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Recalling the Encountering the Other in American Buddhism:

CREATING DIALOGUE BETWEEN

AsIAN AND WESTERN BUDDHISTS (continued)
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Writen by Yang Fan, Chinese Translation by Ling Feng
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While the future of American Buddhism is unknown, we might
say that historically and currently there are at least two “Buddhisms”
in America. From a surface-level perspective, the cultural factors
and differences between Asian immigrant Buddhists and Western
Buddhists are considerable. For Asian immigrants, their religious
communities often serve as a social and cultural touchstone, in
addition to being a place for spiritual practice. Western Buddhists
are often drawn to Buddhism due to their interest in meditation,
psychotherapy, and the sense of Buddhism being non-dogmatic and
an alternative to Judeo-Christian religions. There is not very much
overlap between these two groups, at least on this level. Both groups
may be satisfied with the idea that what they have is the more genuine
form of Buddhism.

Based on personal observation, however, committed and serious
practitioners of both groups, regardless of culture, treat Buddhism
as a teaching for profound spiritual transformation and a path to
becoming fully awakened. In that case, for there to not be dialogue
is the loss of valuable opportunities for mutual learning and sharing
of experience.

Much of these observations is drawn from my experience growing
up in a Buddhist monastic community that has dealt with a lot of
cultural and ethnic change, and which continues to negotiate these
cultural boundaries and differences. While the rigor of the schedule

and strict moral guidelines as well as the functions of the monastery
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(education, translation, community work) have not changed much, the

ethnic makeup has, drastically. Master Hua, the founder of the City
of Ten Thousand Buddhas and Dharma Realm Buddhist Association,
came to San Francisco at the invitation of Chinese disciples, but after
arriving he also attracted a number of American disciples, many of
whom became monastics. “By 1971, more than two-thirds of [Hsuan
Hua’s] disciples were Caucasians... In 1972 at the Gold Mountain
Monastery there were ten fully ordained monks and nuns —all but one
of them Caucasian.”

There was yet another cultural and ethnic change after that, however.
“The Dharma Realm Buddhist Association has not yet turned away
from immigrants to become an American Buddhist group. In fact,
after changing from a mostly Euro-American group in the 1970s, it has
changed back to a predominantly Chinese group in the 1990s.” This
has led to what Stuart Chandler notes as an ironic situation in which
Euro-American monks and nuns provide instruction in Buddhism for
the Chinese American laity.

From personal and more recent experience, the situation is less clearly
marked than that — there are a large number of monks and nuns from
other parts of Asia, and though there are large numbers of the Chinese
diaspora (immigrants from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Mainland
China, etc.) and a growing number of Vietnamese American Buddhists,
there is also an active minority of Western Buddhists. Further, many of
the longtime Western disciples, both monastic and lay, have remained
in the community. What this meant for me growing up was that it was
a culturally and ethnically mixed environment with an Asian majority,
while also hearing stories about the monastery when it was primarily
populated by Western Buddhists.

When I look at my own spiritual practice and values, which
have been profoundly informed by my background and models for
practice at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, I can see how I have

been influenced by Western as well as Asian approaches. In the Asian
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In the 1970s, influenced by the Hippie Subculture,
many American young people lingering between
confusion and clarity came to the Venerable Master
Hua and studied Buddhadharma. With Master's
expedient methods, they explored many different
kinds of Buddhist practices. This picture was taken
in 1975 during an outdoor Buddha Recitation at
Buddha Root Farm, Oregon.
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immigrant community I see devotion, strict moral discipline and
commitment, and a strong sense of community; and in the Western
Buddhists in my community (and this seems to be a larger tendency)
there is often a greater emphasis on meditation, personal growth, and
social engagement. The great unifying quality that they share is an
emphasis on personal transformation, and their different approaches
may not be mutually exclusive at all. For me, they have in fact been
mutually enriching and beneficial.

Having both approaches provides me with a rooted and rich tradition
that is relevant to my contemporary needs and perspective. I am thus
situated in a larger world where I have the company of peers with whom
I can relate on cultural, social, and personal levels, but which stretches
out in time and space so that I am also able to tap into the wisdom of
preceding generations of skillful Buddhist practitioners across the span
of many countries and cultures.

However, these two groups have been largely isolated from each other
and, it seems, self-isolating. This self-isolation may not be intentional so
much as the natural result of the divisions covered earlier, which make
dialogue difficult. One might say that if this kind of division is natural
and does not impede either group meeting their needs, then it is not a
real problem and therefore does not especially require a solution. Rather
than seeing it as fractured, the American Buddhism that is being formed
might be more positively seen as being pluralistic and diverse.

It seems to me, however, that this lack of dialogue between the two
groups does not pose a problem so much as it represents a number of
missed opportunities for mutual learning and sharing. Beyond learning
about those who are very different from us, dialogue is also about
stretching ourselves and growing, and the more difficult the dialogue
the more it offers a valuable chance to better understand ourselves and
our blind spots. In fact, the practice of difficult and uncomfortable
dialogue may be itself a beneficial practice for spiritual growth.

It is neither realistic nor necessary for Western Buddhists to become
like Asian Buddhists, nor for Asian Buddhists to become like Western
Buddhists, as their needs as shaped by culture and background can
be very different. However, that does not mean that there cannot
be mutual learning, and the learning in fact may be enriched by the
differences that are there. Martin Verhoeven writes of the process of the

“Americanizing” of Buddhism,

Buddhism will no doubt continue to be assimilated through our basic
Sense-making’ categories: Christianity, science, and liberal-modernism.
Such assimilation is inevitable and in some ways healthy. .. [however,
Buddhism] offers fundamental challenges to our prevailing worldview,
especially in the areas of humanitys basic relationships: (1) humans
with Nature, (2) individual with individual, and (3) a person
with him or berself — that is, the natural, social, and psychological

HY 3 [F] (8 R il 2 B A P AE B TRy s B A
HE A ERE PR BT A - HAINEEFEF -
oy R B VIR LE Az HY -

[7] Fef B3 W el S AL A2V AH R HY &8 B > (o R Y
FETH(E (A B8 R E A G - A LU
SR AT R R - MR H A NAY SR AR
2 WAL E REAEE - NS
gy - DREAEOT R EE RS - T2 Ty
FERSAL > FERTAHY SR PE 5 (A€ & B
TIHYAEERBLEEE -

ZAT > A WA E S TR AR S B R b AR
Hy——1m B EEACE B ALILAY - SR E B
ILATRER EPAEHCERY > 2 AT 22 VEE 7
7R B 2RGEIR - P DASE I 7 I Y Sl B S B
RyNEE - B ATTREEER - BIAAEE T ERZBEA
HY > A Ui — B AG  Je HLFT25 BIRYFR K
st A F 2 EIERHE - FTlt AT ELE
R =R BEERE > FEZAEE R
E_illiEdent D ESamin e 2= el g

SRIMAETRE A - i {18 B A 2 Tl A AR SR
BEIRA G TEER R - (HAEIRE AT
SO BNy ZRIG - Bahlk T RERR LT
TIEE AR ANEE 240 > i —TE EH FAYRL
FBAEf o SFh A {7 PRI 3 - RilpE e it —
&5 =R > B Bh B MR8 B TR AR HY
BE - FHEH L BZAHEEEEHAEE A5
PUE—EETT -

W VY T B E B nE M R — B - B B
SEOMN FREGE B PE T hEE — 1 > IETEEUAEERR
AEE - 20EE > RBEEHY S bR S
FToRBIEHE A FERY - 2800 > B A BRI 4
EOMEE MK > AR g RyiE s R
PEERESG H ST © Martin Verhoeven {75
Bl T S2EE ) AR -

EEE R EREREEARY T
IS ) AR - RE A - A
2 BHRARER - EAERILERT
BERA o REEAEE L AR EY
[Am o ] HAITHEFTBRRZE T
AR KPR BRER 0 AE R & A A FE A K K
the (1) BAEEAR (2) BAEEER
(3) IAASL AR > b ZEAAL A K -

JUNE 2012 Vasra BooHi Sea 163

8 a6 o ‘ Q1314 1Haog



B #i ot ‘ BobHi FiELD

dimensions of existence. The Buddhist perspective could initiate a
provocative dialogue leading to a reexamination of some of the

most entrenched paradigms governing our culture.

Though the topic he addresses here is the process of Buddhism
entering and adapting to American society and not the dynamics
between Asian Buddhist and Western Buddhist populations, it does
provide a model for dialogue as a form of reexamining the self and
challenging one’s established worldviews. One of the implications
of this is that when very different parties come into dialogue they
are offered a rare opportunity for profound inner transformation.
Though the first instinct may be to make sense of it, a large part of
the value in dialoging with a drastically different other comes from
having to recognize and being unsettled by that otherness.

In an article about the socio-cultural nature of knowledge
construction, Gregory Kelly and Judith Green, both Education
professors, build on the late British philosopher Stephen Toulmin’s
theory that conceptual change in intellectual traditions is an
evolutionary process. More specifically, they argue that conceptual
change is a group process. Though their topic is scientific knowledge,
we can see how it applies to other intellectual traditions, including
religion.

Construction of scientific knowledge... is a dynamic group
process that shapes what counts as “science.” Thus, a conceptual
ecology is constructed by members of a group. This ecology,
in turn, through the actions of members, creates pressures
and niches that allow some ideas to be accepted, becoming
scientific knowledge, and others to be ignored. Following this
argument, concept development and conceptual change can be
characterized as interrelated and interactive processes at a group

level, not merely individual constructions.

Seeing knowledge construction and conceptual change as a
group process lends an even greater urgency to developing lines of
dialogue between the culturally divided groups of Asian and Western
Buddhists in American Buddhism. An intellectual/religious tradition
is developed through the interrelation and interaction among
different members of the group. It seems that the gap between Asian
immigrant Buddhists and Western Buddhists provides us with an
opportunity to learn from each other and to be in relationship with
each other, so that there might be growth and benefit from this
collective wisdom. To miss out on these opportunities for learning
because of negligence or discomfort would be a great loss — not just
to those involved but also to the evolution of an inclusive and fully

representative American Buddhism. &
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