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Recalling the Encountering

the Other in American Buddhism:
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In his early years of bringing the Dharma to the US, Venerable
Master Hua'’s disciples were mostly American baby boomers of the
Second World War. With the immigration reforms in the second
half of the twentieth century, the United States has since opened
its doors to welcome a new wave of Asian immigrants. This led to
an increase of Asian followers joining the Master in search of his
teaching. The author, an Asian American born in the 80s, spent
many years living in CTTB with her parents since a young age
and has dedicated an essay to integrating the views of Eastern and
Western Buddhism as well as the religion’s rise and development
in the United States. Her extensive experience, background, and
interactions with other Buddhist communities have enabled her to
contribute many valuable analyses and suggestions in the following
paper.

On the occasion of the 50" anniversary of the Venerable Master’s
bringing the Dharma to the West, we hope that the essay will
bring people to generate crucial dialogue and serve as a source
of inspiration, critical reflection, and learning on the future of
Buddhism in the West.
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CREATING DiALoGUE BETWEEN AsIAN AND WESTERN BUDDHISTS
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Writen by Yang Fan, Chinese translation by Ling Feng

A Catholic friend once said that one of the things she appreciated about
Catholicism was that she could go to Mass just about anywhere in the
world and have a fairly clear idea of what was happening. Buddhism, being
an especially diffused and loosely organized religious tradition, makes
it possible to have a much greater amount of variability in its practices
and forms. Even within the United States, a self-identified Buddhist
might go from one Buddhist center to another and find very little sense
of connection or similarities in what they see. This is partially unique to
the United States, because of the ways in which Buddhism entered the
country.

Two groups with very different identities and memberships have led
to Buddhism’s introduction and growth in the United States: Asian
immigrants whose native religion was Buddhism and Westerners who
were drawn to Buddhism’s philosophy and practice. Despite both groups’
self-identification as Buddhist, they have formed their own distinct
communities and subcultures. It may seem obvious, considering the gap
between Asian and Western Buddhists in the United States, that there
should be dialogue between the two groups, but that does not seem to be
happening. The social and cultural differences, as well as the function of
religion for these two groups, are factors that together may explain why
meaningful communication between the groups appears difficult.

In this paper, I will further examine why there is little dialogue
between the two groups. How is this cultural and social divide shaping
the formation or inhibiting the integrated development of an American
Buddhism? Does that pose a problem; if so, what are possible solutions? I
am implicated in these questions through my background growing up in
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, a monastic community in the Chinese
Mahayana tradition in northern California that was founded in 1976 by
Master Hsuan Hua, and as the child of Asian Buddhist parents who have
dedicated over two decades to their spiritual practice and community. The
perspective I bring to these issues is rooted in my experience with the

unique cultural and social dynamics there and in other monasteries and
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religious communities I have seen.

There are organizations in the United States devoted to dialogue
between various schools of Buddhism and with other religions as well,
particularly Christianity, but there seems to be little dialogue on bridging
this — possibly more difficult — cultural and social divide between Western
convert and Asian immigrant Buddhists. Along with widespread Euro-
American interest in Buddhism taking off in the 1950s (although there
has been a much smaller minority of Buddhist sympathizers and converts
since around the turn of the 20" century), an influx of Asian immigrants
to the United States since 1965 has led to an exponential increase in the
American Buddhist population. However, this does not mean that there is
an “American Buddhism.”

The two groups are separated by deep divisions that can include ethnicity,
culture, language, socioeconomic class, and motivation. One might note
that the first Asian Buddhist teachers in the United States attracted many
Western followers, but that may be due in large part to their exceptional
personal charisma. While many Westerners may be drawn to Buddhism
because of psychology or meditation, many Asian immigrants “have used
their religious congregations to provide social services for new arrivals, to
maintain fellowship with co-ethnic members, and to pass on their cultural
traditions to their children.”

In brief, Asian immigrants’ religious communities also often serve
important social and cultural functions, in addition to reasons of personal
and spiritual interest. Thus, many Asian immigrants’ needs in relationship
to their religious communities can be more complex than that of most
Western Buddhists’. These factors contribute to the difficulty of dialogue
between the two groups, because it causes a lack of a common language (in
at least several ways — linguistic, cultural, conceptual). The understandings
of the function of a religious community differ between the two groups,
and even the interest in religion may be motivated by different factors. In
order for dialogue to happen, there has to be some kind of fundamental
shared understanding or framework to serve as the grounding for discussing
differences. One may think of dialogue as something one enters into in
order to more fully understand the other, but one also needs to have a basic
understanding of the other to begin a meaningful dialogue as well. There
also has to be a recognition of and interest in the other party. In her article
on the landscape of Buddhist America, Jan Nattier quotes 7ricycle editor
Helen Tworkov in a controversial 1991 piece that “the spokespeople for
Buddhism in American have been, almost exclusively, educated members
of the white middle class.” To the extent that this assessment is accurate,
it further explains the lack of dialogue between the two groups. Asian
immigrant Buddhist organizations do have their avenues of expression,
such as print publications and Websites, but often they are not in English
or not physically or culturally accessible to the wider American public.
This is not to blame the white, middle-class, educated Buddhists for

generating much of the discourse, because helping the public to better
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understand Buddhism has its value and importance, nor to say that they
are responsible for the lack of Asian Buddhist representation, but rather to
better understand the reasons for Tworkov’s assessment.

From personal observation, Abhayagiri Buddhist Monastery in
Redwood Valley, California, which is in the Thai Forest tradition,
has drawn a blend of Thai and Western Buddhists, while most of the
monastics are Westerners. A number of the monks there have spent time
in Thai monasteries, and they are in the lineage of Ajahn Chah, who had
many Thai and Western disciples. Their balance between tradition and
adaptation seems to be accessible to people across the range of Asian and
Western Buddhists.

In Berkeley Buddhist Monastery, which is connected to the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas, an ethnically mixed range of people attend the weekly
events such as talks and meditations, many of whom are Western or Asian
American college students and professionals. Many of the Asian immigrant
Buddhists and their children come to the monastery on Saturdays, during
which they have events more associated with Asian Buddhism such as
bowing and recitation sessions, and they have a large community noon
meal. In the evening, a Dharma talk is given by a Western monk. For first
generation Asian Buddhists, there are often translations provided on the
side into Chinese, Vietnamese, or another Asian language. Since some
come as families, their children grow up with this as their religious and
cultural community.

However, second-generation Asian Americans in general may have
religious experiences and interests different from that of their parents.
Many have grown up in culturally Buddhist households, but as they
acculturate or assimilate in American culture their spiritual interests and
needs may become more similar to that of Western Buddhists.

Pyong Gap Min, who studies the sociology of Asian American religions,
notes the paucity of research done on the children of contemporary Asian
immigrants, who will further transform the religions of their parents
as they continue to adjust to a new culture and suit new needs. Rita
Gross mentions a young Buddhist who had grown up for eight years in
a Zen community in New Hampshire. She collected experiences and
stories from other young Buddhists into two books, and concluded that
the “immigrant-convert divide that had been so central to her parents
generation was no longer as significant. Asian and non-Asian Buddhist
young people had similar experiences and questions, went to the same
schools, and often made the same decisions.”

As a second generation Asian American Buddhist, I can see the way in
which the divide might be bridged through my background with both
young Asian American Buddhists and non-Asian American Buddhists.
In my peer group, I similarly see many blends of cultural and social

backgrounds and many shared spiritual needs and interests.
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