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CHINA AND AMERICA:

A talk by Prof. Ron Epstein at a meeting of the China Buddhist Association,

Our delegation which is here

] today is jointly sponsored
by SARA and the American

b Exchange(ACMFRE)organization.
ACMEFRE
China are threefold:1) To increase bi-lateral

interfaith goals in

understanding about the role of religion in
China and the U.S., 2) To explore, from a
multi-faith  perspective, the contributions
offered by organized religion and the challenges
to religious faith in modern society, in both
China and the U.S., and 3) To discover new
directions and opportunities for progress in the
dialogue between China and the U.S. on the
subject of religion.

[ will

restrict my remarks to very brief comments

Because of time considerations,

on the following topics: 1) Buddhism in the
United States: History, Typographies and
Demographics. 2) Attitudes of American
Buddhists toward Buddhism in China.
3) Interests and Perspectives of American
Buddhists.  4)
Cooperation between the Chinese Buddhist
Association (CBA) and American Buddhists
and for Interreligious Dialogue between CBA

Possibilities  for  Future

and America Religious Groups.

1) Buddhism in the United States: History,
Typographies and Demographics

History

In the United States, Buddhism was confined
to Asian immigrant communities until the mid-
20th century. Beginning in the 1960s, Buddhist
teachers from a number of Asian countries who
were interested in teaching Euro-Americans
arrived in the United States for the first time.
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The first Chinese Buddhist monk to teach large numbers of Westerners
was the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua (Xuanhua) (1918-1995). Having
grown up in rural Dongbei in a peasant family, Ven. Master Hsuan Hua
went forth from the home-life at the age of 19, and he subsequently
received a 9th generation Wei(gui)yang Chan lineage transmission from
the great Chan Master Xu Yun (1840-1959).

He arrived in San Francisco in 1962 and founded the Sino-American
Buddhist Association, later to become the Dharma Realm Buddhist
Association (DRBA), in 1968. His work in the West had four main
areas of focus:

1) Bringing the teachings of the Buddha to the West and establishing a
proper monastic community of fully ordained monks and nuns (Sangha)
there: in 1969 he sent five American disciples to Taiwan to become fully
ordained, and since that time several hundred of his disciples have been
ordained in the United States. The DRBA has also established a large
number of temples, monasteries and retreat centers in both Asia and in
the West.

2) Organizing and supporting the translation of the entire Buddhist
canon (tripitaka) into English and other Western languages: he founded
the Buddhist Text Translation Society in 1969, which has translated over
100 volumes into Western languages.

3) Promoting wholesome education through the establishment of
schools and universities: he founded Instilling Goodness Elementary
School, Developing Virtue Secondary School, and Dharma Realm
Buddhist University. He emphasized not only high academic standards
but also the development of good character and virtuous behavior. In
his own teaching, he drew not only from Buddhist sources but also from
the Confucian tradition and the rich fabric of ancient Chinese literature
and culture.

4) Promoting peace and mutual understanding through interreligious
dialogue: in 1976, together with the Catholic prelate Paul Cardinal
Yubin (1901-1978), he founded the Institute for World Religions,
which is now located in Berkeley California and is currently under the
directorship of Dharma Master Heng Sure.

Since there have been very few Chinese monks who have followed his
lead in bringing Buddhism to the mainstream American community,
the influence of Chinese Buddhist traditions on the development of
American Buddhism has not yet reached its full potential. Thus far
the main influences on American Buddhism have been primarily from
Japanese, Tibetan, and Southeast Asian teachers and their disciples.

Typographies of American Buddhism

There are several ways in which we might categorize the kinds of
Buddhism that we currently find in the United States, and we find all
of these categories: a) According to schools: Mahayana, Theravada, and
Esoteric (so-called Vajrayana); b) According to country of origin: China
(including Tibet), Japan, Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia; and ¢) According to
sociological considerations: Immigrant Buddhism (primarily devotional)
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and Euro-American Buddhism (primarily focused on meditation); d)
According to monastic and lay distinctions, that is, whether or not
the clergy is fully ordained and celibate.

Demographics of American Buddhism

“According to a 2007 poll ... Buddhism is the fourth largest religion
in the US after Christianity, ‘no religion’ and Judaism. ... Most studies
have indicated a Buddhist population in the United States of between
1 and 4 million. The U.S. State Department's International Religious
Freedom Report for 2004 indicates that 2% of the U.S. population
is Buddhist, which would mean a total of 5,973,446 Buddhists. ...
it appears that roughly 75 to 80 percent of Buddhists in the U.S. are
of Asian descent and inherited Buddhism as a family tradition; the

»

remaining 20 to 25 percent are non-Asians.” [Source: Wikipedia]

2) Attitudes of American Buddhists toward Buddhism in
China

The relation of most American Buddhists to Buddhism in China is
like the relation of children to parents and grandparents. Most forms
of Buddhism in the United States trace themselves back, in one or
more generations, to founding teachers in China. For instance, as
already mentioned, the founding teacher of the CTTB and DRBA,
the Venerable Master Xuanhua, was a Chinese master from Dongbei.
He is venerated by both Asian-American and Euro-American disciples
not only as a great master but also as a representative of the best and
the richest of the Chinese cultural heritage. And this is also true in
other American Buddhist groups whose teachers are from China.

As it is well known, Mahayana Buddhism in Japan and in Vietnam is
also derivative from Buddhism in China. For instance, one of the earliest
Euro-American Buddhist groups is the San Francisco Zen Center, whose
founding teacher was Shunryu Suzuki, a married Japanese Soto Zen priest.
And so the students at that Zen Center revere the Chinese Chan Master
Rujing (1162-1228), the teacher of Dogen Zenji (1200-1253) who was the
founder of Soto Zen, and all those in the Chinese Caodong Chan Buddhist
lineage. It is increasingly common for such Euro-American Buddbhists to go
on pilgrimages to the temples of the early Chan masters in China. And of
course the American Buddhist groups based on the Tibetan traditions are
also derivative from that portion of the rich Chinese muld-cultural traditions.
Thus we can see that the fundamental attitude of the American Buddhists
towards Buddhism in China is generally one of great filial respect.

A recent phenomenon which is helping to bridge the divide between
northern Buddhism and southern Buddhism in the United States is
the increasing interest in Chinese Mahayana teachings and practices
on the part of some American Buddhist monks who are ordained in
the southern Buddhist tradition and continue to adhere to their strict
Theravada monastic precepts.

%) To be continued
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