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Master Sheng Yen and the Modern
Construction of Chan Buddhism

Within Chinese Buddhism, the late Master
Shengyan Huikong 2 fi £ 25(1930-2009)
(hereafter, Sheng Yen) was revered as a Buddhist
educator, a lineage holder of both the Linji and
Caodong lines of Chan, and the progenitor of a
newly constructed Chan school within Chinese
Buddhism called the Dharma Drum Lineage (Fagu
zong 55 5%), which unites the two lineages that
Sheng Yen was heir to. What stands out in this
newly constructed Dharma Drum Lineage is a
focus on moral education, an important feature of
Chinese Buddhism in the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries Taiwan. This focus on education is a
distinct outcome of the impact from the Buddhist
reforms and thinkers of the Republican period
(1912-1949). Sheng Yen’s teaching of modern
Chan is inextricably linked to his Republican
period predecessors, but it also evolved from his
response to his personal experience teaching his
western students and from his response to the
Taiwan environment. His Chan is a synthesis
and reformulation of the foundational teachings
of the Three Studies of precepts, morality, and
wisdom found in the early gamas and traditional
Chan teachings. The aim of this reformulation is
nothing short of ensuring the survival of Chinese
Buddhism in the modern age, but the process
of this reformulation was complex and gradual.
The whole process is a paradigm shift in the
development of Chinese Buddhism. While he
drew from his predecessors for inspiration, Sheng
Yen’s formulation is unique and unmatched by
his contemporaries. The aim of this essay is to

historicize the conditions that have led to his
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construction of Chan, the ingredients of his

teachings, and the core identity of the Dharma

Drum Lineage.

Sheng Yen’s Construction of Chan as
Inseparable from Doctrine

It is important to recognize the intellectual
and religious position of Sheng Yen vis-a-vis his
immediate predecessors in order to understand
the significance and aim of the Dharma Drum
Chan lineage. While he has inherited the
general trajectory of the movement that sought
to modernize Buddhism that began in the
Republican period, he is more interested in how
to implement these ideas and reforms concretely
so that Chinese Buddhism can flourish on a global
level. His vision and reconstruction of Chan as
the apex of Chinese Buddhism was his solution
to the perceived crisis. Yet, the complex history
of the process of this reconstruction is not easily

traceable to specific and deliberate decisions or



planning. It appears that he simply responded to
the problems he saw in Buddhism. He drew from
his personal Chan experiences, lessons from his
intellectual predecessors, and interest in education

to formulate a viable form of modern Buddhism.

Models of Emulation

Several medieval and late imperial
Buddhist masters influenced Sheng Yen’s thought.
He consistently looked to them in order to
articulate his own teachings. They were all great
Chan masters who not only made significant
contributions to Chinese Buddhism but also
shaped the course its development. They
embodied the two-fold ideal of “equal emphasis
in understanding and practice.” These figures
include Caoxi Huineng #/{ZHIHE (638-713),"
the sixth lineage master of the Chan tradition and
his disciples Hoze Shenhui fifiS & (668-760),
the fifth generation successor to Shenhui’s Chan,
Guifeng Zongmi =£2%277%% (780-841), who was
also a patriarch of the Huayan tradition. If we
are to include Song masters, then the two most
often cited by Sheng Yen are Hongzhi Zhengjue
ZRIEAE (1091-1157) and Dahui Zonggao N
o2 (1089-1163). These last two figures were
innovators of Chan methods of practice, and
doctrinally very well informed, as demonstrated
in their discourse records. Their impact is most
prominent in subsequent lineages of Chan in
China, Korea, and Japan. Sheng Yen wrote
commentaries to all of these masters” works.
He also spent much time studying the syncretic
thought of Ouyi Zhixu j##i &/l (1599-1655) of
the late Ming period. Through him he understood
the teachings of Tiantai and other schools of
Chinese Buddhism.

Sheng Yen sees “innovation” in Chinese
Buddhism in the degree to which these masters
were able to reinterpret and draw synthesis from
both Buddhist and non-Buddhist teachings. He
states, “The reason why Chinese Buddhism has
become stagnant is because it stopped absorbing

external systems of thought and ideas.”” One of

the reasons why great masters of the past were able
to innovatively establish new doctrinal ideas was
because they absorbed the best of Confucian and
Daoist thinking. In Sheng Yen’s commentary to
Zongmi’s Origin of Humanity (Yuanren lun JiLA
&), a Buddhist primer on doctrinal classification,

he states:

In China, there are very few people who have
studied and propagated Zongmi’s treatise on
Yuanren lun |\, a work that expounded the
syncretism of the three traditions. In his fivefold
doctrinal classification, he included the teachings of
humans and gods from Confucianism and Daoism.
The impact of this classification is extremely far
reaching. We see this impact even in the twentieth-
century Venerable Master Taixu’s own doctrinal
classification of the Five Vehicles and Three-Tiered
System (the Shared Teachings of the Five Vehicles,
the Shared Teachings of the Three Vehicles, and the
Unique Teachings of the Mahdyina). For example,
he lists the Vehicle of Humans and Gods as the first
and foundational vehicle [within Buddhism] and
that his slogan, “When humanness is perfected,
Buddhahood is perfected” emphasizes this point.
It can be argued that Taixu was influenced by
Zongmi's thought in Yuanren lun. [Such emphasis
on humanness in Zongmi'’s work] can also be said
to be the origin of our own endeavor to promote
a human-centered form of Buddhism in order to

create a Pure Land on Earth.”

Here, Sheng Yen highlights the ingenuity
and syncretic thought of Zongmi’s doctrinal
classification, or panjiao ¥ 2L, one of the
hallmarks of Chinese Buddhism. This system was a
way for Chinese Buddhists to arrange the Buddhist
teachings in such a way that each teaching served
as an expedient measure to overcome the particular
shortcoming of the teaching that preceded it
while, at the same time, pointing to the teaching
that was to supersede it. In this fashion, a hierarchical
progression of teachings could be constructed,
starting with the most foundational and leading to
the most profound. What is ingenious in Zongmi’s

system is that he is the first to incorporate Daoist
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and Confucian teachings into this Buddhist
hermeneutical classification, which can be seen
as an attempt not only to harmonize indigenous
Chinese teachings with that of Buddhism, but
also to appropriate other systems of thought into
Buddhism. What is important to highlight is how
Sheng Yen values Zongmi’s approach to make this
text accessible to ordinary people, not ignoring
the indigenous Chinese teachings external to
Buddhism, but embrace them to construct a new
form of Chinese Buddhism. Also interesting is
how Sheng Yen sees himself in alignment with
Zongmi, both intellectually and genealogically
through his immediate predecessors such as Taixu,
who was also inspired by Zongmi.

For articulating a practical Chan approach
to practicing the Buddhist doctrine, Sheng Yen
looked to the work of Chan Master Shenhui, the
disciple of Huineng, who is the sixth patriarch of
Chan.

He states:

In the history of Chan Buddhism, Chan master
Shenhui plays the role of someone who inberits
the wisdom of the past and inspires the future
generation of Chan practitioners. After Huineng
passed away, even though he had quite a number
of disciples, no one can compare with Shenhui.
He was fully conversant with both practice and
doctrine, and well read in Confucian and Daoist
works. Moreover, he was fully immersed in the
collections of Buddhist scriptures, commentaries,
and monastic codes, and at the same time socially
and politically enthusiastic about the welfare of the

nation (emphasis mine).

Sheng Yen not only admires Shenhui’s
breadth of knowledge in Buddhist doctrine and,
at the same time, being a socially engaged Chan
master, but also his role as a transmitter of the
Buddhist wisdom. Such admiration can only be
appreciated in the context of Sheng Yen’s approach
to actualizing the Buddhist teaching. For example,
he has stated that “The main thrust of Buddhism
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lies in actualization [of awakening to the truth of
reality]. In this sense, doctrinal thought is merely
established for the purpose of actualization...
Only through genuine realization will one’s true
wisdom arise. Only then will a person be able to
expound the inconceivable Dharma that is pure.
This can only come about through using correct
teachings as a guide to actualize the true Dharma
and illuminate the mind and perceive one’s self-
nature.”” He also states that the role of Dharma
Drum Lineage of Chan is to “inherit the past and
inspire the future.” °

Sheng Yen admires the profundity of
Shenhui’s teaching as an entry to understanding
the Platform Scripture of Huineng.” Some scholars
contend that the Platform Scripture was produced
by the hand of Shenhui. This is not the place to
discuss the provenance of the text. Irrespective
of its author, the text is extremely important
in shaping subsequent development in Chan,
and in shaping Sheng Yen’s own understanding
of Chan. In his preface to the commentary to
Shenhui’s work, Sheng Yen states that “[the depth
of this work] allowed me to examine the whole
of Buddhism from the perspective of Chan and
allowed me to produce a comprehensive Buddhist
guide to Chan studies.” *

Yet, because many earlier scholarly and
popular writings on Buddhism were influenced by
Zen sectarianism, Shenhui is not usually thought
of as a representative of Chan. Most people
conceive of Chan as an iconoclastic tradition free
from ritual and doctrine, since it focuses exclusively
on the enlightenment experience. Conceived of in
this manner, Shenhui would not fit the image of
Chan. Recent scholarship, however, has revealed
that this image of Chan is shaped largely by how
Buddhism was transmitted to and studied in the
West. The reality is that in China most influential
Chan masters were extremely conversant with
Buddhist doctrine, despite Chan’s claim to be
“a special transmission outside of the doctrine
learning, which does not establish or depend on

words and language.” Sheng Yen’s singling out of



Shenhui as an exemplar of someone who placed
equal weight to learning and practice is not out
of the ordinary—it accords with how Chan has
been practiced in China for centuries—but his
stress on the inseparability of these two aspects is a
corrective to what he witnessed in the attitude of

American and Japanese Zen.

The Conditions That Led to the Formation of
Sheng Yen’s Thought

In order to appreciate Sheng Yen’s Chan
teachings, it is essential to examine the conditions
that fostered and shaped his understanding of
Buddhadharma. His dual emphasis on doctrine
and practice, understanding and methods,
came from his formative years of studying early
Buddhism. His integration of early Buddhism
with Chinese Buddhism and the altruistic path
of the bodhisattva stemmed from his experiences
in Japan. His career as a Chan master began in
America and kept on evolving until his death.
His promotion of Chan came from his wish to
promote Chinese Buddhism. Chan Buddhism
was merely a gateway front for him to reconstruct
a more effective form of Chinese Buddhism for
the modern world. While the conditions that
facilitated this long process of developing his

thought and teachings are complex, we can discern

three general phases to this development.” These

phases evolved over a span of some sixty years, and
his Chan teachings evolved through trial and error.

Early writings from 1961-1969 (age 27 to
39) show Sheng Yen developing an understanding
of Buddhism based almost exclusively on the
Agamas and the Buddhist vinaya. I characterize this
period as the Early Formation of his intellectual
development. During these thirteen years, he
published 11 books, two of which are works on
comparative religion (comparing Buddhism and
Christianity, published in 1956 and 1967). He
stated that he wrote these comparative works to
counter Christianity’s criticism of Buddhism. "’

Responding to this criticism has prompted
Sheng Yen to reflect and examine the foundation
of the Buddhist teaching as a whole. The rest of
his writings during this time comprise his close
reading and study of the early Buddhist teachings
as embodied in the Agamas. This produced two
of his most influential works, both published in
1956: Jielu xue gangyao FRAEELLN L (Essentials of
Monastic Precepts and Regulations) and Zhengxin
de fojiao 1IEAFHIBEZ (Orthodox Chinese
Buddhpism). Arguably these two books represent
the foundation of his understanding of Buddhist
doctrine. His later interpretation of Chan is rooted
in this formative period of his life.

During his doctoral studies in Japan, Sheng
Yen’s understanding of Buddhism progressed
from early Buddhism to later Mahiyana Chinese
Buddhism. I characterize this period as the
Integrative Years of his intellectual development,
from 1969-1975. Three things transpired: what
he witnessed in Japan inspired him to raise the
educational level of Chinese Buddhists; his
understanding of Chinese Mahayana Buddhism
was changed by his in-depth study of Ouyi; he
was exposed to other forms of Buddhism beyond
what he had known. Even though he was keenly
aware of Taixu’s endeavors to establish Buddhist
seminaries, this knowledge was nothing compared
to actually witnessing well run seminaries in Japan.
At the same time he realized the daunting task

Chinese Buddhism faced in trying to integrate
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Buddhism with the modern educational system.
He was determined to improve the educational
level of Chinese Buddhists.

Sheng Yen’s study in Japan shaped his
doctrinal understanding of Chinese Buddhism
and led him to consider how he could formulate
Buddhist teachings for the modern age. His 1971
MA thesis on Tiantai zhiguan famen K 5 [F#7%
7 “A Study of the Calming and Contemplation
Methods of Tiantai School” was a study of
how Huisi’s synthesis of doctrine and practice,
which gave Sheng Yen a roadmap that—from
the perspective of the Tathagatagarbha system of
thought—showed how to move from Buddhist
theory to realization.'" The impact of this thesis
can be seen in Sheng Yen’s later interpretation
of Chan, which is doctrinally associated with
Tathagatagarbha thought. His Ph.D. dissertation
on the thought of Ouyi Zhixu, Minmatsu Chuagoku
Bukkyo no kenkya BH A B D57 (A
Study of Late Ming Chinese Buddhism), published
in 1975, also made a lasting impact on his thought.
In particular, Sheng Yen saw Ouyi as responding to
the same crisis in the deterioration of Buddhism.
Ouyi sought ways to integrate and reinterpret
various Buddhist doctrines, particularly the Tiantai
teachings, to strengthen Chinese Buddhism vis-
a-vis the sociopolitical challenges of the times.
He responded vociferously to the challenges
of those Buddhists and non-Buddhists who
misinterpreted and misappropriated Buddhism.
He was a defender of the faith in every sense of
the word. His response to misappropriations of
Chan teachings was particularly strong.”” Because
he saw various problems with Chan adepts, Ouyi
distanced himself from any particular Chan
lineage even though he himself practiced Chan
in the formative period of his life. Sheng Yen’s
identity with Ouyi can be seen in the way Sheng
Yen responds to what he perceived as a crisis in
contemporary Chinese Buddhism and to various
misrepresentations of Chan by proponents of
Japanese Zen.

Through the works of Huisi and Ouyi,
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Sheng Yen understood and appreciated the wealth

of materials in the Tiantai tradition. He states:

Tiantai is an extremely influential school that
systematized both India Hinayina and Mahdyina
teachings, and evolved its doctrinal position around
the Lotus Siitra and indigenous Chinese thought. ..
Tiantai thought is meticulously systematized,
structured, and hierarchical in nature. Whether
it is doctrine or methods of practice, it is tightly

13
organized.

Elsewhere, Sheng Yen stated that Master
Ouyi’s Jiaoguan gangzong Z AT 5= (The Essence
of [Tiantai] Doctrine and Practice) influenced him
greatly, especially in its doctrinal organization
of Chinese Buddhism."* Sheng Yen’s study and
commentary of this work allowed him to
appreciate the unity of doctrine and practice, or
in Tiantai parlance, jiao # and guan #, and
integrate it into his own understanding of Chan.

Sheng Yen witnessed the vibrancy in Japanese
academic studies of Buddhism. His historical
understanding of Buddhism's—especially Chinese
Buddhism’s—response to socio-political challenges
through doctrinal shifts and social programs can
be seen in his other writings during this time.
One is the Shijie fojiao tongshi {H 5L {2 iH 5
(A History of Buddbism in the World), published
in 1969. The other is a translation of a 1971
multi-authored book on the history of Chinese
Buddhism, Bukky shi gaisetsu. Chutgoku hen
AN LR F RS, which Sheng Yen entitled,
Zhongguo fojiao shi kaishuo H B {# 2 52 HEHT
(A Brief History of Chinese Buddhism), published
in 1972. These two books, particularly the second
one, strengthened his historical awareness of the
development of Chinese Buddhism."” He states,
“Those who study the vinaya are naturally inclined
to pay attention to [Buddhist] history. The vinaya
and history are inseparable. The vinaya consists of
documentation of the livelihood and activities of
the sa gha and its continuation. This is precisely

history... I am neither a vinaya master nor a



historian. But because of the decline of modern
Chinese Buddhism, I engaged in the study of
Buddhist history in the hope of finding inspiration
to develop Buddhism in the future.”'®

On the level of practice, Sheng Yen saw
how the Japanese reinterpreted and integrated
different forms of Buddhism into their society.
On the whole, Sheng Yen was both delighted and
astonished to witness ways in which various new
Buddhist schools “advocated integrating Buddhist
teachings into contemporary society...they ran
youth groups, women’s groups, and other groups
based on age, with special activities geared toward
their members,” and he lamented that “traditional
Buddhism didn’t do that. The new schools
proselytized like Christians, knocking on doors to
try to get people to join them.””

During his breaks form graduate studies,
he went to a variety of Buddhist institutions to
participate and observe their practice retreats.
He did retreats with various schools, including
Japanese Zen, Shingon, and Nichiren Shoshu. He
even participated in and observed various new
religions’ (shinko shukyo) activities. In the end
he stuck with the Zen teachings of Réshi Ban
Tetsugyu {1857 (1910-1996)." Ban Tetsugyu
was distantly associated with the newly formed
Sanbokyddan lineage — FE#([H], literally “Three
Treasures Religious Organization,” because he was
also a student of Harada Daiun Sogaku JEFHAH
£ (1871-1961). Harada’s other student Yasutani
Haku'un Z4¥ 22 founded the Sanbskyodan
lineage in 1954. Scholars have highlighted the
controversial nature of this new lineage;'”” but what
is important to note here is the distinct feature of
this school’s emphasis on the integration of both
Rinzai and S6td6 methods of practice. Sectarian
boundaries between different schools of Japanese
Buddhism are strong, even among different
lineages of Zen. For a lineage to combine the
teachings of two distinct lineages of Zen is unheard
of in Japan. I have not yet found direct statements
by Sheng Yen on the influence of the Sanbokyodan
on his own teachings, but it is highly plausible that

Sheng Yen’s own combination of the huatou and
mozhao methods of Chan stems from what he had
learned from Ban Tetsugyu. I will return to this
point below.

These experiences in Japan left an indelible
mark on Sheng Yen’s understanding of the
historical developments of Chinese Buddhism
and its doctrinal richness. He was also inspired
by the ways in which the Japanese articulated
the educational, social, and spiritual roles of
Buddhism in modern life. He absorbed everything
he could. The impact of these experiences began
to blossom in December 1975 when he accepted
the invitation of Dr. C.T. Shen, founder of the
Buddhist Association of the United States, to
serve as the abbot at the Temple of Enlightenment
in the Bronx, New York.” In the next phase of his
life, which I call the Maturing Years of Sheng Yen’s
thought, from 1976-2009 (age 47-79), he began
a slow process of formulating and articulating
a practice-oriented form of Chinese Buddhism
catering to modern people.

Unforeseen causes and conditions made
Sheng Yen into a “Chan Master.” He originally
came to America because many clerics in
Taiwanese Buddhist circle viewed him suspiciously.
In his twenties, Sheng Yen was a vociferous critic
of traditional forms of Chinese Buddhism. Perhaps
for this reason, once Sheng Yen left to study in
Japan, the monasteries didn’t want him to return.
Most clerics were content with the way things were
in Taiwan.”' Soon after receiving his doctorate,
Sheng Yen returned to Taiwan for a conference.
There, he felt “Like a person who has just gotten
a driver’s license, but with no vehicle to drive.”*
When he returned to Japan after the conference,
he received the invitation from C. T. Shen to teach
Buddhism in America. On December 10th, Sheng
Yen arrived in New York, thus beginning the next
chapter of his life.

Prompted by several young Americans,
Sheng Yen began to teach Chan. He stated,
“Americans are concerned with practical results.

The most effective way [to teach them about
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Buddhadharma] is to teach dharas or Chan
meditation... I began to teach Americans the
theories and methods of Chan practice based on
the methods of practice that I have personally
used in China and Taiwan. Only the format of my
teachings comes from what I observed in Japan.
It was just this quickly that I transformed from
a recent doctor of literature into a Chan Master
transmitting the teaching of Chan. Such a speedy
transformation was not something I could have

. . »23
ever imagined.

The Evolution of Sheng Yen’s Chan
Teachings

Sheng Yen’s career as a Chan master
commenced in America in early 1976 when
he began to lead intensive Chan retreats. Later,
beginning in 1978, he started to also lead retreats
in Taiwan. Within ten years, he was leading
intensive Chan retreats in Europe and other parts
of the world. His teachings, however, kept evolving
through trial and error. This process of evolution
can be divided into four periods: the Initial Period
of Chan Teachings; the Period of Experimentation;
the Period of Refining the Two Methods of Chan;
and the Final Teaching of Chan as Education.
During the last phase, he began to apply his Chan
teachings to his broader interests in education and
social and philanthropic programs for Taiwan,
applying his vision to the practical and social issues
of modern life. The principles of Chan guided
him through all of his subsequent endeavors in
fulfilling his vision of “Establishing a Pure Land
on Earth.” What follows is a general outline of
this process; it is by no means an exhaustive study.
Further research is required to refine these stages of

his Chan development.

Initial Period of Chan Teachings

Sheng Yen’s career as a Chan Master began
in the United States. His first American students

were a mixture of graduate students, artists,
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teachers, and people interested in martial arts. The
first meditation class, which he called “Special
Chan Class,” was held on May 3, 1976 and the
method taught was counting the breath.” There
were only four students,” but within a year, Sheng
Yen had a group of close to twenty students and
they were already doing seven-day retreats at
Bodhi House on Long Island.” They were open
to anything he taught, and Sheng Yen drew on
his experience gleaned from his solitary retreat in
the mountains of Taiwan. He derived his format
from what he had observed under Ban Tetsugyu
in Japan. Examples of this may be seen in his
adoption of the signals and formalities involved
with the beginning and ending of each period of
sitting, how to enter the interview room, slow and fast
walking meditation, etc. Yet, Sheng Yen's impromptu
and extemporaneous style during this time was
something distinct in his teachings. Ouyi, the
subject of Sheng Yen’s dissertation research, was
critical of uninformed practitioners who deviated
from the core principles of Buddhadharma.
Studying Ouyi had influenced the way Sheng
Yen taught Chan in that he emphasized the
inseparability of precepts, meditation, and
wisdom—the basic tenets of Buddhism. Sheng
Yen’s Chan was traditional in that it employed the
Chan methods of sudden enlightenment, such as
the “critical phrase” or huatou ZE5H. However, it
was also not traditional in the sense that, unlike
the idealized type of Chan supposedly taught by
pre-Song dynasty lineage masters (zushi chan #H
Fifif#), where there are no discussions of stages
(buluo jieji A7 FE#L) or methods, he provided
a clear path of practice. He incorporated the
correct understanding of Buddhadharma into his
spontaneous retreat talks.

In one of his first “Special Chan Classes,”
he proclaimed to his students, “The type of Chan
meditation that I teach now is different from
that which is now taught in Japanese Zendos and
practiced in Chinese monasteries. I call it ‘Chan’
simply to conform to the current American use

of the term, but in fact I am transmitting the



method of cultivation taught by the Buddha. This
is the Mahayana Dharma Gate which enables
you to become enlightened to the wisdom of
the Buddha.” What Sheng Yen taught was an
integrative, systematic, and practical approach
which aimed at the realization of gunyaté, or wu
4 (emptiness), as frequently mentioned in Chan
discourse.” In his early retreat talks, Sheng Yen

describes wu as:

The supreme realization of the original nature of
mind. It neither affirms nor negates any conceptual
point of view; hence it does not need language
for expression. One can exhaust the resource of
language and still not express ultimate Chan. This
is because Chan transcends knowledge, symbols—
the entire apparatus of language. You may call
Chan ‘emptiness, “but it is not emptiness in the
nihilistic sense, of “there is nothing there.” You
may call it “existence,” but it is not existence in the
common sense, of “I see it, so it must be there.” It is
existence which transcends the fiction of our sense
impressions of the world: of sight, sound, smell,
taste, touch, and form. Yet this Chan is never apart
Jfrom, is all of a piece with, our everyday world. It is

indwelling in all beings, everywhere, at all times. >

Sheng Yen taught that Chan was neither
separate from the world nor identical to ordinary
existence. The essence of practice was not to seek
some kind of enlightenment but to be free from
the bondage of vexations (fan’nao fH1). When
vexations are absent, the enlightened wisdom
mind manifests naturally. In order to realize this
wisdom, Sheng Yen set up no fixed teachings
or methods. However, he did articulate distinct
stages of the process of self-cultivation. He
distanced himself from the prevailing emphasis on
iconoclastic Zen prevalent in America, centered
on koan practice. He articulated three specific
stages that all practitioners must go through in
order realize Chan. Ordinary people’s minds, prior
to practice, are usually scattered. Their sense of

self is limited to and revolves around their bodies

and viewpoints and ideas. After practice, the
person enters the first stage where the body and
mind are harmonized and stable. This is achieved
through self-cultivation. The second stage is the
unification of subject and object. That is, the
person achieves a unified and expanded sense
of self that is one with the whole environment
or universe. Some religions recognize this as the
highest state of godhead, or union with god. The
third stage is the letting go of even this unified
self. Only when one has reached a unified mind
will it be possible to experience the third stage,
the state of wu or no-mind. This is the wisdom
of no-self.”” Sometimes Sheng Yen expands
these three stages into four: scattered mind,’'
concentrated mind, unified mind, and no-mind.

The articulation of these three or four
stages of Chan practice is unprecedented both
in traditional Chan of the lineage masters and
in the teachings of his contemporaries. No one
had presented Chan in this way in modern times,
certainly not Daisetsu Teitaro Suzuki, the most
famous proponent of Zen in America at the time;
Shunryu Suzuki 5K (1904-1971), who
founded the first Zen monastery in America;
Hakuyi Taizan Maezumi Fif f 4 (1931-1995),
whose lineage gave rise to many American Zen
schools; or Philip Kapleau, arguably the most
famous Zen teacher in the United States at the
time. Kapleau, a student of Roshi Yasutani,
belonged to the Sanbokyodan lineage and taught
a form of Zen that incorporated both So6t6 and
Rinzai methods. However, in their system, there is
no systematization of practice into stages.”

In the early retreats, Sheng Yen advocated
the “Wu huatou™ method as a way to bring
practitioners from the unified mind to experience
a glimpse of no-mind or no-self. These methods
were given on retreats to practitioners who were
sufficiently focused. The teaching on huatou was
not taught publically, but individually in personal
interview. The first retreat was held from May
12 to 19, 1977.%* Retreatants used all sorts of

methods to first calm the mind, after which they
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would moved on to the huatou practice. Everyone
had a different huatou. Sheng Yen also used
“extemporaneous encounters’ (jifeng #£%) on
an impromptu basis, during walking meditation,
or suddenly calling a student out and requesting
an answer to a meaningless question in order
to challenge the student, pushing him or her to
generate the “doubt sensation” (yiging BE).

A huatou is a critical phrase from a “public
case” or gong’an, which is a record of an incident
that usually involves a Chan awakening experience.
Or, a huatou may stem from a real life situation.
The point in meditating on a huatou or a gong’
an is to generate an existential dilemma, a sense
of wonderment, a yearning to resolve a question.
The greater the sense of wonderment, or “doubt”
as it is called in the Chan tradition, the greater
the break through into awakening. In a state of
unification, when the doubt suddenly shatters, all
attachments are let go of and the “self” vanishes.
With no attachments whatsoever, one experiences
no-self.” However, Sheng Yen distinguishes the
“live” gong’an or huatou from the dead one. A
huatou “comes to life” only when it has become
part of the practitioner’s life or arises from real life
situations. Moreover, Sheng Yen also articulated
different levels of huatou, from shallow to deep,
so there are stages to one’s realization according
to the use of different huatous. During the early
retreats, he typically engaged his students with
living situations to urge them on to insight into
no-self. Several retreat reports were published in
the Chan Magazine and in his book, Getting the
Buddha Mind. The testimonials detail the lively
interactions between Sheng Yen and his students

and the insights that the students gained.

One distinctive feature to note is that Sheng
Yen did not teach the huatou method in the
way the Japanese Zen masters taught the wato
(Japanese pronunciation of huatou) and koan,
which is taught in a systematic manner. Due
to the influence of Hakuin Ekaku [ F5E A
(1686-1769), the reviver of the Japanese Rinzai
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tradition, Zen practice became a curriculum
consisting of a specific number of kdéans which
a Zen student must “pass” through in the
curriculum.” Yet, a Zen student is typically taught
“to be one” with the koan he or she is working
on in order to reach a unified state. Even today,
there is little mention of giving rise to the “doubt
sensation” from the practice of wato and koan
in the Japanese Rinzai or in the Sanbokyodan
traditions. Sheng Yen drew inspiration elsewhere
on the use of the huatou method. I suspect
he must have drawn from his own personal
experience in solitary retreat, from his experience
with Chan Master Linyuan, and from his readings
of Chinese Chan masters’ works and Japanese
scholarly studies of them.” Yet, it seems that
by 1979, he was already formulating his own
hierarchy of meditation practices, distinguishing
them into three hierarchical stages of “Worldly
Chan”; “World Transcending Chan”; and the
“Simultaneous Worldly and World Transcending
Chan.”*

Sheng Yen taught a host of other methods
on early retreats. One retreatant says that he
would receive a different method on each retreat
he attended.” On the very first retreat that Sheng
Yen ever led, the student in question received
the method of “What is wu?” after his mind
was sufficiently settled. On the second retreat,
Sheng Yen told him to simply “observe” without
wandering thoughts, at all times and not focus on
anything. This method had no name, but later on
the student realized it was mozhao XM or silent
illumination. On the third retreat, he was asked to
contemplate and visualize the white bones (baigu
guan F'& 1), which involves contemplating one’s
own body decomposing, rotting, and eventually
turning into white bones. This is traditionally
one of the methods in the five points of stilling
the mind (wu tingxin guan FL450081). On the
next retreat he was asked to use the method of
contemplating sounds, the method associated

with Avalokite§vara or Guanyin (guanyin famen

BE L), All the while, during the retreats,



Sheng Yen continued to extemporaneously engage
students with “live gong’ans,” compelling them to
answer and helping them to have break-through
experiences.

In another way that differed from Japanese
Zen, Sheng Yen presented Chan practice as
inseparable from the three studies (sanxue —
) of precepts, concentration, and wisdom in
Buddhadharma.” This framework was established
both during and outside the retreat setting. For
example, the teaching on repentance during
retreats was taught in the context of upholding
precepts and moral principles. In his first “Special
Chan Class,” he taught not only meditation
but also basic Buddhadharma.*' In his talks on
the Platform Scripture on Sunday mornings, he
emphasized not just the iconoclastic behavior of
Chan masters, but the theoretical underpinning
of samséra;42 the importance of wisdom;* and the
relationship between self-nature and vexations.*
At the same time, Sheng Yen offered ten-week long
beginner’s meditation classes, covering the basics of
Buddhist doctrine and meditation. During regular
Sunday talks he gave formal commentaries on
scriptures, such as the Platform Scripture, the Heart
Sitra, and the Sitra of Complete Enlightenment.”

In retreat Dharma talks, Sheng Yen emphasized
the importance of meeting certain requirements,
such as great faith (da xinxin KAZF L) in oneself,
the method, and the teacher; great vows (da
yuanxin KJH/L>) to help all beings and the
attainment of buddhahood; great, ferocious
determination (da jingjinxin KAFHELY) to offer
oneself to the practice; and great doubt (da yiging
K%E1E) from the process of investigating one’s
huatou.” But these teachings were always carefully
implemented within the context of the general
Mahayana practice of benefitting sentient beings.
He taught slow repentance prostration practice
as a supporting method on the first retreat,
which remains a uniquely consistent method
throughout his Chan career. Such a method is
not generally taught at other Zen centers and is

absent in historical Chan records. This practice

came from his own experience during his six-year
solitary retreat in Taiwan."’ Repentance prostration
practice and making vows are historically
associated with the liturgical tradition in Chinese
Tiantai Buddhism. These ritual practices involve
recitation of the liturgy in conjunction with
carefully orchestrated prostrations to clear
obstructions in intensive samadhi practices.*®
Sheng Yen himself engaged in repentance rituals
in the beginning of his solitary retreat. Master
Ouyi also advocated this practice. In similar ways,
Sheng Yen taught repentance prostrations on Chan
retreats as a way to clear the mind. Practitioners
did not recite anything but only focused on a sense
of contrition or humility from recognizing one’s
stock of karmic obstacles on the path. Sheng Yen
often talked about the incongruity of one’s words
and actions and how they harm other people to
the retreatants as they prostrated. Many would be
brought to tears. As a result retreatants would be
left with a very settled mind.” Later on, Sheng Yen
also stratified this method into stages, from the
shallower level of repentance to a deeper level of
unification or meditative absorption, which fits his

fourfold scheme of stages of mental cultivation.

The Period of Experimentation

The intensive retreats in the 70s were more
spontaneous. Beginning in 1980, however, Sheng
Yen began to lead four regular retreats each year.
He bought a building in Elmhurst, New York, but
it was in poor condition. It was only in May, 1981,
that the Chan Center was fully renovated. Sheng
Yen was able to offer more classes to his students.”
The more he taught, the more his teachings
became clarified and structured. He also explored
many other forms of meditation practice, in the
hope of systematizing his own teachings.

In 1980 Shegnyan’s exploration of methods
of practice led him to publish an anthology of
teachings from Chan masters, beginning with
Bodhidharma F#2£E (ca. 6th century) and
ending with the recent master, his own great grand
master, Xuyun 25 (1839-1959). In his preface,
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he refuted the literal mistaken interpretation
of “Chan as not established on language.” He
pointed out the necessity to understand Chan
as part of the framework of the three studies of
precepts, concentration, and wisdom.” In 1984 he
expanded the definition of “chan” to meditation in
general and edited an anthology of masters whose
teachings represent the contemplative tradition
of Chinese Buddhism. Both non-Chan and
Chan masters are included in this volume. This
book collects all canonical references of the 111
meditation masters. It shows the shifting values
and thought of what these teachers conceived of
as practice.”” In 1987 a selection of Chan masters’
writings from the first book, entitled Poetry of
Enlightenment, was published in English.”

The understanding and purpose behind
these works is the same: Sheng Yen wanted to
balance what he perceived as the lopsided form of
Zen taught by some of his contemporaries, which
overemphasized studying old koans and seeking
enlightenment without a foundation in the three
aforementioned studies. Instead, he stressed a
more variegated side to Chan by selecting these
111 masters; he showed that there are no fixed
Chan teachings or approaches to practice. At the
same time all practices are not separate from the
cultivation of correct understanding, attitudes, and
methods that are grounded in Buddhadharma.
In the Poetry of Enlightenment, he stated, “the
prevailing view is that there is no way to describe
the experience of Chan, it is suggested that we just
go ahead and practice by studying the kung-ans.
The purpose of these poems is different in that
they specifically show you how to practice, what
attitudes to cultivate, and what pitfalls to be aware
of. Finally, they describe the ineffable experience of
Chan itself”*

Indeed, Sheng Yen did not shy away from
articulating and presenting conceptual formulations
of Chan practice to his students. Correct view
is more important than misguided practice. He
was a prolific writer. He also encouraged his

students to articulate their experiences in words

Feature Essays

and publish them in the Chan Magazine. Within
a year of arrival in America in 1976, he started
the Chan Magazine the edited transcripts of his
teachings and reports by his students, and the
Chan Newsletter in 1979, which includes edited
transcripts of his teachings and news items and
upcoming events, as well as other Chan works
which were previously only accessible in Chinese.
He continued to write in Chinese on various
aspects of Buddhadharma. Sheng Yen showed that
Chan was not separate at all from the rich textual
and doctrinal heritage of Buddhism. He elaborated
formulations of the path, the diverse and intricate
methods of cultivation, and the theoretical
implications codified in subtle systems of doctrine.
For him, “Chan does not have any fixed methods
of practice; as long as there is proper guidance by
a good teacher, all methods can be included into
Chan.”” As he taught and wrote, he began to
systemize his teachings.

Sheng Yen taught many different methods
privately on retreats, but during the late 80s, he
broadened the scope of what would typically be
considered to be “Chan” methods. He introduced
to his students the wealth of teachings from
the Buddhist canon. During this time, Sheng
Yen began to offer to his students in New York
“Wednesday Special Chan Intermediate Classes”
on meditation, wherein he introduced various
meditation and contemplation (guan #1) methods
described in the scriptures and Chan discourse
records. They included the silent illumination
method (mozhao B #),’® which he has already
taught before, contemplating mind (guanxin #{
iI»),”” the method of relinquishing (she )"
and compassionate contemplation (cibei guan %4
R By 1998, he was teaching a whole host
of methods derived from the scriptures, and the
methods included in the intermediate class were
the bright moon samidhi (mingyue sanmei 1]
H =) and ocean-seal samadhi (haiyin sanmei
YFE =H£) to name a few. Not all of these talks
were edited and published. His basic teachings on

meditating on the breath continued.



The method of “ocean seal samadhi,”
for example, was a popular method that many
people used and liked. The “ocean seal” is an
enlightened realization that all phenomena mutually
interpenetrate and do not obstruct one another.
It is a state that contains all dharmas.” In the
Avatamsaka Siitra, it states that the Buddha is
always in this samadhi. While there are various
commentaries or explanations of its meaning,
as a meditation method, however, the canonical
references are scarce. The only reference of anyone
who actually practiced this method in the entire
Buddhist canon is a 13th century master named
Mengshan Deyi 52 [[|{55 (1232-2), and still
the method per se is not described.” Sheng Yen
must have taught this method based on his own
understanding based on commentaries on the
Avatamsaka Satra. He explained this method
as a form of visual contemplation, wherein
the self along with external phenomena (for
example problems one may encounter) should
be perceived as bubbles on the surface of a vast
infinite ocean. From the perspective of the ocean,
these “bubbles” are only temporary manifestations
of Buddha-nature and poses no problems at
all. He particularly stressed the applicability of
this method in daily life when encountering
difficulties.®”

These and other methods represent an
experimental phase in Sheng Yen’s Chan teachings.
Sometimes they were given as methods during
retreats, while other times they were given as
perspectives that one can adopt especially when
encountering difficulties. However, by mid-90s,
no one was really using these methods anymore.
One of the reasons is that Sheng Yen began to
encourage his students to focus exclusively on

mozhao and huatou methods.

Period of Refining the Two Methods
of Chan

Changes in Sheng Yen’s teachings are the
result of many different factors. First, Sheng Yen

responded to the lack of structure in traditional
Chan teachings. He began to realize the problems
that arose in students who focused too much on
the strange behaviors of Chan masters in gong’
ans. Second, he was requested by his student John
Crook to lead “Soto-like” retreats in England
beginning in 1989. John Crook had been
practicing the Tibetan Mahamudra (da shouyin "k
“F-E7) and Japanese Shikantaza (zhiguan dazuo
EFTAL) methods prior to practicing Chan with
Sheng Yen. Many of John’s students also practiced
Shikantaza. Thus beginning with the second retreat
in England, Sheng Yen focused on the teachings
of mozhao for the retreatants. His close monastic
attendant’s experiences with mozhao during this
time also contributed to his frequent teaching
of the method.*”® As a result, by the mid-90s, the
method of mozhao began to be more systematized.

There is a vast difference in the way Sheng
Yen taught in the early years and in the late 80s
and 90s. In the early years, each student practiced
his or her own method. There were no public
discussions of methods on retreats.® However,
by the early 90s everyone began with the breath
method, and once the mind was sufficiently
settled, retreatants were given either the huatou or
the mozhao method. Sometimes they were given
one of the methods taught in the “Wednesday
Special Chan intermediate Class.” This would
typically happen on the fourth day of the retreat.
This format lasted until the end of 1997 when
Sheng Yen began to lead distinct “mozhao
retreats” and “huatou retreats” at the request of his
students.” The students felt that it would be better
if each retreat was devoted solely to one method of
practice so they can get deeper into the practice.
Otherwise, by the time students began using
huatou or mozhao on the fourth day, the retreat
would end in a few days.

As stated above, Sheng Yen first introduced
the method of mozhao or silent illumination
on one of his earliest retreats in the States.®
Mozhao was taught by Hongzhi Zhengjue 7%
H1ES (1091-1157) in the Song dynasty but
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was a method that disappeared into obscurity
in the Chinese Chan tradition after several
generations. Sheng Yen is known as a reviver of
this method. It was one of the methods that he
discovered and practiced in his solitary retreat. He
once said that he simply sat, without a method,
without abiding anywhere, yet let the mind to
be clear of everything. Then when he had read
Hongzhi’s teachings, he realized what he had been
practicing.”” This was the way Sheng Yen first
taught mozhao, without stages:

Silent illumination is actually the most
direct method, because Chan is not something
that you can use your mind to think about. It’s not
something that you can use any words or form of
language to describe. The method is simply to do
away with any method of practice. Use no method
as the method itself... The silent illumination
method is when your mind simply doesn’t have
any thoughts. At that moment you just put down
everything, and that is the state of Chan itself.
Silent doesn’t mean falling asleep. That’s why we
have to follow the word “silent” with the word

A . o 68
“illumination,” that is, your mind is very clear.
Sheng Yen also warned about this method:

In the beginning stage, people need to practice
in a quiet and peaceful place. That’s why most of
the practitioners of the Caodong sect preferred to
practice in the mountains, as far away from other
people as possible. This has been the case in China
as well as in Japan. For this reason this method
of silent illumination may not be suitable for the
majority of people, because in our modern society
it would be quite difficult for every practitioner
to go off into the mountains. So I personally don’t
often use this method to teach others, at least in the
beginning stage. I would only tell a few to use this
method. There is another defect of this method. If
the practitioner is not using it right, his mind may
be in a state of blankness, and he assumes that this
is what is meant by “silent.” If this is the case, he

. 6
can never practice well.”

Feature Essays

Sheng Yen stated that silent illumination
or mozhao is an allusive method and for this
reason it “may not be suitable for the majority of
people.” As seen in one student’s recollection (see
above), it was a formless, methodless method. The
student was asked to be clear of whatever is going
on without giving rise to any wandering. Interest
in mozhao was generated when Getting the
Buddha Mind was published in 1980, in which
Sheng Yen comments on the Inscription on Silent
Hllumination (Mozhao ming 2RI 4#) by Hongzhi,
the proponent of mozhao in the Song dynasty. On
November of 1980, Sheng Yen was interviewed
by Lex Hixon on WBAI radio station about
mozhao.”

It is worth noting, however, that sometime
in the late 80s, possibly during his Intermediate
Chan Classes, he began to widely teach this
method to many people by clarifying its subtle
“stages” and concrete “methods” for practitioners
to engage with when using this “methodless
method.” The first published English work on a
systematized presentation of the mozhao method
into three stages (of observing the body, observing
the mind, and the state of enlightenment) is in
1993. However, this formulation kept on evolving
from what he had taught before.”’ By 1995, he
formulated a fourfold stage. The first stage is
observing the body sitting; the second is a unified
state of body, environment, and mind sitting;
the third is the contemplation of emptiness. The
fourth is the ineffable state of enlightenment.”

By the late 90s, Sheng Yen started to
attract several vipassana teachers from the Insight
Meditation Society in Boston. They came on
retreats and invited Sheng Yen to give talks and lead
shorter retreats in Massachusetts. As a result of these
encounters, the stages of Sheng Yen’s mozhao method
changed again. This time, he sought to differentiate
mozhao from vipasyana.”” He clarified that while
mozhao originated from the Indian Buddhist
practice of “stillness” (zhi [I) and “discernment”

(guan #1) or $éamatha and vipasyana, it was



thoroughly Chinese. Mozhao is rooted in
Huineng’s teaching that concentration (ding #¥)
and wisdom (hui £%), or samadhi and prajfia, the
fruition of samatha and vipasyana, were one and
the same: the intrinsically still mind is the essence
of wisdom, and wisdom is natural function of
the still mind. Mozhao, then, is a method that
simultaneously cultivates $amatha and vipasyana
and must be realized in the activity of daily life—
not on the cushion. This is evinced in 1998 when,
at the invitation of the Insight Meditation Center
of Boston, he articulated a fivefold stage mozhao.
The five stages are: relaxing the body and mind;
observing the totality of the body; contemplating
the environment as one’s body; contemplating
the vastness of the self and external environment;
realizing the simultaneity of stillness and
luminosity, samadhi and prajna and the absence
of self.”* These stages are clearly stated in his 2008
book entitled, 7he Method of No-Method, which is
based on two mozhao retreats in 1998 and 1999.
Along with his teachings on mozhao, the
huatou method also became standardized. Instead
of the spontaneous gong’ans he used to present
to his students on retreats, Sheng Yen formulated
several stages to the practice of this method. By
1993, his formulation of the method began to
imply stages of practice, but the teaching was not
fully set. Basically, he taught that the practitioners
must stay with one huatou,
the practice of which he calls
“investigating the huatou” (can
huatou 225F5H) until the end
of his or her life, even though
there is no doubt sensation.
However, he does indicate that
some people merely “recite the
huatou”(nian huatou 2 FE5H).
But if one can truly investigate
the huatou, until the point
where nothing can interrupt
practice, then this is the stage
of “observing the huatou” (kan
huatou A #EEH).” In his 2009

book on huatou, which is based upon four huatou
retreat talks, Sheng Yen clarifies four stages of
practice. The first stage is “reciting the huatou”;
the second is “questioning the huatou”; the third
is “investigating the huatou”; and last is “observing
the huatou.” This formulation differs from the
1993 version in that the former still considers
observing the huatou as a stage before the initial
break through experience of enlightenment.
Whereas in the latter, Sheng Yen states that “before
penetrating through the fundamental barrier
(bencan AX22) [of ignorance] the stage is called
investigating the huatou; after the fundamental
barrier is broken through, that is the stage of
observing the huatou.” Sheng Yen defines breaking
through the fundamental barrier as seeing the
“Buddha-nature or self-nature... a state where
all vexations have stopped and dropped away.”
However, because vexations will return, and that
this is the only initial break through, one still need

. s 77
to continue to practice.

Final Teaching of Chan as Education

After the purchase of the mountain site in
Taiwan in 1989, Sheng Yen’s involvement increased
dramatically in building what later became known
as Dharma Drum Mountain. This project taxed his

physical health. With this grand building project,
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Attending the Second Chung-Hwa International Conference On Buddhism.
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he became busier and began to spend less time in
retreat participants. This meant that he no longer
used the extemporaneous, “pressuring” strategy on
his students. Instead, he spent more time defining
the two methods of huatou and mozhao into
stages in the hope that his students might follow
his instructions and deepen their practice on their
own. As a result, his Chan teachings were clarified
and more accessible, and these teachings began to
take the form of socially engaged moral education.
He continued with his other interests in education
and the vinaya as well.

The Chinese Buddhists’ focus on education
during the Republican era really stems from
the traditional Chinese sense of self-cultivation
or moral education that is deeply rooted in
Confucian traditions. Historically the perpetuation
and prosperity of Buddhism in China has always
depended on the extent to which it was able to
demonstrate itself as a viable intellectual and social
institution vis-3-vis traditional Chinese values that
were held to be essential in moral transformation.
In the Confucian system of values, education has
always meant much more than purely intellectual
training and the development of skills. True
Confucian education cannot be separated from the
moral improvement of the individual as a social
being. The term xue £, “study” or “learning,”
and jiao #(, “doctrine,” have had strong ethical
implications. They refer to a number of areas of

development: a total process of acquisition and
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Meditation in Movement
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interiorization of the norms of the right way of
life; the study and memorization of texts that
exemplify those norms; and, at the higher level of
“study,” the creation of an elite whose members—
either as local leaders or as administrators—will
be qualified to further the application of these
values.”” Education had a comprehensive ideal of
moral training and an ideological-pedagogical aim
for the masses. In this sense, traditional Confucian
“education” meant education for all levels of the
population. Given this context, Sheng Yen’s focus
on education was widely received in Taiwanese
society and established as a viable means for
improving modern Chinese society.

Buddhism in China has historically provided
an alternative moral educational program for the
Chinese and, at the same time, supported the
existing Confucian institution in educating the
society.79 However, with the declining influence
of Confucianism as a viable tradition in modern
times, Sheng Yen promoted education in the
broad sense of moral cultivation which would act
as a vehicle for promoting Buddhism. He also
attributed his work in education to his master,
Dongchu. He states: “The reason we now have a
mountain site called Dharma Drum Mountain is
primarily because of my teacher, the late Master
Dongchu. In his will, he had expressed hope that
I would locate a natural hillside to establish an

institute for Buddhist education. The details of

this will are in my Chinese article “The Difficulty




in Repaying One’s Gratitude to the Master’... I
share Master Dongchu’s vision that Buddhism has
no future withour Buddhist education.”®

The works of Taixu, Yinshun, and Dongchu
were undeniably important in the development
of Sheng Yen’s thinking, but his own vision of
what education should be was directly derived
from his own life experience and understanding
of Buddhadharma and Chan. As mentioned
above, his critique of Taixu and others lay in
their inability to put their ideas into practice.
For this reason, Sheng Yen strove to make his
socially engaged educational vision into formal,
teachable programs. Thus he established a new
school of Chan—the Dharma Drum Lineage—
to integrate the observations and methods of his
predecessors as well as those of other Buddhist
traditions. He stated: “I studied these two thinkers’
(i.e., Taixu and Yinshun) systematization from the
perspective of someone within the Chan tradition
living in the modern world. I hope to show that
Indian Buddhism, as the wellspring of all later
developments of Buddhism, later developed into
the Northern and Southern transmissions.””’
Sheng Yen strongly noted that he was driven by
what he saw as a deep crisis (weiji gan fEHE/K) in
the affairs of Chinese Buddhism.*”” Many Chinese
practiced other forms of Buddhism—from Tibet
or South Asia—rather than Chinese Buddhism.
Shengyan believed that Chan was the core of the
Buddha’s message, so it was imperative to establish
a new school of Chan to bring this message to
world.

Sheng Yen began to take a more active role
in spreading the Dharma around the world, and
he expanded his teachings to include ordinary
people who might not be able practice Chan
intensively. Sheng Yen emphasized the moral
educational nature of Chan. He articulated a
three-fold educational program of 1. extensive
university education (da xueyuan jiaoyu K2
H); 2. extensive universal education (da puhua
jiaoyujtjgtffjﬁ,?iz%); 3. extensive caring education
(da guanhuai jiaoyu KA H).

The first refers to education in the general
sense of schooling and acquiring knowledge and
professional skills. The second refers to the formal
spiritual practice of Buddhadharma, specifically
Chan practice. The third refers to teaching
Buddhist values through socially engaged activities,
such as ritual services and disaster relief work.”
These three fields of education represent a total
process of social transformation of the individual.
Shengyan regarded these educational programs
as practical applications of Chan Buddhism.
They gave equal emphasis to understanding and
practice, the heart of Buddhadharma and the cure
for the suffering of the world.

While his aim to make Buddhism more
relevant for modern time stems from his exposure
to his predecessors and his own experience,
the process of integrating moral education and
Chan, culminating in the establishment of the
Dharma Drum Lineage, evolved slowly. Already
as early as 1986, we can find evidence of Sheng
Yen’s interpretation of Chan as a form of moral
education. He states: “Chan practice is a continual
process of mending [our actions of body, speech,
and mind]; it is a form of education.”® Chan as
education can be seen as a way to move Chan
from the retreat setting out into the world. Partly
this was prompted to his increasing involvement
with the building of Dharma Drum Mountain.
He tirelessly worked to represent Dharma Drum
Mountain as an educational complex for the
study and actualization of Buddhist wisdom. This
task took center stage at the expense of focusing
exclusively on Chan retreats. In 1992 he began
asking his students to interview retreatants on his
behalf, at least for the first interview.”” His health
began to decline as his influence in Taiwan became
strong. He spent more and more time giving large
lectures on socially engaged Buddhism using Chan
principles, promoting the vision of establishing a
Pure Land on Earth by using buddhadharma to
purify people’s minds, to thousands of people in
Taiwan.

After the purchase of Dharma Drum
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Mountain in 1989, all aspects of his teachings
began to be interpreted as expressions of “Buddhist
education,” including Chan practice and his
interest in precepts.*® All of his Dharma activities
subsumed under the banner of “Uplifting the
character of humanity” and “Establishing a Pure
Land on Earth.” While his teachings evolved into
a more socially engaged form of Buddhist moral
education, the principle of Chan was the core
axis around which all of these activities revolved.
For example, in 1993 and 1994, he lectured six
times at the Sun Yat-sen Memorial Hall (Guofu
jinian guan B A2 40 /&) on “Vimalakirti Satra
and Daily Life” in order to promote the vision of
building a Pure Land on Earth.” The Vimalakirti
Sutra, of course, favored by Chan practitioners
in the past, promotes the idea that pure lands of
buddhas are created by recognizing the intrinsic
purity of one’s own mind.” Sheng Yen has stated
explicitly that his notion of “establishing a Pure
Land” is based on this scripture.”

Sheng Yen also promoted many programs in
his vision of building a Pure Land on Earth. One
of which is what is known as the “Four Fields of
Cultivating Peace” (sian VU47), which involves
peaceful mind, peaceful body, peaceful family,
and peaceful activity. The basis of all of these is a
peaceful mind, which centers on Chan practice.
This was another way for Sheng Yen to promote
Chan as a moral education for the masses and
subsumes under his vision for “extensive caring
education.” Likewise, in Sheng Yen’s promotion
of environmental promotion, he states that the
activities of protecting the environment “must
accord with the spirit, methods, and principles of
Chan... these programs that we're engaged in is
a form of ‘Chan in action.”””' This formulation
of education is markedly different from other
contemporary Buddhist organizations such as
Foguang Shan {#;511I. For example, its founder
Xingyun’s f£25 (1927-) also promotes education
and building a Pure Land in the human world,
but his pedagogical formulation of education

is oriented more toward a generalized Buddhist
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etiquette and ritual conduct, not tied to any deep

. . . 2
meditation experience much less on Chan.”

Conclusion

Sheng Yen’s construction of Chan Buddhism
evolved gradually and naturally as a reformulation
of his predecessors and a response to modern
times. The Dharma Drum Lineage is firmly
established in the dual emphasis of doctrine and
practice, especially the teaching embodied in
early Buddhism and that taught by specific Chan
masters, most notably Huineng. His later years of
presenting Chan as a form of education stems from
his perception that Chan is the most representative
school of Chinese Buddhism and that to revive
Chinese Buddhism, Chan must be repackaged for
an audience steeped in Chinese moral education.
The way to do this was to institutionalize his
teaching as a new Chan school, not unlike how
modern Japanese Buddhist sects are institutionally
tied to monasteries.

Sheng Yen states his own reasons, however,
for establishing a new school. He states in the

booklet, Chengxian gihou:

There are two purposes of establishing the Dharma
Drum lineage. First, to harmonize the doctrine
of Buddhism with the practice of Chan; second,
to build a bridge between Chan Buddhism and
Buddbism of other parts of the world, while at
the same time appropriating and furthering
the strengths of these other forms of Buddbhism
within our tradition. For example, I have stated
above that, “I hope to bring into dialogue Indian
Buddhism, as the wellspring of all expressions
of Buddhism, with its later developed Northern
and Southern transmissions. To the extent of my
knowledge, I believe that Chan Buddhism as
developed in China is the core of the Buddha’s
message.” Moreover, I have said that the Dharma
Drum lineage is grounded in the foundation of
Chinese Chan Buddhbism, which is not bound by
the trappings of words and language. The fruits



of Indian, Chinese, and Tibetan Buddhist studies
can be freely used. The Dharma Drum lineage
actualizes the principle of non-abiding and
dynamically expands its reach everywhere. In other
words, the purpose for establishing the Dharma
Drum lineage can be said to be for the benefit of
the four assemblies of monks, nuns, laymen, and
laywomen of Dharma Drum Mountain. The
ultimate mission of course is to revive Chinese
Chan Buddhism, to inherit the past and inspire the
future, and benefit all sentient beings.””

Yet, in the same booklet, he reflects on
one of the strengths of modern Japanese schools
and their ability to perpetuate themselves vis-a-
vis the challenges of the modern age. He states
“The Japanese schools of Jodo sha (Pure land
School), founded by Honen (1133-1212), and
the later Jodo shinsi (“True Pure Land School”),
founded by Shinran (1173-1263), are particularly
influential in modern Japan. Together, these
two Pure Land schools constitute nearly half of
the total number of Japanese Buddhists living
in Japan. Numerous monasteries have sectarian
affiliations with Pure Land Buddhism. In fact
every Japanese Buddhist temple and monastery
was and is institutionalized and affiliated to a
particular sect.””* One cannot help but wonder the
extent to which what he had witnessed in Japan
has influenced his own institutionalization of a
new Chan school.

Sheng Yen’s Chan teachings evolved from
being spontaneous to being fully systematized
in a period of approximately twenty years. This
period witnessed several shifts in his teachings,
from adhering to traditional pressuring methods
of training students, to finding new approaches
of practice, to returning to two distinct Chan
methods of huatou and mozhao and refining
them as the corporate identity of Dharma Drum
Lineage. But the success of Sheng Yen’s effort to
create a form of Buddhism that is receptive to
people in modern times comes from his ability to
reinvigorate and appropriate traditional Chinese

moral education and articulate effective means

for self-transformation, especially in a time
when traditional Confucian values has already
lost much of its ideological vigor or import for
modern people. Sheng Yen’s educational projects
and socially engaged Buddhism can be seen
ideologically as a move to incorporate traditional
Chinese values into the fold of Buddhism.
In this sense, the conditions of his success in
Taiwan differed from that of the west, where
he is perceived mostly as someone who clearly
articulated the stages of Chan that is different
from Japanese Zen. The ingenuity of Sheng Yen is
that, in the midst of this process of reconstructing
Buddhism, he is able to retain the inclusive and
adaptive nature of Chan without losing Chan

identity as a path to sudden enlightenment.

Footnotes

1. It is worthy to note that when Sheng Yen first
came to America, he chose to comment on the
teaching of Huineng in the Platform Sitra for
his American students as the representative text
of Chan; see the Chan Magazine vol. 1, no. 3
(October 1977).

2. See interview of Master Sheng Yen, 1999.

3. See Master Sheng Yen, Huayan xXinquan EN TN
#2 (Taiwan: Fagu wenhua, 2000), 3-4.

4. See Master Sheng Yen, Shenhui Chanshi de
wujing 2 4145 58 (Taiwan: Fagu
wenhua, 2000), 4-5.

5. See Master Sheng Yen, Mingmuo fojiao yanjiu
W AR HIF 7Y (Taiwan: Dongchu Publishing,
1992), 2.

6. See Master Sheng Yen, Chengxian qihou S
% 8.

7. See Master Sheng Yen, Shenhui Chanshi de
wujing FETRATAYTESL 5.

8. See Master Sheng Yen, Shenhui Chanshi de
wujing FETRENAYIESS p. 6.

9. Elsewhere I have begun to elaborate on
the threefold phase of his teachings; see Yu,
“Venerable Sheng Yen’s Scholarship on Late
Ming Buddhism,” forthcoming. I have expanded
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on these three stages here to account for the

evolution of his Chan teachings in the later part

of his life.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

See Master Sheng Yen, fidujiao zhi yanjin FE
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(Taipei: Fagu wenhua, 2002), 6.
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2F, Gutoku tetsugyu: Ban Tetsugyu jiden %
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2000), 1062.
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See Master Sheng Yen, Gerting the Buddha
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Sheng Yen, “Fojiao de xiuxing fangfa” I3 [1]
AT T, in Fojiao rumen 3N (Taipei:
Dongchu chuban she, 1977), 188-9; this is a
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the gong'an or huarou methods; see “First
Lecture on Kung-ans,” in Chan Magazine, vol.
1, no 7 (1978-9), 20. By 1980, this system
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publically discoursed on it; see “The Practice of
Chan,” in Chan Magazine vol. 2, no. 4 (1981),
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talk at Columbia University on November 6,
1980.
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Teaching, Practice, and Enlightenment (New
York, Harper & Row, 1965).
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collection of 48 gong’an cases edited by Wumen
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35.

Huikai ££["]£558 (1183-1260) during the Song
Dynasty. For an English translation, see J.C. Cleary,
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Sheng Yen advocated the exclusive use of this
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The first group of retreat participants wrote
retreat reports. Seven reports were published in
Chan Magazine, vol. 1, no. 3 (October 1977),
1-13. The dating of this retreat comes from
one of the retreatants, Araknka Galgoczi on p.
12; and reference in an essay, “Shifu’s Speech:
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1977, Chan Magazine vol. 1 no. 6 (Fall,
1978), 12.

See Master Sheng Yen, “First Lecture on Kung-
ans,” in Chan Magazine vol. 1, no 7 (1978-9),
16-20, especially 18-20; also in Chan de tiyan
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students using the method. The earliest written
document on Sheng Yen’s teaching on gongan
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the Platform Scripture. The talk is appears
in Chan Magazine vol. 1, no. 4 (December
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a section on two distinct ways of working on
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See Victor Hori, Zen Sand: The Book of
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University of Hawaii Press, 2003).
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enlightenment under Linyuan, see Footprint in
the Snow, 78-88, especially 85.

See Master Sheng Yen, Xueshu lunkao “2:1fy
7% (Taipei: Dharma Drum Corp, 2007),
57-61.

The following information comes from my
October 2009 interview with Daniel B.
Stevenson who was one of Sheng Yen’s earliest
students.

In 1979 Sheng Yen also founded the “Institute
of Three Studies” at Nongchan Monastery,
Taiwan; see Qixian Lin, Sheng Yen fashi qishi
nianpu BEfEERILTAERE 333.

The content of his Special Chan Class is not
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classes: Daniel B. Stevenson, Rikki Asher, Paul
Kennedy, and Buffe Laffey. My conversations
with them about the first Special Chan Class
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See Chan Magazine vol. 1, no. 3 (October,
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For the talks on the Heart Sutra, see Chan
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1979. He began talking on the Sitra of
Complete Enlightenment from 1982-1985;
see Sheng Yen, Complete Enlightenment (New
York: Dharma Drum Publication, 1997,
hardcover; Boston: Shambhala Publications,

1998, paperback), 6.
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of Hawaii Press, 1986), 45-97.
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See Lin Qixian, Sheng Yen fashi qishi nianpu
HEREIART-E 4R 335-37; Chan Newsletter
no. 13 (1981).
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zhiyao THFVEFETRE 1-4.
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BRI 4E (Taipei: Dongchu Publishing, 1984).
See Master Sheng Yen, Poetry of Enlightenment
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1987).

See Master Sheng Yen, Poetry of Enlightenment,
3.

See Master Sheng Yen, Chanmen xiuzheng
zhiyao FMEFETEEL (Taipei: Dongchu
Publishing, 1980), 4. The first time Sheng
Yen led retreats exclusively devoted to these
methods was in New York Chan Meditation
Center.

For silent illumination, see Getting the Buddha
Mind, 75-88.

The analogy he gave was like a cat watching for
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every so wakeful. If a mouse where to appear,
referring to a thought, the cat or mind would
instantly be aware of it.

This method of “relinquishing” everything
was drawn from Hanshan Deqing’s discourse
records; see Chan Newsletter no. 24 (September
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For compassionate contemplation, see Chan

Newsletter no. 27 (February, 1983). The talk
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See, for example, T. no. 1877, 45: 646b24.
See Changuan cejin FiRH KM by master
Zhuhong #:7% (1535-1615), T. no. 2024, 48:
1099a-1099c26.

See Chan Magazine (Winter 1992), 7-8. My
dating of the teaching of this method is much
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1989. This is based on my own memory of
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attended the Wednesday Special Chan
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His attendant monk of this time, Guogu A,
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Sheng Yen.
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See Master Sheng Yen, Lianggian nian xingjiao
W T4FATHAl (Taipei: Fagu wenhua, 2000),
253. Elsewhere it is stated that specific retreats
dedicated to one method, either mozhao or
huatou began in 1998, see the preface of Sheng
Yen fashi jiao huatou chan SB[k i 26 SR A
(Taipei: Dharma Drum Corp, 2009), 3.

See Chan Newsletter no. 10 (December 1980).
This statement comes from a personal
conversation with Sheng Yen sometime in
the mid-90s. The conversation was recorded,
Mickey Disend was the interviewer. I was
the translator. However, the talk, to my
knowledge, was never published.

See Chan Newsletter no. 10 (December 1980),
1-2.

Ibid., p. -23.

See footnote 66. Chan Magazine vol. 10
(December, 1980).

For a more systematized presentation of
mozhao in the mid 90s, see Sheng Yen,
“Shikantaza and Silent Illumination,” in Chan

newsletter no. 106, February, 1995; the talk
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dates to December 1993.

See Master Sheng Yen, //luminating Silence
(London: Watkins Publishing, 2002), x,
99-103.

Hereafter I will use the Romanized Sanskrit
word, vipasyana, because Sheng Yen was
primarily using the term in the Chinese
context, which follows the Indian Buddhist
usage as opposed to the modern American
phenomenon of “insight meditation” that is
based on the Theravada tradition.

See Master Sheng Yen, Lianggian nian xingjiao
W T4E47Hl (Taipei: Dharma Drum Corp.,
2000), 90-1; 98-114.

See Master Sheng Yen, The method of
No-Method: The Chan Practice of Silent
Illumination (Boston and London: Shambhala
Publications, 2008).

See Master Sheng Yen, Chan de tiyan fiRHJHG
E& 328-30.

See Master Sheng Yen, Sheng Yen fashi jiao
huatou chan BRI AN ZEGSEM (Taipei:
Dharma Drum Corp., 2009), 34-5.

See Erik Zurcher, “Buddhism and Education
in T’ang Times,” in Neo-Confucian Education:
The Formative Stage, ed. by William Theodore
de Bary and John W. Chaffee, 19-56 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1989), 19-20.
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the Tang times; see Zurcher, op. sit.

See Master Sheng Yen, Chengxian qihou, p.
13; “Shi’en nanbao FfifZ#E4 ” was originally
published as an article in Zhongguo fojiao
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entitled, Diaonian, youhua P& - WAL in the
Complete Collection of Dharma Drum, under
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See Master Sheng Yen, Chengxian gihou 73t
1% 46.

Ibid., Master Sheng Yen, Chengxian gihou 7K
Feilf% 23-6.
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The first time Sheng Yen discoursed on these
three fields of education is 1994; later the talk
appeared in a small booklet, Fagu shan chuan
fayin KE#HE published in 1994. The
booklet is now incorporated in the Complete
Collection of Dharma Drum, see Master Sheng
Yen, Fagu shan de fangxiang Vel oL
(Taipei: Dharma Drum Corp., 2007), 79-80;
130-136.

See Master Sheng Yen, Nianhua weixiao 5
AR (Taipei: Dongchu Publishing, 1986),
236.

Although during this time Sheng Yen did
conduct group interviews, sometimes up to
five or six retreatants in the same interview
room to resolve their questions or difficulties
from practice. He began this in New York.
Later he also let his Taiwan disciples at
Nongchan Monastery conduct interviews. For
the dating of allowing his disciples interview,
see Lin Qixian, Sheng Yen fashi qishi nianpu =
L Am-E AR 683.

In 1991, he held the first transmission of the
bodhisattva precepts at Chan Meditation
Center in New York. The precepts he
transmitted were a modified form based on
the five precepts, ten virtues, and the four
great vows. These are subsumed under the
“three collective precepts” (sanju jing jie — 3%
) of a bodhisattva: To practice all virtues;
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all precepts; see Pusa jie zhiyao ERECRE B
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scholarly conferences on Buddhist ethics for
the modern time. These efforts were ways
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reconstruction of Chinese Buddhism for the
modern age.

Sheng Yen gave a series of six lectures for an
audience of 2000 to 3000 Taiwanese people;
see Master Sheng Yen, Weimo jing liujiang
HEBERL ST (Taipei: Dharma Drum Corp,
1995), 10-11.

Feature Essays

88.

89.

90.

91.

92.

93.

94.
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vol. 2 3LFL LAY JT 1A 11 (Taipei: Dharma
Drum Corp, 2005), 110.
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