venerable 
Master does not deny them, but rather encourages people to cultivate positive and beneficial 
emotions.

Venerable Master recognizes the importance of ethics in maintaining harmony in human 
relations. In a family there are close relationships between father and mother, brothers and sisters, 
uncles and aunts, husband and wife, brothers- and sisters-in-law, among others. As VMHY posits, 
“In order and harmony in a family can only be guaranteed by maintaining hierarchical ethical 
relationships based on love and respect between young and old.”65 He also notes that filial piety 
as the basis of all human ethics, and that the family is the nucleus of everyone’s life, and as such, 
Buddhism advocates filial piety as the foremost of human relationships.66 VMHY advises that, 

for the lay person observing today’s Humanistic Buddhism, wisdom should be used in 
handling emotions surrounding human relations. The Dharma is used to purify, beautify, 
spread, and add Buddhism to lay life. The aged, middle-aged, and the young should treat 
one another with love and respect, kindness, and filial piety, as we teach and advise one 
another, because familial relations are interlinked. Fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters 
are all held together like inseparable links in a chain. Each person must do his or her utmost 

62 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.28.  

63 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2010.  The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 
p.67.

64 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.26.  

65 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a blueprint for life. Tr, John Balcom; Robin 
Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. Buddha’s Light Publishing. CA. p.1

66 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a blueprint for life. Tr, John Balcom; Robin 
Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. Buddha’s Light Publishing. CA. p.2
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to love and respect others and strive for harmony. For only when a family laughs together 
will familial relations be happy and harmonious. 67

May we now take a closer look at VMHY’s more specific formulations of family ethics, 
which come under the section “人间佛教现代律仪” Contemporary Precepts of Humanistic 
Buddhism of his latest book in HB, 人间佛教的戒定慧 Practicing and Learning Humanistic 
Buddhism. Note that of the eight categories of precepts listed under this section, family ethics 
is the second to be mentioned. This indicates the importance VMHY places on family ethics. 
VMHY speaks of ten precepts for the household, and elaborates on each. He covers many aspects 
of family life, and as such, provides a comprehensive guideline to household ethics. The following 
is an English translation of each of the precepts. 

居家律儀十事:68

Ten precepts for the household:

1. 重视伦理，提倡孝道，居家和乐，上慈下孝，兄友弟敬，妯娌和睦，婆媳爱敬，即使

至亲骨肉，也该相互尊重个人的生存权利。　

 Attach importance to ethics, promote filial piety, and maintain a happy and harmonious 
home. Parents should be compassionate while children should be filial. Be harmonious 
with your sister-in-laws and love and respect your in-laws. Even blood-related kin should 
mutually respect one another’s right to life. 

2. 家中成员要主动从事家务，里外环境要打扫清洁，物品使用后随手归回原处，经常保

持室内的空气流通，窗明几净、整齐明亮。

 Family members should take the initiative to engage in household chores. Interior and 
exterior living areas must be kept clean, and items should be returned to their original place 
after use. The home should be well-ventilated, and the windows should be kept crystal clear 
clean. 

3. 个人生活崇尚简朴，养成清贫思想，衣食住行等日常资用，但求朴素，不奢侈浪费，

不追求时髦，不讲究或标榜名牌。

 Promote a simple personal life, develop thoughtfulness towards the disadvantaged. One 
can have and use basic necessities, but seek simplicity in doing so, and not be extravagant 
and wasteful. Don’t pursue fashion, and do not show off or flaunt branded items.

4. 尊重每一个家庭成员个体，尤其爱护老弱妇孺，避免家庭暴力或不伦诸事的发生。

 Respect each family member as individuals and in particular, care for the elderly and infirm. 
Avoid domestic violence or immoral incidents.

67 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.10.  

68 星云大师，《人间佛教的戒定慧》，高雄：佛光出版社，2013 年。pp.52-53.
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5. 营造良好的居家品质，增加生活乐趣，提升精神层次。与社区、邻居要敦亲睦邻，守

望相助：对独居长者要主动关怀、慰问。

 Create a high quality household, make life more fun, and enhance one’s spiritual level. In one’s 
community, one should be a good neighbor, and helping one another: take the initiative to care 
and show regard for the elderly who live alone.

6. 平时与家人谈话或观赏电视、影带，聆听音乐、手机等，应轻声细语，切勿妨碍邻居

的安宁。

 When we are talking, watching television, or watching videos with our family members, or 
when we are listening to music or answering our cell phones, we should control our volumes 
and speak softly, so as not to hinder the tranquility of our neighbours. 

7. 休假时，应减少不必要的应酬，多陪伴家人共同参与有益身心的信仰活动，培养全家

共同的休闲乐趣，如读书、下棋、运动。有事外出，要向家人说明去处及告知回家时

间，以免家人挂心。

 When we take a vacation, we should minimise unnecessary socialising, spend more time 
with one’s family by together participating in wholesome religious activities which benefit 
the body and mind. Cultivate one’s family’s collective leisure interests, for example, 
reading, playing chess, and exercising. When one needs to leave the house, one needs to 
explain to their family members where they are going, and inform them of their time of 
return, in order to avoid causing family members to become anxious.

8. 客厅、厨房，浴厕等使用后，随手整理洁净，以方便他人使用。

 After using the living room, kitchen, washroom, etc., one has to clean up for the convenience 
of others.

9. 居家顺注意火烛与门户安全，以免酿成意外灾害，自他受害。

 Pay attention to fire safety and security, to avoid causing accidents and disasters, and injury 
to others and oneself. 

10. 金钱的用度要有智慧，各种日常开支要有预算，如需借贷，应该酌量，即使好友，亦

不宜共金钱往来，更不可经常在家呼朋作乐，以免干扰家人生活等。

Be wise in one’s monetary expenses. One must have a budget for daily expenses. If we 
need to borrow money, we should do so proportionally. Even if it is friends, it is not advisable to 
have money transactions. Do not regularly entertain friends at home, to avoid disturbing family 
member. 

VMHY, as illustrated in his precepts, has demonstrated a broad awareness of common 
family issues of today, offering methods for dealing these specific issues which are based on the 
spirit of thoughtfulness, compassion, love, and of giving others convenience. VMHY elaborates 
further on how parents should educate their children. Family education is listed as the first Precept 
under the seventh category of Precepts of the section “人间佛教现代律仪” Contemporary 
Precepts of Humanistic Buddhism. As in the previous case, the importance VMHY places on 
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family ethics is indicated by the fact that family education is listed as the first precept under the教
育律义十事 Ten Precepts for Education. The following is an English translation of the Precept: 

Family Education:69

父母对子女要照顾其生活，负起养育之责，同时应该给予善良的教育，包括语言、

思想、情绪正常、待人谦虚有礼、不看不正当的书刊、不沉迷网路、电视等,进而要经常

进出图书馆, 多看好书。 

Parents need to take care of their children’s livelihood; take responsibility for [their 
children’s] upbringing, and should also provide a good education which includes languages, 
thought, behaviour, morality, and character building, etc. there must be standards, must develop 
good habits from young, such as maintaining a regular lifestyle, proper behaviour and regular 
emotions, treat people with modesty and politeness, do not read improper books and magazines, 
not be addicted to the internet or TV, etc,  Furthermore, one should frequent the library and read 
good books.

Apart from prescribing general articles concerning family education, VMHY has specific 
instructions for Buddha’s Light International Association (BLIA) members. BLIA is Fo Guang 
Shan’s lay organisation which allows devotees to work together with the monastics of FGS70 to 
carry out the undertakings of FGS and realise the founding directives of FGS. Insofar that members 
of the BLIA could be considered active practitioners of HB71, the Venerable Master has tailored 
to the capacities, a set of articles regarding the educating of their children. The expectations 
placed BLIA members, as will be illustrated, are higher than those placed on non-BLIA members. 
The said articles are found under the section“国际佛光会创会宗旨与精神内涵” The Founding 
Directives and Spirit of the Buddha’s Light International Association as the twentieth article. The 
following is an English translation of the article:

佛光会员如何教育子女:

How BLIA members should educate their children:72

养成信受的教育

Develop an education based on trust and receptivity.

养成礼貌的习惯

Develop the habit of courtesy. 

69 星云大师，《人间佛教的戒定慧》，高雄：佛光出版社，2013 年。pp-.61-2. 
70 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2010.  The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 

p.110.
71 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2010.  The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 

pp.107-113. 
72 星云大师，《人间佛教的戒定慧》，高雄：佛光出版社，2013 年。pp.102-3.
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养成护生的观念

Develop the concept of protecting the life of animals.

养成勤劳的本质

Develop an industrious nature.

养成感恩的美德

Cultivate the virtue of gratitude.

养成佛法的认知

Develop an awareness of the Dharma.

养成合群的性格

Cultivate a gregarious personality.

养成信仰的情操　

Cultivate sentiment towards one’s faith.

In addition to the general precepts as prescribed for the household, VMHY expands on 
several specific family issues. In his book Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life, VMHY 
offers preventative measures for avoiding extramarital affairs, reminding that, “husband and wife 
should attend all social activities together. Not only can they meet common friends and develop 
common interests, but they can also avoid the opportunity for extramarital affairs,”73 and that, 
“spouses should be respectful of and understand each other.”74 Apart from understanding the basic 
human tendencies between man and women, and husband and wife, the Venerable Master, as 
illustrated, has demonstrated an understanding of societal issues surrounding extramarital affairs, 
and has adroitly provided a solution to it.   

Also in the aforementioned book, VMHY specifically warns of the dangers of misguided 
generosity towards one’s children. VMHY cautions, 

Parents who give their children money for fooling around and gambling are an example of 
those who bestow excessive loving-kindness and compassion when they should not. What 
appears to be loving-kindness and compassion is, in fact, harmful to the child. It is as if when 
a child does something destructive, we gladly offer encouragement by pardoning rather than 
punishing the child. Such behaviour is misguided loving-kindness and compassion. This is 
an example of incompassionate loving-kindness.75 

73 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.119.

74 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.132.

75 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.76. 
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The protocols surrounding the death of family members are also proscribed in VMHY’s 
works. This goes to show that the Venerable Master has covered the wide scope of family ethics, 
touching upon issues relating to one’s entire life as a family member. As VMHY has it, 

Upon death, if the dying person’s family members cry at that moment, causing sadness and 
making him/her lose the chance for a good rebirth, it is undoubtedly very harmful. This is 
so because the consciousness of the deceased has not entirely departed, and may, because 
of this, reluctant to depart. This causes more suffering for the deceased. When someone is 
critically ill, it is best to invite a monastic or fellow practitioners to recite the sutras and the 
Buddhas’ names along with family members to help guide the deceased to the Pure Land 
of Ultimate Bliss. 76

As afore illustrated, apart from prescribing precepts which are to be actively carried out, 
VMHY, also offers advice as to what one should not do. The combination of prescriptive and 
proscriptive rules culminate to a rounded and applicable guideline to family ethics. Moreover, 
VMHY’s emphasis on prescriptive precepts make the adhering to family ethics an active and 
positive endeavour, rather than a restrictive and suffocating set of precepts which people may 
feel uncomfortable in following. From the above literature, it can be said that in providing family 
education and prescribing and proscribing precepts for family life, the Venerable Master has taken 
into consideration the circumstances of modern lay family life, and has connected with their most 
fundamental tendencies and needs. He has tailored his guidelines to the different capacities of 
people, and dealt with specific issues of family life in a concrete manner, without failing to cover 
the breadth  of family life issues.

The influences of Masters Taixu and Yinshun on Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s theory and 
formulation of family ethics 

We may now ascertain the degree in which VTX and VYS’s theories of HB family ethics 
have filtered through to VMHY’s. As for the way to practice Buddhism, VTX taught that we first 
learn how to be decent human beings before learning how to be Bodhisattvas and Buddhas,77 and 
accordingly, filial piety is the basis of a decent person. As such, the first step towards becoming 
a decent person is to practice filial piety. VMHY has taken a similar approach, reminding that 
human ethics begin with filial piety, and “it is something we should have for others and is integral 

76 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.122.

77 Darui Long, 2000. Humanistic Buddhism From Venerable Master Taixu to Grand Master Hsing Yun. 
Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 1. p.59. 
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to all ethical relationships.”78 VMHY extends, “we not only want to be filial towards our parents, 
but also to our neighbours, our compatriots, and all of humanity.” 79 We see that both VTX and 
VMHY consider filial piety as the basis of human ethics and decency. 

As for family ethics, one may recall that VTX asserts that “one should pay a debt of gratitude 
to parents’ grace. The survival of a person is far more difficult than that of other animals….It takes 
more than a decade for raising and education. From birth to adulthood, the parents exert a great 
effort. Thus, Buddhism teaches people to understand the grace of parents. To pay gratitude to 
parents is what is called ‘filial piety.’”80 VTX elaborates on family ethics by quoting the Sigalaka 
Sutta’s prescriptions for the praxis of family ethics. It can be seen thus far, that VTX has not 
developed his own thoughts and theories of HB. He has all but drawn from authoritative texts to 
portray HB ethics. As such, his presentation of family ethics is basic in comparison to VMHY’s 
more developed guideline, as afore illustrated. This is interesting, since the family is considered 
the most fundamental and important unit of society in Chinese culture.81 If VTX intended to 
establish HB in Mainland China, would it not be logical to emphasise the aspects of HB which 
find congruence with the existing Sinitic cultural values of his place and time? Perhaps VTX’s 
grand agenda in the sphere of political advocacy had occupied too much of his time and energy, 
for him to have invested more thought in his formulation of HB theories. However, this is not the 
place to discuss this matter. VMHY, on the other hand, stresses the importance of the family as a 
unit of society, and hence, the emphasis he places on family ethics. As the Venerable Master has it, 

If there is love and respect among the family members, this family is a pure land; We need 
not to wait until future lives to be born in the pure land. If each individual purifies himself, 
retrospect, and make progress, then the process would extend from individual to family, 
community, and country, thus, the whole world would become a pure land.82 

VTX, as illustrated, takes filial piety as the basis of a decent person, and hence, the basis 
of ethics in general and family ethics in particular. He elaborated by quoting the Sigalaka Sutta’s 
conception of family identities and responsibilities. VMHY, like the predecessor, also takes 
filial piety as the basis for all ethics. He also quotes the Sigalaka Sutta’s conceptions of familial 

78 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.44.

79 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.44.  

80 Darui Long, 2002. The Ethics in Humanistic Buddhism—Studies on Venerable Taixu and Master Hsing 
Yun’s Views on Ethics. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 3. p.340.  

81 Darui Long, 2002. The Ethics in Humanistic Buddhism—Studies on Venerable Master Taixu and 
Master Hsing Yun’s Views on Ethics. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. Volume 3. p.334.

82 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2005. Foguang yu jiaotuan, Renjian fojiao xilie 1, Taipei: Gandha 
Samudra Culture Co. p. 212.  
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identities and responsibilities. As such, it can be postulated that, insofar that VMHY had explicitly 
acknowledged VTX for being a major influence on his own conceptions and developments of 
HB, he would have been influenced by VTX’s conception of family ethics. As in VYS’s case, no 
mention of family ethics had been made. It is however cautioned that this study has not undertaken 
a comprehensive survey of literature on VYS due to practical concerns, and as such, it would be 
unjustifiable to posit that VYS has not expounded on family ethics. Nevertheless, we shall tend to 
VYS within the parameters of this study. Since there is no basis for comparison in this case, we 
may assume, for now, that VMHY has not been influenced by VYS in the development of his HB 
family ethics theories and precepts. 

Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s Contributions to the Development of HB Family Ethics in 
Taiwan

In assessing the contributions of VMHY to HB family ethics in Taiwan, it is necessary 
to: ascertain the degree in which VMHY had developed his theory and guidelines of HB family 
ethics further from that of his predecessors; and survey the family ethics theories of the two other 
authoritative figures of HB in Taiwan, namely VSY and VCY. In this way, it is possible to, at least 
in broad strokes, paint the landscape of HB family ethics in Taiwan. In doing so, we have the 
backdrop to locate the contributions of VMHY to the development of HB family ethics in Taiwan. 
We shall first deal with the former task. 

As illustrated afore, VMHY has excelled VTX’s presentation of HB family ethics in the 
sense that he has not only attempted to verify the lineage of HB by quoting authoritative Buddhist 
Sutras and texts on family ethics, he has also developed “precepts” for the modern household with 
the intention of providing guidelines for the praxis of HB family ethics relevant to the modern 
world. He has also recognised and discussed ethical issues which are actually present nowadays, 
and has offering realistic solutions to rectify such issues, all the while taking in consideration the 
inclinations of human beings. In short, there are major differences in the family ethic theories 
of VTX and VMHY, the former being relatively undeveloped. VMHY had developed his own 
unique theories and precepts which are relevant to modern family life, addressing specific familial 
issues while covering the breadth of family life issues. In formulating his guidelines and theories, 
he had taken into consideration the socio-cultural circumstances of modern Taiwan and the 
human condition in all its true colours. Since VTX and VYSs’ efforts were largely a response to a 
particular period of time in history, it is inevitable that as circumstances change over time, so too 
do the theories and principles of HB. 

In painting the landscape of HB family ethics in modern Taiwan, we will begin by surveying 
VSY’s conception. As VSY has it, 

the basis of family ethics lies in the interpersonal relationships between husband and wife, 
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children and siblings, and may also be extended to include interactions with grandparents 
and in-laws. Within a family, a father may also be a son or a son-in-law, or may also play 
the role of a brother. Regardless of which role a family member plays or the particular 
situations involved, there is always a corresponding identity; a family member must fulfil 
the duties and obligations appropriate to this identity. In this way, everyone comes together 
to take care of the family, ensuring that all members of the family can coexist happily and 
harmoniously.83

VSY, like VMHY, acknowledges the interpersonal relationships within a family unit. 
VSY emphasises the fulfilling of one’s role according to ones identity, positing that harmony is 
achieved when each and every family member fulfils their roles within the family. As he has it, 
“when every family member plays his or her role, takes up the ensuing duties and responsibilities, 
by giving, contributing, and serving wholeheartedly with his or her best efforts, they are carrying 
out ethical concepts and conducts. And this is family ethics.”84 Likewise, apart from stressing the 
importance of loyally fulfil one’s obligations to one’s spouse and children,85 VMHY emphasises 
the “maintaining of hierarchical ethical relationships based on love and respect between the young 
and old”. VMHY extends from the concept of hierarchy, hence roles, to include the emotional 
aspect of familial interpersonal relationships, and thus, provides a relatively rounded representation 
of the complexity of the family structure. He reminds that Buddhism “encourages love and 
intimacy between husband and wife, respect and forgiveness between parents and children, as 
well as care and cooperation among friends.” 86 VMHY continues that, because familial relations 
are interlinked, each person must do his or her utmost to love and respect others and strive for 
harmony. By covering both aspects of  interpersonal relationships, VMHY, as illustrated later, has 
been able to formulate a “human-oriented” set of precepts which do not deny the lay person the 
bliss of family life in maintaining ethical familial practices. As for the frequently mentioned roles 
and identities of the family, VSY has not gone further to elaborate on them. As he has it, “a family 
member must fulfil the duties and obligations appropriate to this identity.” 87 The question in 
response to this piece of advice is, what are the appropriate duties and obligations for the various 
identities? True that by remaining neutral as to the expected roles of the different members of a 
family, one is not imposing on others our own value systems. However, without being specific, 
one runs the risk of leaving the reader confused as to what is considered appropriate. VMHY, 

83 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. p.13.
84 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. pp.14-

15.
85 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 

Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.44. 
86 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 

Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.26. 
87 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. p.13.
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on the other hand, quotes the Five Part Vinaya, the Connected Discoursed of the Buddha, the 
Sutra on the Contemplations of the Mind, Dharma Verses of Nagarjuna, the Singalaka Sutra, 
the Sutra of Lady Yuye, and the Long Discourses of the Buddha88 to describe the expected roles 
and obligations of the many identities of the family unit. The combination of sutras and Buddhist 
texts culminate in a rather comprehensive guideline as to what each identity within a family unit 
is obliged to do. Moreover, by quoting historical Buddhist sutras and texts, VMHY validates his 
interpretation of family ethics. He grounds his developments  of family ethics in the spirit of the 
family ethics as taught by Sakyamuni Buddha and eminent Buddhist figures. VSY, on the other 
hand, does not quote Buddhist sutras and texts to verify his guidelines. 

VSY offers a six-point guideline to applying family ethics in everyday life. The six 
points are namely, to give without calculating, to holding family meetings, enhancing parenting, 
applying the Four Fields for Cultivating Peace wisely, setting family rules, and extending family 
ethics to community care. We shall take a closer look at each of the points.  As for giving without 
calculating, VSY elaborates that each family member has different capabilities and capacities, 
and that there should be sensitivity in the assignment of roles. Importantly, “everyone should have 
the attitude of fulfilling the obligations given with one’s role. Fulfilling the obligation of a given 
role means putting in effort and doing one’s best; regardless of individual differences in ability, 
we strive to do our best.”89 As further illustrated, VSY emphasises the fulfilment of roles. Giving 
without calculating could be considered a guideline for the type of attitude to adopt when carrying 
out one’s role within the family, that is, of responsibility and the spirit of applying one’s utmost 
effort, and not petty-mindedness. VMHY, on the other hand, stresses the importance of doing 
one’s utmost in loving and respecting others.

In the case of holding family meetings, VSY explains that “in cases where there is overlap or 
confusion of duties among family members, they can re- sort to coordination and discussion, such 
as having a family meeting to find a solution. 90 It goes without saying that good communication 
is important, and conducive of harmony and minimises interpersonal tension. VSY, in this sense, 
appropriately advocates family meetings. However, VSY does not offer concrete guidelines as to 
the way in which the meetings should be held to maximise effectiveness. As such, it is difficult 
to see the purpose of family meetings beyond the fact that they facilitate communication between 
family members. 

As for enhancing parenting, VSY asserts that “education of character and morals should 
start from childhood”. Reminding parents of their responsibility to educate their children, he 

88 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2010.  The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 
pp.78-81.

89 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. pp.15-
16.

90 For the examples, see Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education 
Foundation. pp. 16-17.
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elaborated,

If the parents die early and the child is looked after by the grandparents instead, then 
the grandparents will have to do more, not only bringing up their grandchild, but also 
educating them. The most fundamental function of parenting is to teach children the 
principles of interacting with people and dealing with things. Otherwise, when they grow 
up they will inevitably encounter problems with their interpersonal relationships and career 
development.91 

VYS speaks of the importance of good parenting and of education in character and morals, 
but has yet to elaborate on how or what one should teach their children in this respect. The 
vagueness of this particular guideline does not do service to one who has the intention of enhancing 
one’s parenting practices but does not have the knowledge or skills to do so. VMHY, in this 
respect, provides an elaborate guideline as to how to educate one’s children. Moreover, VMHY 
has skilfully formulated his precepts on parental responsibility and family education to cater for 
the inclinations and capacities of his audience. He classifies two types of audiences, that is, BLIA 
members and non-BLIA members. Apart from the general precepts and guidelines which apply 
to all, the Venerable Master has formulated eight precepts specifically aimed at BLIA members, 
or in other words, active lay practitioners of Buddhism, which could be perceived as a more 
Buddhist practitioner-oriented. As we may recall, the guideline asks parents to teach their children 
manners, diligence, the respect for the lives of animals, gratitude, the way to be gregarious, and 
in a more religious sense, to develop, an awareness of the Buddha Dharma, faith and acceptance, 
and sentiment towards one’s faith. These precepts could be considered the characteristics of 
Buddhist praxis. As for the general guideline or precept for family education, VMHY tones down 
the religious tone, and asks parents to, as we may recall, look after the wellbeing of their children 
and providing them a comprehensive education, while preventing them from harmful sources of 
multimedia and the abuse of the internet. VMHY not only elaborates on how one should parent 
and education their children, he also provides two sets of precepts, one for the general masses, and 
one for committed lay Buddhist practitioners. This indicates VMHY’s awareness of the various 
capacities of people.

As for applying the Four Fields for Cultivating Peace wisely, VSY explains that when 
there is conflict between family members, as long as one or two family members are willing to 
deal with the problem by “facing it, accepting it, dealing with it, and letting go of it”, one can 
have a positive impact and change the situation for the better, a situation which is peaceful and 
harmonious.92 However good this piece of advice is, this guideline is at a level of abstraction 
where one will find it difficult to ascertain the way in which to apply this guideline to issues 

91 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. p.18.
92 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. p.19.



327

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

within the family. One may ask, how does one face it, accept it, deal with it, and let go of it? An 
elaboration on the methods of application is necessary for this guideline to be effective.

As for setting family rules, VSY explains that family rules are derived from ethics. As he 
has it,

The idea is that when some family member violates and breaks ethical rules, there is a 
set of disciplinary rules to follow. Another purpose is to prevent family members from 
going counter to socially accepted norms. I also suggest families and couples in modern 
society to set a norm for spouse relationship. Once the children are older and more mature, 
parents should make clear to their children what are acceptable behaviours in relation to 
their classmates, friends, and relatives, as well as set up the family guidelines. Taking care 
of the family is the responsibility of every family member.93

VSY rightly proposes that families should set family rules. True, it could be posited that 
cause and effect could be highlighted in the process of enforcing family rules and the subsequent 
disciplinary measures. However, by not providing guidelines which explain how, when, under 
what circumstances, and why one should set family rules, the reader may run the risk of setting 
inappropriate rules. Again, the vagueness of VSY’s guidelines act against the value of his 
guidelines.

In extending family ethics to community care, VSY states, “a family in which all members 
carry out their duties and take care of each other will be one that enjoys warmth, harmony, and 
happiness, and one that can serve as a model in their community, because they will extend their 
love for their family to caring for their community.”94 VMHY, on a similar token, posits that, “If 
there is love and respect among the family members, this family is a pure land; If each individual 
purifies himself, retrospect, and make progress, then the process would extend from individual to 
family, community, and country, thus, whole the world would become a pure land in the human 
world.”95 Moreover, VMHY posits that filial piety is the basis of human and family ethics, and that 
it is important to not only be filial to one’s parents, but also to our neighbours, our compatriots, 
and all of humanity. One speaks of conventional duties while the other speaks of emotional duties 
and duties of filial piety. However, both share the spirit of altruism. 

VYS’s disciple, VCY, focuses on humanitarian work. She founded the Tzu-Chi Compassion 
Relief Foundation in 1966 on the eastern coast of Taiwan, with the goal of defraying medical 
costs for the poor.96 Nowadays, there are branch centres all around Taiwan and in other parts of 
93 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. p.21.
94 Master Sheng Yen, 2011. The Six Ethics of the Mind. Taipei: Sheng Yen Education Foundation. pp.21-

22.
95 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2005. Foguang yu jiaotuan, Renjian fojiao xilie 1, Taipei: Gandha 

Samudra Culture Co. p. 212.
96 Julia C. Huang. 2002. “What Travels? Notes on a Globalizing Buddhist Movement from Taiwan”.p.2.
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the world, and the Foundation now includes a network of hospitals and clinics to serve those in 
need and are unable to pay.97 According to Julia Huang, “The main practice of the lay followers 
is not chanting scripture, but proselytizing, raising funds, contributing time and money to, and 
volunteering for the Rev. Zhengyan’s mission.”98 As VCY has it,   

In the past, Buddhism in this world had sounds but no forms, and was hardly practical ...[It] 
had only temples and masters who lectured on texts…. I founded Ciji for Buddhism and for 
all the living, in the hope that it would not only exist on [people’s] lips, but also manifest 
itself in practical action; and in the hope that it would be involved in the world and pursue 
the spirit of the Buddha in tandem.99

VCY’s development of HB theory and praxis heads in the direction of the promotion and 
praxis of Buddhist altruism in the materialistic sense. The devotional practice of Buddhism does 
not play a big part in the follower of Tzu-chi. Moreover, a brief review of literature on VCY 
fails to identify any mention of family ethics.100 By default, VSY’s contribution to HB family 
ethics becomes the sole basis in locating VMHY’s contributions to HB family ethics in Taiwan. 
Regrettably, due the space limitations of this paper, I have been unable to survey the many 
smaller Buddhist organisations which claim to practice and promote HB Buddhism in painting 
the landscape of HB family ethics in Taiwan. Nevertheless, since VSY is regarded as one of the 
three authoritative figures of HB in Taiwan, one can assume that his contribution to HB family 
ethics in Taiwan could be considered to represent a substantial portion of HB family ethics in 
Taiwan as a whole.

In short, both VSY and VMHY acknowledge the interpersonal relationships within a family 
unit. While VSY emphasises the fulfilling of one’s role according to ones identity within a family 
unit, VMHY emphasises the maintaining of hierarchical ethical relationships based on love and 
respect between the young and old. VMHY extends from the concept of hierarchy, hence roles, to 
include the emotional aspect of familial interpersonal relationships, and thus, provides a relatively 
rounded representation of the complexity of the family structure. VSY does not elaborate on the 
roles of each identity within a family unit whereas VMHY does so, through quoting Buddhist 
sutras and texts. In doing so, he legitimises his guidelines. While VSY, stresses the importance of 

97 Richard L. Kimball, 2000. “Humanistic Buddhism as Conceived and Interpreted by Grand Master 
Hsing Yun of Fo Guang Shan”. Hsi Lai Journal of Humanistic Buddhism. vol 1. p.12.

98 Julia C. Huang. 2002. “What Travels? Notes on a Globalizing Buddhist Movement from Taiwan”.p.4.
99 Zhengyan, 1990, 10-1, cited by Li Dingzan. 1996. “zongjiao yu zhimin: taiwan fojiao de bianqian yu 

zhuanxing, 1895-1995 (Religion and Colonial Discourse: The Historical Transformation of Buddhism 
in Taiwan, 1895-1995).” Bulletin of the Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica 81:. Translation, Julia 
C. Huang (2002) .

100 There is limited sources in English on Venerable Cheng Yen, and as such, I have been unable to find 
literature on Venerable Cheng Yen’s thoughts or contributions to HB family ethics.



329

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

adopting a sense of responsibility and the spirit of apply one’s utmost effort in carrying out one’s 
role within the family, VMHY, on the other hand, stresses the importance of doing one’s utmost 
in loving and respecting others. VYS speaks of the importance of good parenting and of education 
in character and morals, but has yet to elaborate on how or what one should teach their children 
in this respect. VMHY, in this respect, provides an elaborate guideline as to how to educate one’s 
children. Moreover, VMHY has skilfully formulated his precepts on parental responsibility and 
family education to cater for the inclinations and capacities of his audience, demonstrating an 
awareness of the needs of people. VSY also advocates the establishing of family meetings and 
of setting rules, but does not elaborate further on how to do so. The vagueness of these two 
guidelines does not do service to the unaccustomed reader, since they are at a level of abstraction 
where one will find it difficult to ascertain the way in which to apply this guideline to issues 
within the family. As illustrated, VMHY excels VSY in validating his family ethics guidelines, 
and addresses the most fundamental human emotions which are present in familial interpersonal 
relationships in prescribing and proscribing his precepts for family life. Moreover, VMHY is 
unique in the sense that he is able to tailor the precepts to the inclinations and capacities of his 
audience. Unlike VSY, he is also elaborate in the  explanation of the roles and responsibilities of 
family members. As mentioned earlier, he adroitly addresses common familial issues by providing 
situation-specific guidelines. All of the aforementioned qualities of VMHY’s conception of HB 
family ethics are evidently unique to him, and as such, could be considered his contributions to 
the development of HB family ethics.  

The validity and relevancy of Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s mode of Humanistic Buddhism 
family ethics

As we may recall, this paper argues that HB is the practical interpretation of Buddhism, 
and that the altruistic and this-worldly spirit of HB originates from Sakyamuni Buddha himself. 
He was born in this world, he lived, practiced, and became enlightened in this world, and had 
taught in this world until his parinirvana from this world. The Buddha taught human beings to 
practice through the human condition and human life, whether lay or monastic. Thus, the practice 
of Buddhism never left human life. He had tailored his teachings to cater for both the different 
capacities of his audiences and the socio-cultural and political circumstances, and had, in his 
teachings, spoken about many aspects of human life. In short, HB itself is not a new form of 
Buddhism but a constantly evolving interpretation of the practical, altruistic, and this-worldly 
component that is found in Buddhist Sutras and authoritative texts. It is the aspect of Buddhism 
that promotes the betterment of one’s human life with the ultimate goal of becoming a Buddha 
or Bodhisattva. It is the aspect of Buddhism which embraces the altruistic spirit of extending the 
Buddha Dharma to all sentient beings in the hope of universal salvation. On another note, since 
the very fluid nature of HB allows it to serve the needs of the people of any given period of time, 
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one can hypothesis that a carefully and skilfully crafted theory of HB which adroitly addresses 
current issues could be considered relevant in the modern world. In determining the validity and 
relevancy of VMHY’s theories and guidelines of HB family ethics, it is necessary to ascertain 
the degree in which his theories and guidelines follow the aforementioned spirit of Sakyamuni 
Buddha’s teachings in relation to family ethics, that is, the: pedagogical intuition of the Buddha; 
Sakyamuni Buddha’s focus on practicing in the here and now, through the human condition and 
life; the relevancy of the teachings to the people of one’s current time and place.  

 As for pedagogical intuition, Sakyamuni Buddha, as mentioned, taught different things 
to different people or groups. He was able to cater to the specific needs of the various types of 
audiences by addressing the very issues most relevant to them, taking into consideration their 
different capacities and inclinations. In determining VMHY’s effectiveness as an educator, we 
may recall that he had divided his guidelines to family education into two main categories, that 
is, a general guideline to be practiced by all, and a specific guideline for the BLIA member. This, 
knowing that BLIA members have a higher level of commitment to the practice of HB. The BLIA 
guideline to family education adopts an overt religious tone, and the overall expectation on the 
part of the parent and child is higher. This illustrates VMHY’s ability to adopt his teachings to 
address the issues most relevant to his audience and cater to their capacities and inclinations. 

Sakyamuni Buddha focuses on practicing in the here and now, through the human condition, 
and through everyday human life. As Walpola Rahula warns, “the common belief that to follow 
the Buddha’s teaching one has to retire from life is a misconception. It is really an unconscious 
defence against practising it. There are numerous references in Buddhist literature to men and 
women living ordinary, normal family fives who successfully practised what the Buddha taught, 
and realized Nirvana.”101 He continues that,

True renunciation does not mean running away physically from the world. Sariputta, the 
chief disciple of the Buddha, said that one man might live in a forest devoting himself to ascetic 
practices, but might be full of impure thoughts and ‘defilements’; another might live in a village or 
a town, practising no ascetic discipline, but his mind might be pure, and free from ‘defilements’. 
Of these two, said Sariputta, the one who lives a pure life in the village or town is definitely far 
superior to, and greater than, the one who lives in the forest.102

VMHY bases his developments of HB family ethics based on this conception. He reminds 
that, “the Buddha never asked us to flee this world; he taught us to understand it and deal with it,” 
103 and that, “the way to practice HB is to purify the mind and to emphasise practice in everyday 
life.104 This is reflected in the very fact that his guidelines to family ethics excels in addressing 
101 Walpola Rahula, 1974. The  Buddha Taught. Rev ed. NY: Grove Press. p.77.
102 Walpola Rahula, 1974. What the Buddha Taught. pp.73-74.
103 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2010. Being Good: Buddhist Ethics for everyday life. Tr. Tom Graham. 

p.136.
104 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2010.  The Buddha’s Light Philosophy. CA: Buddha’s Light Publishing. 

p.63.
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the most fundamental human emotions which are present in familial interpersonal relationships 
in prescribing and proscribing his precepts for family life. If there is love and respect among the 
family members, this family is a pure land; We need not to wait until future lives to be born in 
the pure land. If each individual purifies himself, retrospect, and make progress, then the process 
would extend from individual to family, community, and country, thus, whole the world would 
become a pure land in the human world.105 

Moreover, from a more global perspective, his very emphasis on family life indicates his 
this-worldly approach. As VMHY has it, “Humanistic Buddhism is the Buddhism needed in our 
daily lives. In the past, Buddhist placed more emphasis on leaving the world and living apart from 
it in the forests and mountains…Buddhism is living life, making life happier and family life more 
joyful, and adding harmony to human relations, the mind, and the spirit”.106 VMHY, in this sense, 
keeps to the spirit of practicing in the here and now, through the human condition, and through 
everyday human life.

Sakyamuni Buddha’s teachings were tailored to the needs of the people of his time and 
place. Apart from the most fundamental teachings such as the Noble Eightfold Path which 
were applicable to both monastics and the laity,107 the Buddha delivered teachings specific to 
the householder. This demonstrates that the Buddha would have had an understanding of the 
needs and issues of family life of his time and place, as well as the socio-cultural and political 
circumstances which would have shaped typical family life. We may recall that the Sigalaka Sutta 
speaks of the roles and responsibilities of each identity within a family unit. The mention of “being 
kind to servants” and the custom of “distributing gifts on the behalf of one’s parents’ upon their 
deaths”, for example, are far cries in modern Taiwanese culture. Although irrelevant in modern 
Taiwan, it would not be unreasonable to posit that these customs were probably widespread and 
important norms during the time and place of Sakyamuni Buddha. The point here is, the Buddha 
had considered the socio-cultural norms of his time and place in teaching Buddhist family ethics. 

On a similar token, VMHY takes into consideration the socio-cultural situation of modern 
day Taiwan in formulating his guideline to the praxis of HB family ethics. He adroitly addresses 
common familial issues by providing situation-specific guidelines. For example, we may recall 
that he prescribes that one should control their volumes and speak softly while one talk, watch 
television or videos with our family members, or when we are listening to music or answering our 
cell phones, so as not to hinder the tranquility of our neighbours. In establishing healthy familial 
relationships, the Venerable Master also urges people to cultivate one’s family’s collective leisure 
interests, for example, reading, playing chess, and exercising. VMHY also demonstrates an 

105 Venerable Master Hsing Yun, 2005. Foguang yu jiaotuan, Renjian fojiao xilie 1, Taipei: Gandha 
Samudra Culture Co. p. 212.

106 Venerable Master Hsing Yun , 2008. Humanistic Buddhism: a Blueprint for Life. Tr. John Balcom; 
Robin Stevens and Edmond Chang eds. p.xviii.  

107 Walpola Rahula, 1974. The  Buddha Taught. Rev ed. NY: Grove Press. p.76.
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awareness of common discipline issues of a family unit, prescribing parents the task of preventing 
their children from, reading improper books and magazines, and, becoming addicted to the 
internet or TV. The aforementioned examples illustrate VMHY’s ability to understand the needs 
and issues of family life of the modern day.

In short, VMHY’s theories and guidelines of HB family ethics can be said to be valid 
and relevant in modern day Taiwan. His theories and guidelines follow the spirit of Sakyamuni 
Buddha’s teachings in relation to family ethics. VMHY displays a certain pedagogical intuition 
similar to that of the Buddha, and like Sakyamuni Buddha, focuses on practicing Buddhism in 
the here and now, and through the human condition and life. Moreover, just like the Buddha’s 
teachings, the relevancy of his theories and guidelines are relevant and valid to family life of his 
current time and place.  

Conclusion
This paper surveyed the contributions Venerable Master Hsing Yun has made in the 

development and evolution of Humanistic Buddhism’s interpretation of family ethics in Taiwan. 
In identifying such contributions, it is first necessary to consider the state of HB preceding VMHY, 
before we can identify the degree and nature in which VMHY had continued the development of 
HB in Taiwan. In surveying HB in China and Taiwan before the time of the three contemporary 
Buddhist leaders, it is found that both master and disciple had different agendas and dealt with 
different issues. They developed their theories of HB in somewhat different socio-cultural and 
political climates. However, the biggest difference between Venerable Tai Xu and Venerable 
Yin Shun lies in their direction of Dharma propagation. The master focused on political and 
religious reform and advocacy, all the while formulating a theory of HB and its blueprint for its 
praxis, while the disciple focussed on establishing the intellectual and scholastic foundations of 
contemporary HB. Either way, both and VYS be considered the authority of HB during their place 
and time. VTX’s theories of HB has in particular had some influence on Venerable Master Hsing 
Yun’s development of HB. In terms of the actual development of HB from VTX to VMHY, we 
can say that VTX had made the initial effort to re-connect the people of the contemporary world 
with the essential Buddhist spirit in the first half of the 20th century, while VMHY continued this 
mission, realizing it throughout the world.

As for Venerable Tai Xu and Yin Shuns’ theories of family ethics, both VTX and VYS share 
a similar view towards the importance of practicing Buddhism through the human condition. 
VTX had at the least developed a rudimentary guideline to family ethics based on the notion 
of filial piety, and developed further drawing from the Sigalaka Sutta’s formulation of family 
ethics. However, a brief survey of literature on VYS fails to find reference to family ethics. 
Perhaps further investigation is required before any claim can be made. A comparison of VTX 
and VMHY’s theories of HB family ethics finds that VTX’s emphasis on filial piety has filtered 
through to VMHY. Moreover, VTX quotes the Singalaka Sutta in his guideline to family ethics. 
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VMHY follows suit. He however excels his predecessor, in that he provides a comprehensive yet 
specific guideline to the praxis of family ethics. 

As for VMHY’s contributions to HB family ethics, he draws from several Buddhist sutras and 
texts to illustrate the lineage of HB family ethics and to present Sakyamuni Buddha’s conception 
of family roles and identities. In elaborating on the identities and responsibilities of a family unit, 
he addresses the most fundamental human emotions which are present in familial interpersonal 
relationships. In espousing family education and prescribing and proscribing precepts for family 
life, the Venerable Master has taken into consideration the circumstances of modern lay family 
life, and has connected with their most fundamental tendencies and needs. Moreover, he has 
tailored his guidelines to the different capacities of people, and dealt with specific issues of family 
life in a concrete manner, without failing to cover the breadth of family life issues. 

Importantly, VMHY’s theories and guidelines of HB family ethics can be said to be valid 
and relevant in modern day Taiwan. This is so because his theories and guidelines follow the 
spirit of Sakyamuni Buddha’s teachings in relation to family ethics. VMHY displays a certain 
pedagogical intuition similar to that of the Buddha, and like Sakyamuni Buddha, focuses on 
practicing Buddhism in the here and now, and through the human condition and life. Moreover, 
just like the Buddha’s teachings, the relevancy of his theories and guidelines are relevant and 
valid to family life of his current time and place. The contributions of VMHY to the development 
of HB family ethics, as such, could be considered valid and substantial.
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The Practical Significance of 
The Great Compassion Repentance

「大悲忏法」的现实意义

Shih Zhi Guan

Abstract

Repentance is one of the most important methods of Buddhist practice. The Brahma Net 
Sutra (梵网经) said, “confession of guilt brings purification and peace”. Through repentance, 
one can eliminate guilty mind and practice with no obstacle. This essay is to reexamine the 
original version of the Great Compassion Repentance, written by Master Zhili (知礼大师), the 
seventeenth patriarch of Tiantai School in Northern Song Dynasty, on how it is widely spread, and 
how could we relate the practice of Calming Contemplation 止观, and Five Repentances五悔 to 
contemporary life to achieve peace and happiness.

Key words: Repentance, Buddhist Repentance, the Great Compassion Repentance, Calming 
Contemplation, Five Repentances

1. Introduction

The Great Compasssion Repentance is currently one of the most often held dharma services 
in monasteries. Fo Guang Shan in Taiwan and their respective branch temples around the world 
held it regularly once a month. Dharma Drum Mountain (Fa Gu Shan法鼓山) promotes Quan Yin 
Bodhisattva Practice1, also held it monthly. This Repentance is now closely related to the public 
due to the reasons of rituals and chanting, and most importantly, of the faith of great compassion 
required in this era.

The buddhist repentance practice originated from the ancient Buddha’s time. The Buddha 
set up a law of karma 羯磨法 for the sangha community. After one "confessed guilt" oneself or 
by others (Shuozui or Zizi说罪或自咨), the Buddha then preached dharma of precepts (posadha 

in Sanskrit; Busa布萨in Chinese). After one repents in sincerity and obtains tolerance from 
others, one could eliminate restlessness, which contributes not only to individual practice without 
obstacles, but also to regaining peace and joyfulness in the community. Therefore the Brahma Net 

1 Venerable Shengyan圣严法师, Keynote Speech of Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara and Modern Society in 
the 5th Chunghwa Int’l Conference on Buddhism.《观世音菩萨与现代社会》, Taipei Fagu, 2007.4, 
p. 2.
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Sutra (Fanwang Jing《梵网经》) says: “Confession of guilt brings purification and peace.”2. 
The Comment on the Great Prajna Sutra (Dazhidulun《大智度论》) says: “If a person regrets, 
the regrets are let go; This is how one achieves happiness and peace by easing the mind.”3

Buddhism came to China in the Eastern Han Dynasty4. During the two thousand years of 
Chinese Buddhism, the repentance practice has been combined with the local Chinese culture 
and etiquettes, and gradually shaped into ritualized services with Chinese characteristics. Master 
Dao’an (道安大师 312-385) in the Eastern Jin Dynasty, is the first who set up "Rituals for Monks 
and Nuns”(Sengni Guifan〈僧尼规范〉), including "posadha, errands, repentance etc., “5. 
Master Zhiyi (智顗大师, 538-597), the fourth patriarch of Tiantai School in Sui Dynasty, set up 
the Repentance Practice of the Lotus Samadhi (Fahua Sanmei Chanyi〈法华三昧忏仪〉)6. This 
Repentance specializes in Ten Subjects (Shike十科) of the ritual, and in reciting the Lotus Sutra 
as the core according to the theory of the Contemplation Practice of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva 
Sutra (Guan Puxian Pusa Xingfa Jing《观普贤菩萨行法经》)7, which becomes a model for 
later Chinese school repentances. The Great Compassion Repentance stated in this paper is one 
of them.

The Great Compassion Repentance, originally known as Thousand-hand-and-eye 
Compassion Mantra Practice (Qianshouyan dabeixinzhou xingfa《千手眼大悲心咒行法》)8, 
was written by Master Zhili (知礼, 960-1028), the seventeenth patriarch of Tiantai School in the 
Northern Song Dynasty. It is based on Qianshou Qianyan Guanshiyin Pusa Guangda Yuanman 
Wu’ai DabeiXin Tuoluoni Jing (《千手千眼观世音菩萨广大圆满无碍大悲心陀罗尼经》) 9 
(hereinafter referred to as Tuoluoni Jing《陀罗尼经》), with chanting the Great Compassion 
Dharani followed by Calming Contemplaton (Zhiguan 止观) in order to obtain enlightenment.

The current version of the Great Compassion Repentance has been modified from the 
original with abridgment of the content of contemplation, which resulted in a certain failure to 
disclose the core spiritual practice. Japanese Scholar Yiteng Zheying wrote in his book, A Study of 
Tiantai Masters, that, “liturgy was indeed in the high expectation of religious practice at the very 

2 T24, no. 1484, p. 1003. Taipei Xinwenfeng 新文丰, 1987.11.
3 T25, no. 1509, p. 184. 
4 Tang Yongtong Buddhist history in Han, Wei and Jin Dynasties 汤用彤《汉魏两晋南北朝佛教史》, 

Taipei FoGuang, 2001. p. 21.
5  Fayuanzhulin《法苑珠林》, Volume 16, “There are three rituals:……” (in Chinese「条为三例：一

曰行香定座上经上讲之法；二曰常日六时行道饮食唱时法；三曰布萨差使悔过等法。」) T53, 
no. 2122, p. 407.

6 T46, no. 1941, p. 949.
7 T9, no. 277, p. 389.
8 T46, no. 1950, p. 973.
9 T20, no. 1060, p. 106.
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beginning, but as time went by, it gradually became formalized.”10

I do agree with this comment, therefore want to reexamine the original version of the 
Repentance, and set a bridge between the Repentance and our life through some practical 
significances for people’s reference in this age to achieve life happiness and social stability. 

2. The Rituals and Meanings of the Great Compassion Repentance

Buddhist repentance, in narrow sense, could be referred as Chinese Buddhist repentance 
services with certain rituals and theories support. But broadly speaking, it includes the origin 
of Buddhist repentance back to ancient time, its historical background, social culture and other 
factors on the development as an integration.

 
2.1. The origin and history of Buddhist repentance

We first trace the tradition of the translation and understanding of the word Repentance 
between Sanskrit and Chinese. 

2.1.1. Definitions on the word Repentance (Chan 忏and Hui 悔 in Chinese) 

In Chinese, Repentance is pronounced as Chan Hui（忏悔）in two syllables. The 
Contemporary Chinese Dictionary explained the word as follows:

Sanskrit word Ksama, transliterated as Chan Mo 忏摩, in abbreviation as Chan忏 in 
Chinese pronunciation, and repent (Hui悔) of its meaning, collectively known as regret and 
repentance. … Later became self-confess and a religious penitential prayer ritual11.

Explained above, the so-called Fanhan Bingju梵汉并举（Sanskrit sound-Chinese meaning 
combination）is a common way of Chinese Buddhist translation from Vinaya Master Daoxuan     
(道宣律师 596-667) in the Tang Dynasty12. But there is another version of translation according 
to Master Yijing (义净大师 635-713) of Tang Dynasty. Master Yijing said:

Ksama, pronounced as Chan Mo in Chinese, means asking for tolerance, with the meaning 
of apology…as of Repent, the related Sanskrit word is apatti-desana. Apatti means crime; desana 
means to confess crime or wrongdoings. So the abbreviated sound of Ksama is Chan 忏,, but Hui 
悔 is the meaning of apatti-desana. The former is asking for forgiveness, tolerance, to a lesser 
degree, and the latter is for repentance and to take away sins, to a more serious degree. We name 

10	 佐藤哲英A Study of Tiantai Masters (《天台大师之研究》, translated into Chinese by Ven. Shih, 
Yiguan), Taipei, Chinese Buddhism, 2005, p. 164.

11 The Contemporary Chinese Dictionary《汉语大词典》, Shanghai Dictionary Publishing House, VII, 
2008.8, p. 795.

12 Ven. Shengkai, 圣凯法师, Chinese Buddhist Repentance Research《中国佛教忏法研究》, Beijing: 
Religious Culture, 2004.9, p. 16.
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it as Chan Hui（忏悔 in Chinese） with the combination of two Sanskrit words and meanings13.
As stated above, the definition by Master Yijing seems closer to the origin, but the other is 

widely used currently. These two versions of definitions on the word of Repentance（Chan Hui 
忏悔）listed above is for our reference.

2.1.2. The Origin of Buddhist Repentance Practice

Buddhist repentance practice is originated back to Buddha’s time. According to the rule of 
Karma14, before the Buddha preached the dharma of precepts—posadha ((Busa布萨), the sangha 
community had to confess the mistake(s) oneself or by others, so that one could take  away 
wrongdoings and regain peace and harmony. 

Posadha, in Sanskrit has the same meaning as desana-pratimoksa. Desana means to 
confess（Shuo说）, and pratimoksa is pronounced as Boluotimucha（波罗提木叉）in Chinese, 
which means precepts, coolness (Qingliang清凉), individual liberation (Biejietuo 别解脱) , and 
is translated as to preach precepts (Shuojie说戒).

The rule of posadha is originated from ancient Indian Law of Veda (Feituo 吠陀), but “the 
Buddha adapts to the times and reforms the existing posadha system. For believers, it emphasizes 
on spiritual purification in life instead just abstinence."15 In order to adapt to social and religious 
background, the Buddha set up posadha, and originally intended to preach Dharma and bestow 
Eight Precepts to guide people to live in pure spiritual life. Later, “under the guidance of the 
Buddha, posadha had a more profound significance in sangha community and gradually became 
a more completed posadha system ... the Buddha will not give any teaching if anyone in the 
community hides crime as the congregation is not pure. So if there is any fault, one should repent 
first. "16

When Buddhism spread eastward to China, it is the early age of Mahayana Buddhism. The 
sutras that are about repentance practice were also translated into Chinese, and gradually formed 
the basis of Chinese tradition of repentance practice. The Three Practices Sutra (Sanpin Jing 《三
品经》), and Repentance Practices Preached by the Buddha for Sariputra Sutra (Foshuo Shelifo 
Huiguo Jing《佛说舍利弗悔过经》) are two of them. In the Three Practices Sutra, Confession 
(Huiguo 悔过), Rejoice (Suixi 随喜), and Request for Dharma (Quanqing 劝请)17 are the three 

13 The Sarvastivadins Vinaya《根本说一切有部毗奈耶》T23, V.15, no. 1442, p. 705.
14  Karma, Sanskrit word, means action, work, practice, etc., for the precepts of justice operations, is also 

of confession.
15 Ven. Yinshun 印顺长老 The origin of Buddhist Sutras Collections《原始佛教圣典之集成》(In 

Chinese it is,「佛陀适应时代而成立的布萨制，对信众来说，是重于禁欲的，净化自心的精神
生活。」), Taipei: Zhengwen, 1971.2, p. 106.

16 Same as footnote 15.
17 Ven. Shengkai, 圣凯法师, Chinese Buddhist Repentance Research《中国佛教忏法研究》, Beijing: 

Religious Culture, 2004.9, page 21.
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key practices. And of the other Sutra, the Buddha preached five approaches for repentance: Paying 
Respect to Buddhas (Lifo 礼佛), Repentance (Huiguo 悔过), Request for Dharma (Quanqing 劝
请), Rejoice (Suixi 随喜) and Transfer the Merit (Huixiang 回向). These five approaches form the 
foundation of Five Repentances for later repentance services.

Master Daoan (道安大师312-385) in the Eastern Jin Dynasty, is the first who formally 
propagated the practice of repentance. He developed a rule for monks and nuns and wrote down 
three lines for the monasteries to follow as daily practice,”... first is the rule about Dharma 
preaching, the second is about chanting and routine living, and the third, is about posadha 布萨, 
errands 差使, and repentance 悔过,, etc. This set of rule was then spread out to all monasteries 
around.”18 Buddhist scholar, Prof. Tang Yongtong remarked that this is “the origin and initiation 
that leads to the future generations of Chinese Buddhist repentances hereinafter.”19

In the Northern and Southern Dynasties, Buddhist repentance became more popular. The 
most famous and currently widely circulated one is the Emperor Liang Repentance Service                
(《梁皇宝忏》, also known as Cibei Daochang Chanfa《慈悲道场忏法》). In the Sui Dynasty, 

Master Zhiyi set up the Lotus Samadhi Repentance (Fahua Sanmei Chanyi《法华三昧忏仪》) 
in ten subjects, with Calming Contemplation (Zhiguan止观) as the core practice. Master Zhiyi 
emphasized that, people should uphold the precepts through repentance, following by calming 
and contemplation. “If one has any regret, repents sincerely, so that one could get rid of the sin 
and obstacles(罪障), and could then make progress on calming and meditation."20 In those ten 
subjects, the first nine are described as extrinsic practice (Youxiangxing有相行) that are related to 
rituals, while the last one is intrinsic practice (Wuxiangxing无相行) which is about the concept of 
reality. Through incorporating these two together, one can achieve success in cultivation.

The rituals of the Lotus Samadhi Repentance Practice soon became the template for other 
Buddhist schools (Zongpai, 宗派) to follow. After 300 years, Master Zhili in the North Song 
Dynasty, had put great effort on advocating repentance practice, together with Master Zunshi 
(遵式大师 964-1032), to benefit the society as well as to propagate Tiantai theory. He also 
wrote the Essence of Repentance Practice (Xiuchan Yaozhi 〈修忏要旨〉) 21and Qianshouyan 
Dabeixinzhou Xingfa(《千手眼大悲心咒行法》, later named as the Great Compassion 
Repentance, Dabeichanfa《大悲忏法》) 22. The latter has currently become the most widespread 
repentance service in monasteries.

18  Biography of Grand Masters in Liang Dynasty T50, V.5, p. 353.
19  Tang Yongtong Buddhist history in Han, Wei and Jin Dynasties 1991, p. 215.
20  Mohe Zhiguan 《摩诃止观》T46, V.4, p.39.
21  Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu《四明尊者教行录》V.7. T46, no. 1937, p. 919.
22  T46, no. 1950, p. 973.
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2.2. The rituals and meanings of the Great Compassion Repentance

According to the Tripitaka, the actual time when the original Great Compasssion Repentance 
was written by Master Zhili was not recorded. The simplified version was later revised by Vinaya 
Master Douti（读体律师, 1600－1679）in late Ming Dynasty, and Venerable Jixian（寂暹法

师）in Qing Dynasty published the new version in 1819, which is the circulated version now23.
Though, reexamining the historical background of Master Zhili can helps us explore the 

significance of the Repentance of that time and this age as well.

2.2.1. Master Zhili and the historical background

Contemporary Master Huiyue of the Tiantai School mentioned that, Master Zhili “is the 
first offspring of respect in Tiantai School in Song Dynasty.”24 And he also quoted the words of 
praise by Master Zongxiao in Southern Song Dynasty as follows: 

 
The honorable ancestor Fa-Zhi (Master Zhili's title bestowed by the emperor), with a grand 
volume of writings and teachings, had led the trend of theory understanding, building 
temples and statues, and benefitting people in a large scope. His relic appears after life 
which is miraculous.25.

Master Huiyue mentioned that Master Zhili is “a great Buddhist thinker, philosopher, and 
religious practitioner, who stressed that only by practicing contemplation diligently can one 
achieve enlightenment!”26 Master Zhili had spent his lifetime on practicing repentance for thirty-
eight years for benefiting society. For example, he initiated a couple of repentance services to pray 
for rain during the drought disaster, and made great vows of offering the Buddha relics by burning 
fingers and even his body. He said that:

The Buddha, the honored one, could sacrifice and burn his physical body just for a few 
words or one verse. How could I keep this body and not follow the way to warn myself and 
the people.27

We could experience his great vow, faith, and compassion out of his words above. Master 
Zhili had great compassion merged into repentance practice and practically benefitted society for 

23 SwastikaTripitaka 《卍续藏经》, V. 129.
24 Master Shih, Huiyue World Series‧Zhili 《世界哲学家丛书‧知礼》 Preface, Taipei: Dongda, 

1995.10.
25 Master Zongxiao, Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu 《四明尊者教行录》T46, no. 1937, p. 858. 
26 Same as footnote 24.
27 Same as footnote 25.
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people’s peace and joyfulness. Through repentance services, he had built up a bridge between 
religion and the benefit of public. This great contribution could be regarded as the “the Great 
Compassion Repentance contributes to reforming ethics and religious revival in a broad extent”28.

2.2.2. The Characteristics and Significance of the Great Compassion Repentance 

The Repentance is originated from The Great Compassion Dharani Sutra, and has ten 
sections, namely: Decorating the Altar, Purifying three Karmas, Making Offering, Inviting the 
Triple Treasures, Praising sincerely, Paying prostrations, Making Vows and Chanting Dharani, 
Repenting and Contemplating. It features on the Eighth and the Tenth of subject.

Of the eighth subject, there are sixteen great vows, while the first ten has the following 
quote:

May I know all the Dharma, I vow to have the wisdom eye; 

May I deliver the entire congregation; I vow to have all expedient methods;

May I get on the boat of Prajna Wisdom, I vow to cross the ocean of suffering;

May I follow the Way of precepts and meditation, I vow to get to the Mountain of Nirvana;

May I reach the House of non-difference, I vow to achieve the Dharma Essence soon.29

Master Zhili compiled two sets of explanations for the above Ten Vows. First is 
corresponding to the theory of Tiantai Ten Contemplations One Reality (Yichengshiguan一乘十

观)30. And the second, they are separately explained in four groups according to the Four Great 
Universal Vows (Sihongshiyuan四弘誓愿): the first four vows are connected with the vow to save 
boundless sentient beings; the next four corresponds to vow to learn boundless Dharmas; and the 
last two vows are related to vow to achieve the Supreme Buddhahood with no ignorance at all.31 
These ten vows also imply the steps of cultivation for a practitioner to attain liberation.

Of these two sets of explanations, I believe the latter is more adaptable to new-learners of 
Buddhism, as the text is more feasible related to the meaning through contemplation. Besides, 
Master Zhili stressed that, "taking refuge to the Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva faithfully, one also 

28 Yu Jun Fang, Guanyin Bodhisattva - localization and evolution, Taipei: Fagu法鼓. 2009.7. p. 303.
29 T46, no. 1950, p. 973 -p. 978.
30 Qianshouyan Dabeixinzhou Xingfa《千手眼大悲心咒行法》V. 1, (in Chinese it is, 「十乘者：初观

不思议境，二发菩提心，三巧安止观，四破法遍，五识通塞，六调适道品，七对治助开，八
知次位，九安忍，十离顺道法爱。」) T46, no. 1950, p. 975.

31  T46, no. 1950, p. 974-p. 975.
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traces his intrinsic nature of great compassion, and this is the purpose of making vows."32 This 
is to remind us that through praying for blessing, we should return to our intrinsic nature of 
compassion.

Repentance is the next subject. It includes repenting uncountable karmas throughout 
the three periods of time, “I am now repenting for all the ignorance and bad karmas since 
beginninglessness. Now I understand the truth of emptiness and vow to pursue the Bodhi way of 
enlightenment to save all sentient beings.”33 This could be regarded as a bridge to connect the last 
subject of Contemplation Practice.

Contemplation, as the most important section, is known as non-arising contemplation 
(Wushengguan无生观) or no-form contemplation (Wuxiangguan无相观), which could not be 
separated with the rituals of repentance as per Master Zhili. In his book of the Essence of Repentance 
Practice (Xiuchanyaozhi 《修忏要旨》), Master Zhili put an analogy that contemplation is the 
water as the main cause, while ritual is like a piece of soap. The former is the main cause to wash 
dirt away, and the latter is the important condition to help clean."34 This is such a great metaphor 
for practitioners to have the clear understanding on the difference between contemplation and 
rituals in repentance, so as to avoid unbalance or being formalized.

More importantly, the meaning of no-form contemplation is not just a concept but 
everything in our daily life. Master Huisi (慧思大师, 505-577), the Third Patriarch of Tiantai 
School said that, no-form contemplation is everywhere like “eating, walking, speaking and etc. 
of everything”35. This guides us that our mind should always be in a calm state in every moment 
and practice contemplation self awareness in our daily life.

In summary, Buddhist repentance originated from precepts, and became one of the most 
important practices since the East Jing Dynasty. As the Buddha said, "There are two things in the 
world to help protect people. The first is being ashamed for not understanding the Dharma; the 
second is having deep shame being not able to help all sentient beings. These two are for benefiting 
the world, so all the practitioners should follow this teaching."36 It comes to the conclusion of this 
chapter that Buddhist repentance is an important and practical practice.

It has been about one thousand years since Great Compassion Repentance (hereinafter 
referred to as the Repentance) was written by Master Zhili. With the popularity of Avalokitesvara 
Bodhisattva belief, this Repentance becomes today’s most widely circulated one. But for various 
reasons of adaptation, currently the Repentance has gradually become ritualized, and people do 

32 T46, no. 1950, p. 974.
33 T46, no. 1950, p. 976.
34 Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu《四明尊者教行录》T46, no. 1937, Volume II, p. 868-870.
35 Master Huisi 慧思大师 has the definition for no-form contemplation in his writing of Explainations on 

An’lexing Chapter of Lotus Sutra (Fahuajing an’lexing Yi 《法华经安乐行义》) . In Chinese it is：
「无相行者即是安乐行。一切诸法中，心相寂灭毕竟不生，故名为无相行也。常在一切深妙
禅定，行住坐卧饮食语言，一切威仪心常定故。」) Vol.1, T46, no. 1926, p. 700. 

36 Dabaojijing《大宝积经》Vol 13, T11, no. 310, p. 73.
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not practice the contemplation in service, not to say practice in daily life. I want to reexamine the 
origin and meaning of The Great Compassion Repentance to disclose the practical significance of 
practicing the Repentance for the purpose of achieving peace and social stability.

3. The practical significance of the Repentance

What has been mentioned above is about the history of Buddhist repentance, which plays 
an important role for current age, as we can reflect on the past and outlook at the present and 
future.

There are many reasons about why the Repentance is now widely circulated. Here are 
two of them. One is the call for compassion from the society of the Thousand hand-and-eye 
Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva, and the other is people’s expectation of having self-awareness with 
truthful reflection through repentance, to attain peaceful and meaningful life.

3.1. The historical reflection on the Repentance

Master Zhili lived in the era when Buddhism was about to recover and revival after the 
deadly destruction by Emperor Wu in the Tang Dynasty. Fortunately, Buddhist sutras and Tiantai 
theories had spread out to Japan, Korea, and other countries in the early Sui Dynasty by overseas 
monastics studying in China, so Emperor Qian Zhongyi (钱忠懿) who was in charge of the Wuyue 
area (吴越now Jiangsu and Zhejiang Provinces in China), respectfully requested Korea Master 
Yitong (义通大师 927-988) to stay in China to develop the theory of Tiantai School37.

At that time, the most primary task for all the Buddhist schools is to recollect the books and 
doctrines to revive their theories. Master Zhili is the one who took the responsibility for Tiantai 
School. His writing, comments, and debates contribute to setting up the theory, and at the same 
time, he had been propagating repentance services throughout his lifetime to benefit the society 
and get them close to Buddhist belief. His great contribution had wide influence out of the area 
with the following two specific characteristics as the historical reflection for reference.

3.1.1. Benefitting the society through repentance practice 

Master Zhili presided as head abbot of a temple at his age of twenty-nine. During the next 
four decades, he expounded and propagated the teachings of Tiantai School and debating with the 
other offspring group inside of the school (later were called as Shanjia 山家and Shanwai山外), 
which caused the “Tiantai teaching at the pinnacle of the time, and forming the Tiantai theory 
in Song Dynasty to an extreme point.”38 According to the recording of his life  biography, “he 

37  Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu《四明尊者教行录》T46, no. 1937, p. 856.
38  Master Shih, Huiyue World Series‧Zhili 《世界哲学家丛书‧知礼》 preface
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practiced repentance diligently, upheld precepts rigorously as not resting but continuously sitting 
with no external interference,”39 and through the repentance services, he built up a bridge between 
the public and Buddhism prayer to exempt from disasters. This plays an important contribution to 
society, and also to Dharma propagating. There are two unbelievable examples of praying for rain 
through repentance services. One of these is as follows: 

One year, Siming40 area faced drought, and widespread poverty was overwhelming. Master 
Zhili together with Master Zunshi set up the altar and practice the Golden Light Repentance (Jin 
guangmingchan〈金光明忏〉) to pray for rain. He also made a vow and did burn and sacrifice 
his finger for offering. When it came to the third day of that service, rain poured down. People 
cheered for joy, and were surprised with the incredibility of the repentance service. 41

We should not describe this case or other similarities as religious fanaticism. Religion, 
of its definition, is to show or teach people extraordinary experience. As we read in the Great 
Compassion Repentance, “this is truly incredible when we have the extraordinary experience感
应道交难思议". According to Buddhist scriptures, there are Four Incredibilities四不可思议, one 
of them is the mind of concentrative meditation is incredible 禅思一心不可称限.42 If one upholds 
the precepts, he will achieve concentrative meditation; and through meditation, one has Prajna 

wisdom, which will cause extraordinary experience while ordinary people could not imagine.
There are many stories recorded in the sutras about Buddha’s past lives. The Buddha had 

been practicing the six paramitas and sacrificing his life for words of truth for saving others. What 
we should do is to observe the spirit behind, think in-depth, meditate, and truly understand the 
truth of Emptiness — the Law of Dependant Origination as the utmost goal, as it will guide us to 
have fundamental right view of true equality. Therefore, we say that behaving of self-sacrifice is 
of both reason and virtue.

Since ancient times, there have been many incredible stories. Venerable Master Hsing 
Yun, the contemporary grand master, wrote a book called Merciful Boat - How do we know 
that Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva is around? with many historical and contemporary stories and 
experiences recorded. From those stories, we can trace the manifestation of the great compassionate 
Bodhisattva. Venerable Master Hsing Yun wrote that, “Where is Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva? She 
is actually in our hearts. Where there is the mind of compassion, there is the Bodhisattva.”43 This 
is exactly the modern interpretation for what Master Zhili had said in the Repentance that, “the 
Great Compassionate Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva is my intrinsic nature.”

Mahayana Buddhist repentance is truly important for practitioners on both self cultivation 

39  Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu《四明尊者教行录》T46, no. 1937, p. 919.
40  Siming area is now of Ningbo City of Zhejiang Province in mainland China.
41  Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu《四明尊者教行录》T46, no. 1937, p. 857.
42  Dabaojijing《大宝积经》vol. 8. T11, no. 310, p. 43.
43 Ven. Master Hsing Yun Merciful Boat - How do we know that Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva is around?  

《人间慈航--怎样知道有观世音菩萨》Taipei,Foguang, 2011.10.
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and benefitting others. We could call it as the Expedient Paramita 方便波罗蜜, based on true 
understanding of emptiness upon practicing according to different capacities44. The ultimate goal 
of the repentance practice is to awaken people’s awareness of modesty, respect, and confidence to 
follow the Way, basically the Eight Noble Path, that the sages, like the buddhas and bodhisattvas 
have gone through. Led by the Right View of the Way, we believe that under the law of cause and 
effect, the law of karma, and the truth of dependant origination, we will initiate the Bodhi mind 
and practice the six paramitas to benefit others and transfer the merit to our Buddhahood as well. 
These steps of cultivation are also embedded in Five Repentances (Wuhui五悔) in the Repentance 
that will be stated in later content.

3.1.2. Speaking of Compassion of Releasing 放生

Master Zhili in his later years called for people to build releasing sites for fishes and birds, 
and he also wrote an “article of liberation (Fangsheng Wen〈放生文〉)"45, announcing that “in 
the eyes of loving-kindness and compassion, sentient beings are indulged in reincarnation cycle 
life after life.”46 But “fish also have Buddha nature”, so the public should “observe the nature 
of equality of all living beings and secure their lives in peace.”47 This is something deserved to 
discuss here as it is related to the practice of compassion.

The unique difference of Buddhism from other religions is the Law of Dependant 
Origination. The Buddha achieved enlightenment and realized that everything is equal, even 
sentient being and physical substances have the same buddha nature 情与无情同圆种智48. This 
teaching can naturally cure the modern culling on living beings and the polluting environment 
caused by discrimination. Only under the foundation of the Law of Dependent Origination, is 
releasing a true freeing. 

Speaking of releasing (Fangsheng放生), some incorrect concepts has appeared with 
flowing of times and changes, which need to be clarified so as to help people have right view as 
guidance. Venerable Master Hsing Yun has following guidelines on this topic, 

When releasing life, do not cause death; do not release life just for self-convenience or of 
a desire for receiving merits. Do not release life randomly as it causes harm to the natural 
ecological harmony. Moreover, do not release life for personal benefit.49

44 Miaofalianhuajing Wenju《妙法莲华经文句》T34, no. 1718, p. 82.
45 Fozutongji《佛祖统纪》Vol. 23: T49, no. 2035, p. 249.
46 Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu《四明尊者教行录》Vol. 1:T46, no. 1937, p. 863.
47 Ditto.
48 Baizhang Qinggui Zhengyi Ji《百丈清规证义记》X63, no. 1244, p. 501.
49 Collected and edited by author from Ven. Master’s speeches. 
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These guidelines must be propagated and proceeded through education, so that the seed 
of right view of releasing can be planted into people's mind. If we understand the real meaning 
of releasing, we will have right behavior out of the essential spirit of compassion – no violation. 
The modern famous cartoonist, Feng Zikai 丰子恺, has set a good example of dedicating his 
life to protecting and liberating living beings through artistic drawings. If we could practice the 
true releasing, our society will be on the right track of development in harmony with nature 
surrounding and living beings. 

Venerable Master Hsing Yun spoke on the Buddhist Doctrine of Compassion. He said, 
“Compassion is not only the concept of understanding, but the application into action.”50 Here, 
we speak of compassion out of releasing to disclose the wrongdoings in order to find the methods 
of eradicating some erroneous views around. Through cultural and charitable education, we should 
apply the concept of compassion of oneness into actions, not only of environmental protection, 
but also of spiritual conservation.

3.2. The practical significances of The Repentance 

Repentance practice is not passively admitting, but actively reflecting; not momentary 
repentance, but determination to make change. Modern people, especially young adults, lack the 
spirit of self-reflection and active initiation to take responsibilities on their behavior. If we observe 
our life and the world in-depth, we would raise some questions about whether we are physically 
or mentally sufficient; how we could improve; why there is feeling of suffering and joy; how we 
could shorten the gap and reach the stage of the sages; and what the real truth is of the world, 
etc. The Buddha has given us answers for these questions through his teaching, and the Buddhist 
repentance is one of the important methods to find them.

The Great Compassion Repentance includes two practical practices of Five Repentances 
and Calming Contemplation, which are related to the methods of rituality and theory. If we could 
apply contemplation into repentance through etiquettes, we could truly launch the Repentance of 
Reality (Shixiang Chanhui实相忏悔), which is the practical significance of the Repentance.

3.2.1. Having no regret through the practice of Five Repentances

The Five Repentances are: to repent, to request for Dharma, to rejoice, to transfer the merits, 
and to make vows. The reason why repentance is placed first is because only when we initiate the 
mind to repent, are we open to receive all teachings to enrich our wholesomeness. There is a 
saying in the scripture of Tiantai Pusa JieShu, “Repentance is the first so to embrace the rest. This 

50 Ven. Master Hsing Yun, Series of Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s Speeches, The Buddhist Doctrine of 
Compassion Vol.4.《星云大师演讲集‧佛教的慈悲主义》Taipei: Foguang, 1991.12. p. 157.
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is the reason why we should repent first.”51 The Repentance contains two practical methods of 
ritual and contemplation. First is the practice of repenting all karmas made by all sentient beings, 
especially the erroneous view of "self", "feeling of love" and having unfair relationship with 
others, etc. The second is the practice of contemplating on the essence of emptiness, and initiating 
bodhi mind to save all beings but with no attachment.

There are many insufficiencies and defects in our life as we know. When we feel regrettable 
and shameful of being unknowledgeable, incapable and impure, we would initiate the mind to 
improve. This is the first step for us to have the self encouragement from within, and to collect 
all kinds of good merits so we are able to have better life. Venerable Master Hsing Yun said that, 
“Repentance is an important and indispensable practice on nurturing virtue, so that we should 
practice momentarily in our life”.52 Through the water of repentance, one can “wash away all 
defilements, nurture boundless wholesomeness, and get rid of bad karmas before planting good 
merit seeds”53. And after repentance, we will be able to settle down and strengthen our mind 
before realizing the value of our lives. 

    In his biography, Living Affinity, Venerable Master Hsing Yun wrote a couple of articles 
about Confessions54, and honestly confessed what he had done in the past: not taking good care 
of parents and family members, not paying reward back to all the teachers and seniors for their 
devoted teachings, and not having attained certain achievement on cultivation, etc. Since there is 
a list of things that are not satisfactory, Venerable Master Hsing Yun revealed his confessions and 
made great vow of transferring all his aspirations and expectations to the present and the future. 
This is truly a good model for us to learn from.

The second, is to Request for Dharma (Quanqing劝请), which means to request the Triple 
Treasures and Dharma protectors to descend to the altar. According to the Agama Sutra, the 
Buddha decided to stay and preach the Dharma upon the request by the heavenly king, which has 
lightened up the lamp of wisdom in human world55. Master Zhili wrote in the text that, though 
Buddha and Bodhisattvas are compassionate to save all sentient beings, it should still be upon 
request as it corresponds to the law of cause and condition56. This gives us the inspiration that we 
should be humble and respectful to ask for teaching and sharing from good advisors.  Furthermore, 
as Confucians say, "anyone could be my teacher." Experience from others would have the value 

51 Tiantai Pusa Jieshu 《天台菩萨戒疏》「忏悔居其首，举一摄诸故，云应教忏悔。」Vol. 2 T40, 
no. 1812, p. 591.

52 Ven. Master Hsing Yun, Series of Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s speeches, The Theory of Buddhist 
Repentance Vol.4.《星云大师演讲集‧佛教的忏悔主义》Taipei: Foguang, 1991.12. p. 189. 

53 Ditto.
54 Ven. Master Hsing Yun, Living Affinity, Confessions《有情有义‧忏悔录》and《有情有义‧不要

将歉疚带到棺材里去》, Taipei: Yuanshen, 1997.8. p. 167 and p. 189.
55 Long Agama Sutra《长阿含经》Vol. 1, T01, no. 1, p. 8.
56 Qianshouyan Dabeixinzhou Xingfa (in Chinese it states that,「体是无缘慈悲，常欲拔济一切众生，

但为无机不能起，应我既再三奉请。」) T46, no. 1950, p. 974.
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for reference, as long as we take it seriously, think it over and absorb it to be our own nutrition 
for growth.

The third, is to Rejoice on Goodness（Suixi随喜）, which means to praise any good deeds 
done by others. Although in the Repentance, there is not any direct writing describing this, except 
that "to repent for not rejoicing on minor goodness." But according to the Repentance Practice of 
the Lotus Samadhi, whether the merits is from a buddha, a bodhisattva, or an ordinary people, we 
should rejoice the goodness of any merit57. 

According to Buddhist scriptures, if "one rejoiced for even a hair of goodness, the merit 
will be expanded to all ten directions. This is how one could attain the same wisdom as the 
buddhas get to."58 The merit of rejoicing is inconceivable, and this practice is also the great virtue 
for people to apply into daily life. There is a great metaphor for rejoicing: two sides of the buyer 
and the seller trade some subtle fragrance, the person who stands aside also smells the fragrance 
- it is just how wonderful!

Venerable Master Hsing Yun said, “Do good deeds and speak good words. I may not be 
able to do that, but you did it, or you said it. Those good deeds and good words are what I should 
rejoice and praise for. The Buddha said that if we could practice this truly with no differentiation, 
we will have the same merit as the one who did it! That is why we say that rejoicing is very 
important in our life.”59 Rejoicing should not be arbitrary or flattery, but be sincere and honest, 
through these can we obtain the real joyfulness.

The fourth is to Transfer the Merits (Huixiang回向), which is closely connected with 
rejoicing. Only through transferring can one obtain the real merits. It is said in the Repentance 
that, to pursue the Buddha Way through understanding the truth of emptiness; to cultivate all good 
merits for benefitting others. If we could transfer the merit to attaining Buddhahood and to saving 
all sentient beings, even of just a thought, that virtue would be more than great60. Master Zhili put 
the definition for transferring merits like this: from matter to reason, from self to others, and from 
cause to result,61 etc. This is a common practice for all beings who vow to achieve Buddhahood.  

Transferring merits should be practiced everywhere and every moment in our daily life. In 
the Forty-two Sections Sutra《佛说四十二章经》, the Buddha preached a verse to the disciples 
and, at the end, he added that this was spoken by the Kasyapa Buddha 迦叶佛. This is a great 

57 Fahua Sanmei Chanyi  Vol. 1 (in Chinese it is that,「至心随喜，诸佛菩萨诸功德，凡夫静乱有相
善，漏与无漏一切业，比丘(某甲)咸随喜。」)  T46, no. 1941, p. 953.

58 Pusa Wufa Chanhuiwen〈菩萨五法忏悔文〉T24, no. 1504, p. 1121.
59 Ven. Master Hsing Yun, Between Ignorance and Enlightenment wonderful truth valuable rejoice, book 

1.《迷悟之间一‧真理的价值‧美好的随喜》Taipei: Xianghai, 2004.09, p. 45.
60 It states in The comment on the Great Prajna Paramita (Dazhidulun《大智度论》) that, the virtue 

of transferring merit is much greater than that of offering. In Chinese, it states in vol.28 that,「…菩
萨于傍见之，一心念随喜赞言善哉，以此随喜福德，回向阿耨多罗三藐三菩提。为度一切众
生故，以此为得无量佛法故。以二种功德，过求声闻辟支佛人所行布施上。」vol. 28, T25, no. 
1509, p. 269.

61 Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu《四明尊者教行录》T46, no. 1937, p. 869.
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example form of transferring of even just a quote for us to follow and circulate. Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun said that transferring merits is like “handing down the light of a candle to others, like 
planting a seed into the soil; and also like accumulating all gems into a treasure bowl so that we 
won’t lose them, but will get more and more accumulated62.

The fifth is to Make Great Vows (Fayuan发愿). In the Repentance, it says that, “being 
aware that our compassionate nature is equal to Guanyin Bodhisattva”, so we should make great 
vows in cultivation. Although we have had some discussion about those ten great vows in the 
previous chapter, I want to reiterate about how Master Zhili explained them by fitting into the 
Four Universal Great Vows and the Four Noble Truth.

The following four vows are the Truth of the Way (Dao道) to achieve Nirvana; while the 
last two are related to the Truth of Nirvana (Mie灭), the state of non-arising nor extinguishing. 
Master Zhili emphasized that, vows must accord to the Four Noble Truth as the right route, or it 
will be called as mad desire狂愿.63 The first two vows are about the Truth of Accumulation (Ji 
集), the cause of suffering; and the next two are of the Truth of Suffering (Ku苦); 

Making vows allow us to have life goals to follow with strength, preventing deviation or 
getting lost. If we can set up our life goals according to the steps of Buddhist practice, and expand 
our vision from self to others throughout Ten Directions and Three Lives, we could understand 
how to follow what the compassionate buddhas and bodhisattvas had experienced. The Agama 
Sutra says, “While thinking of a family, we forget ourselves; thinking of a village, we do not care 
for personal family; while thinking of a country, we leave out our village; and while thinking 
of liberating Self, we leave the mundane world behind .”64 Liberating Self means to "discover 
the real truth for liberation, through cutting off all the attachments to the mundane world. This 
Selflessness is the no true meaning of self as we are contributing everything for the public and 
society.”65

How could we apply the practice of making vows into our daily life? Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun said that, “making a vow is to set up life goal and initiating the mind is like developing 
a field of land of self-expectation of future.”66 And he also proposes Four Great Minds for us to 
follow, which are the mind of compassion, of faithfulness, of bodhi mind and mind of selflessness, 
of which compassion is the first. According to the Avatamsaka Sutra (Huayanjing《华严经》), 
The mind of Compassion is the essence of all Tathagatas. It is originated from all sufferings, 
and causes Bodhi mind of saving all sentient being. This is how the Tathagatas attain enlightenment. 

62 Ven. Master Hsing Yun, Buddhism Series: how to practice Buddhism《佛教丛书‧如何实践佛法》
Kao Hisung: Foguang, 1995.

63 Qianshouyan Dabeixinzhou Xingfa T46, no. 1950, p. 975.
64 Ekottaragama-sutra (Zengyi’ahan Sutra 《增一阿含经》) Vol. 31: T02, no. 125, p. 722.
65 Master Yin Shun Buddha in the human world 《妙云集‧佛在人间》Taipei: Zhengwen, 1992.2, p. 

12.
66 Ven. Master Hsing Yun Between Ignorance and Enlightenment, Wonderful Truth, True Compassion     

《迷悟之间一‧真理的价值‧慈悲的真义》Taipei: Xianghai, 2004.9, p. 135.
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"67 Venerable Master Hsing Yun always emphasizes that “one should treat people in a good 
manner. We can live with nothing, but not without compassion! “ Therefore, due to the deep 
compassionate concern on all sufferings of sentient beings (that we are also part of), we should 
make vows to help all as our life goal.

As stated above about the Five Repentance Practice, we conclude that practicing is not 
just reciting or chanting in a hall, but also includes observing, thinking, and practicing in daily 
life. With the five methods mentioned above, together with the practice of contemplating (as to 
be mentioned below), we can truly purify our mind with no regrets. There is a Chinese saying 
that, “when there is peaceful mind, there is the hometown for us to settle down.” The life we are 
looking forward to should not be regrettable but peaceful, not noisy but quiet. We should do all 
good deeds because we are all one with no difference in nature.

3.2.2. Achieving Prajna Wisdom through Calming and Contemplation (Zhiguan止观)

Problems appear everywhere and at every moment in modern life as people are getting 
lost in pursuing materialism. Buddhism names it as ignorance (Wuming无明), the root source of 
all suffering and rebirth (in the six lower living realms). From the point of view of the mundane 
world, ignorance refers to not knowing the meaning of life and indulging in the material. And from 
the supramundane point of view, it refers to not understanding the profound truth of dependent 
origination and the relationship between all beings. This is the highest stage of wisdom, prajna 
wisdom, which can only be obtained through meditation and contemplation. The Buddha taught 
that, “get close to good advisors, listen to their teaching, then think and follow the right Way.”68 
This guides us to not only listen, but also to observe, think (contemplate), and practice, so we 
can evaluate whether our understanding is right or not. Only through this procedure of practice, 
can we have confidence and surely acquire the ocean of wisdom like all sages. The practice of 
thinking in Tiantai School is called Calming and Contemplation, which is the core practice of the 
Repentance.

In the Buddha’s time, the practice of Calming and Contemplation was the key method for 
all disciples to achieve enlightenment. Once the Buddha gave teachings to one of his disciples, 
Sengqiemoluo僧伽摩罗, “Calming and stopping all defilements, and contemplating the Dharma 
(of impermanence, suffering, emptiness, and no-self as the Four mindfulness of Abiding). “ The 
disciple then walked aside to aranya (A’lanruo阿兰若) to practice contemplation and soon after 
achieved the Arhat Fruit.69

Since Buddhism spread to China in the Sui and Tang Dynasty, the practice of Calming 
and Contemplation became to be the core teaching of Tiantai School. Master Huisi wrote in the 

67 The Avatamsaka Sutra (Huayan Jing《华严经》) Vol. 40: T10, no. 293, p. 846.
68 Miscellaneous Agama Sutra《杂阿含经》Vol. 30 T02, no. 99, p. 215.
69 Foshuo Zhangzheziliuguochujia Jing《佛说长者子六过出家经》T02, no. 134, p. 857.



353

2013 1st Buddhist Youth Forum: Happiness and Peace

Mahayana Practice of Calming Contemplation (Dacheng Zhiguan famen《大乘止观法门》) 
that, “practicing calming could extinguish defilements and chaos, and keeping mind could return 
back to the nature of stillness. These two are for self benefitting. And practicing contemplation 
could make good use of thinking so that all dharmas arise, so this is for benefitting others.”70 
There is another saying in the Mahayana Calming and Contemplation (Mohezhiguan《摩诃
止观》), “ Calming (Zhi止) is about the stillness nature of all dharmas; while Contemplation 
(Guan观) is about awareness being in the state of stillness. Both are indifferent with no priority, 
so together it is called Complete Calming Contemplation (Yuandunzhiguan圆顿止观).”71

The last subject of Contemplation (Guanxing 观行) in the Repentance states that “when 
one suffers, all are suffering;, while one is joyful, everyone has joy. The definition of the Great 
Compassion is to ultimately eradicate the root of all suffering.”72 If we could follow the lines and 
contemplate the reality of all dharmas as oneness with no differentiation, we will possess true 
compassion and wisdom through contemplation and will surely attain Buddhahood.

Besides, Master Zhili wrote the following messages in the Repentance about practicing 
Calming and Contemplation73: 

First, the Repentance should be practiced together with thinking and contemplation in order 
to make progress and achievement, so the last subject of contemplation should not be given up in 
any case. Second, chanting the Great Compassion Mantra is of great value and incredible benefit, 
so it is an important expedient method for cultivation. The last but most important, there must be 
a good mentor with right view to guide us when practicing Calming Contemplation. If we could 
not receive any advice, we should not practice unless we know the right method.

The Repentance has ten subjects that are about ritual repentance and theoretical 
contemplation. The first nine are about ritual repentance, so they are defined as the conditions 
to get practitioners concentration, and classified as the practice of Calming (Zhi止). The last 
subject is about thinking and contemplation, which will give rise to meditation and wisdom before 
achieving complete enlightenment, so we put it into the concept of Contemplation (Guan观). 
“The value of practicing Calming and Contemplation is not just for reaching meditative wisdom, 
but also to guide us the Six Paramitas practice of bodhisattva to benefit all sentient beings.”74 
From this extensive meaning, it comes to the conclusion that having great wisdom is not for 
our own good, but we should initiate the mind of great compassion and apply the wisdom into 
practicing the Six Paramitas in order to liberate all sentient beings from the ocean of suffering.

70 Master Huisi, Dachengzhiguan Famen 《大乘止观法门》(The original wring in Chinese is「修习止
行即能除灭虚妄纷动，令此心体寂静离相，即为自利；修习观行令此心用显现繁兴，即为利
他。」) Vol. 3, T46, no. 1924, p. 653.

71 Volume 1, T46, no. 1911, p. 1. 
72 Qianshouyan Dabeixinzhou Xingfa T46, no. 1950, p. 977.
73 Qianshouyan Dabeixinzhou Xingfa T46, no. 1950, p. 978.
74 Dafangguang Yuanjuexiuduoluo Liaoyijing Lueshu《大方广圆觉修多罗了义经略疏》T39, no. 

1795, p. 523.
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To summarize, we can eliminate bad karmas through sincere repentance by means of the 
Five Repentances in service. However, in our daily lives, true repentance starts from within, from 
self-discipline and upholding precepts in order to have pure and peaceful life with no regrets. And 
secondly, true repentance is to govern arrogance through meditation, to contemplate through 
right view, and to transform defilements into Bodhi mind75. The last but the most important, is to 
comfort all sentient beings through the practice of Six Paramitas, so we can expand the value of our 
life through benefitting others. These three steps of practice embedded in the Great Compassion 
Repentance are in line with the right order of attaining Buddhahood.

4. Conclusion

The Great Compassion Repentance has been in circulation for about a thousand years. 
Along with the wide-spreading belief on Guanyin Bodhisattva, there are numerous stories and 
experience about Guanyin Bodhisattva since Buddhism came to China76. People have sincere 
faith on the Bodhisattva, so they chant the name, the six-syllable Mantra of Om Mani Padme 
Om, as well as practice the Repentance. Since “Guanyin Bodhisattva is actually within our own 
nature” (stated in the text of the Repentance), we shall initiate sincere faith, great vow, and 
firm determination, which will guide us not only in chanting and prostrating in the altar, but 
also in having right actions in daily life, like respecting others, and self-reflection. The essence 
of repentance service is with no form, no ritual, basically no self, so we call it the Reality of 
Repentance (Shixiang Chanhui实相忏悔), which can be a bridge to connect the Buddhist temple 
with the family and society through spiritual nourishment.

The practical significance of the Great Compassion Repentance is both emotional and 
rational. We are convinced that Buddhas and Bodhisattvas have inconceivable compassion and 
wisdom, so we pray for blessing through sincere repentance and earnest religious respect. On 
the other hand, we return to self and reflect rationally and seriously of self. We believe that 
through precepts, meditation, and wisdom practice, we can understand the truth of emptiness and 
dependent origination. We are willing to change bad habits and karma, and furthermore, we are 
willing to help others－this practice of benefitting self and others and awakening self and other is 
the real value of practicing Calming and Contemplation. If everyone is able to explore the inner 
Buddha nature, and act as one of the Bodhisattva's thousand arms and thousand eyes to help 

75 Ven. Master Hsing Yun, Series of Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s thesis, Meditation and Wisdom in 
Humanistic Buddhism (《人间佛教论文集‧人间佛教的戒定慧》) Taipei: Xianghai, 2008.3, p.294.

76 Please refer to following books for references: Ven. Master Hsing Yun’s: Merciful Boat - How do we 
know there is Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva. Senior Ven. Cihang慈航老法师: how to prove the existence 
of Avalokitescara Bodhisattva《怎样知有观世音菩萨》(HongKong, 1995). Scholar Yu Junfang于君
方: Guanyin Bodhisattva - localization and evolution 《观音－菩萨本土化的演变》. Scholar Lan 
Jifu蓝吉富: The Collection of Great Virtues of Guanyin Bodhisattva《观世音菩萨圣德新编》. And 
scholar Li Li’an李利安: The Origin and spread of Guan Yin Belief 《观音信仰的渊源与传播》and 
other reference resources.
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and observe the world, this society will have warmth, friendliness, and care to cure the cold and 
selfishness.

At the end of this paper, I have five suggestions concluded as the practical meaning of the 
Great Compassion Repentance for contemporary people, especially for youth’s reference:

• Having courage to repent – being courageous to admit mistakes, so we are able to 
achieve life of peace, quietness, and trustiness with no regrets. This is the beginning 
of cultivation.

• Having the courage to request – active learning from good neighbor, so we are able 
to embrace humility and wisdom. This is the beginning of getting good advisors.

• Having the courage to rejoice – rejoicing and praising people, so we are in the 
harmonious society with many friends. This is the beginning of building up good 
relationships.

• Having the courage to transfer merits – open our mind so we are selfless to benefit 
the public. This is the beginning of propagating the Dharma.

• Having the courage to make great vows – initiating the Bodhi mind and making great 
vows so we are practicing selflessness and benefitting others. This is the beginning 
of entering the Buddhahood.

Venerable Master Hsing Yun once said that, “In today’s society, it is like more seed 
being planted in the soil if more people initiate the Bodhi mind and make great vows to serve 
society; it will be more peaceful with less violence in the society if one more person gets to learn 
Buddhism.”77 This is the practical meaning of the Great Compassion Repentance for our life and 
society. We wish that more and more people will be nourished by the Buddha’s teaching through 
contemporary Humanistic Buddhism, and will have better and peaceful life in near future.
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Ekottara Agama Sutra 《增一阿含经》 T02, no. 125.
Avatamsaka Sutra 《华严经》 T10, no. 293.
Foshuo Zhangzheziliuguochujia Jing《佛说长者子六过出家经》 T02, no. 134.
Brahma Net Sutra《梵网经》T24, no. 1484.
Guan Puxian Pusa Xingfa Jing 《观普贤菩萨行法经》T9, no. 277.
Dabeixin Tuoluoni Jing 《大悲心陀罗尼经》T20, no. 1060.
Dazhidulun 《大智度论》 T25, Vol.17, no. 1509.
Fayuanzhulin《法苑珠林》 T53, no. 2122.
Qianshouyan Dabeixinzhouxingfa《千手眼大悲心咒行法》T46, no. 1950
Dachengzhiguan Famen《大乘止观法门》T46, no. 1924. 
Fahua Sanmei Chanyi 《法华三昧忏仪》T46, no. 1941.
Mohezhiguan《摩诃止观》T46, no. 1911.
Miaofalianhuajing Wenju 《妙法莲华经文句》T34, no. 1718.
Tiantai Pusa Jieshu《天台菩萨戒疏》T40, no. 1812, p. 591.
Siming Zunzhe Jiaoxing Lu 《四明尊者教行录》 T46, V. 858.  
Pusawufa Chanhuiwen《菩萨五法忏悔文》T24, no. 1504.
Dafangguang Yuanjuexiuduoluo Liaoyilueshu《大方广圆觉修多罗了义经略疏》T39, 
no. 1795.
  

2. Venerable Masters and Scholars
佐藤哲英 A Study of Tiantai Masters 《天台大师之研究》

Master Yin Shun 
Yuanshifojiao Shengdianzhijicheng 《原始佛教圣典之集成》

The Buddha in the Human World 《妙云集‧佛在人间》

Master Huiyue慧岳法师 World Series‧Zhili 《世界哲学家丛书‧知礼》

Senior Ven. Cihang慈航老法师: how to prove the existence of Avalokitescara Bodhisattva  
《怎样知有观世音菩萨》 HongKong,1995.
Venerable Master Hsing Yun 
Series of Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s speeches《星云大师演讲集》

Series of Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s thesis《人间佛教论文集》

Between Ignorance and Enlightenment《迷悟之间》

Living Affinity《有情有义》

Venerable Shengyan 圣严法师 Keynote Speech of Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara and Modern 
Society 主题演讲：「观世音菩萨与现代社会」

Tang Yongtong汤用彤 Buddhist history in Han, Wei and Jin Dynasties
《汉魏两晋南北朝佛教史》

Lan Jifu  蓝吉富The Collection of Great Virtues of Guanyin Bodhisattva
观世音菩萨圣德新编
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Yu Junfang 于君方Guanyin Bodhisattva - localization and evolution 
《观音－菩萨本土化的演变》

Li Lian 李利安 The Origin and spread of Guan Yin Belief 《观音信仰的渊源与传播》

3. Dictionary

The Contemporary Chinese Dictionary《汉语大词典》, Shanghai Dictionary Publishing 
House, VII, 2008.8, p795.

  

 


