BITTER PRACTICE, SWEET HEART

Weritten by Lina Verchery

Chinese Translation by Lina Verchery and Yihuan Shi
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I was honored when I was asked to contribute an article to Vzjra
Bodpi Sea, despite the fact that I am not an expert of Dharma.
Honestly, I feel that even after twelve years as a Buddhist Studies
student, my learning has only just begun. I count many members
of the DRBA — readers of this very magazine — to be among my
many teachers. Although I am by no means an expert, I am still
very happy to share a few of my thoughts and experiences.

Before I begin, I would like to present a little of my personal
background. My interest in Venerable Master Xuan Hua and the
Dharma Realm Buddhist Association began when my Buddhism
teacher at McGill University — Professor Victor Sogen Hori, who is
also a Zen monk — suggested I do a research project on the Huayen
Sheng Si (FEEZEETF), aka. the Avatamsaka Sagely Monastery in
Calgary, Canada. I visited the Avatamsaka Sagely Monastery twice
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in 2011 — living in the dormitories, following the monastic schedule,
and trying to learn as much as I could from the monastics and
laypeople there. I was so moved by the nuns’ commitment to Dharma
and their intense disciplinary practice that I decided I wanted to
continue learning more about Venerable Master Xuan Hua and the
DRBA.

I then had the good fortune (or perhaps it was karma!) to
visit DRBA temples in Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Taiwan during
the summer of 2014. I spent six weeks staying in monasteries,
participating in daily monastic life, and absorbing everything I could.
This was such a fruitful experience that even now, many months later,
I continue to learn new lessons when I reflect back on my experiences
over the summer. This is one of the very wonderful things about
studying the Dharma: everything you learn is not merely a lesson for
the moment you learn it, but the lessons continue to grow, expand,
and deepen throughout your life. In this sense, one’s learning is never
done. When it comes to studying Buddhism, I am happy to call
myself a lifelong student!

Today, I would like to share a few ideas I am working on as part
of my PhD in Buddhist Studies at Harvard University, which draw
directly on my personal experiences living in DRBA temples. One of
my primary research interests is contemporary Buddhist monasticism
in the modern, globalized world. As we all experience in our different
ways, modern life has impacted how religion exists and is practiced in
the world today. At this very moment, for example, the internet and
modern communication technology make it possible for people all
around the world to simultaneously read this magazine! We now live
in a world that is connected in new and unprecedented ways, and this
also gives rise to new complexities of identity, community belonging,
and different ways of understanding the meaning of our lives. While
it is clear that modernization and globalization have affected all of us,
what these changes mean for how should we live our lives is still an
open question.

So, what does all this have to do with Buddhism? Many scholars
say that we must not speak of ‘modernity’ in the singular, but instead
of “multiple modernities”. That is, we live in a world of many different
interconnected and overlapping realities. We are not just a single
“global village”, but many different “villages”, worldviews, religions,
and value-systems — all mixed together. Scholars of Buddhism have
followed this line of argument, suggesting that in the modern world,
we can no longer speak of “Buddhism” in the singular but must
instead speak of many different “Buddhisms”. After all, Buddhism
includes a vast array of different traditions, lineages, philosophies,
schools, and cultures. How, they ask, can we reduce such complexity
down to a single label: “Buddhism”?

Although I do not entirely agree with this point-of-view, I see its

value in certain ways. For example, we should remember the powerful
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Buddhist teaching about the danger of clinging to labels. We find
this eloquently expressed in the metaphor that Buddhism is like a
raft used to ferry sentient beings from the shore of samsara to the
shore of nirvana. Once you arrive at the far shore, according to
this saying, you can let go of the raft. In other words, Buddhism

teaches that we should not cling to the label “Buddhism”. Instead,

we should focus on what the teachings of Buddhism point us to:
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‘Buddhisms’, we should stop using the singular term
“Buddhism” altogether. Proponents of the latter view
say, There are as many forms of Buddhism as there are
Buddhists! To each his or her own! Here we find that
what “Buddhism” is varies from person to person. There
is no objective measure; Buddhism becomes whatever
I believe it to be. Although this point-of-view helps
awaken us to the rich variety of forms Buddhism has
adopted throughout its transnational history, I believe it

is still worthwhile to ask ourselves the difficult question

of what it means to speak of “Buddhism” in the singular.

This question connects with the larger ethical issue
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change to better suit our modern life, or should we

change ourselves to become better Buddhists? If we
believe in a relativistic, individualistic Buddhism
— that there are as many “Buddhisms” as there are
Buddhists — then there is no need to change ourselves.
Buddhism can simply be what we are, as we are. But
there is a danger here. As Sakyamuni Buddha himself
said, the teachings of Buddhism are like medicine to
treat the sick. If we were not ill, we would not need
the medicine. But, in truth, we turn to Buddhism
because we want to change; we know we must change;
we know we are ill and we want to be better. From
this perspective, the value of Buddhism is precisely
that it calls us to change; that it refuses to celebrate
our everyday delusions, desires, and attachments.
One of my deepest impressions from my time
living in DRBA monasteries is how strictly DRBA
monastics adhere to the precepts, disciplinary
practices, and the rigors of the daily monastic
schedule. T once heard a monastic describe this with
a memorable idiom: “Bitter Practice, Sweet Heart.”
Although there were of course differences between
the DRBA monasteries in Canada, Taiwan, Hong
Kong, and Malaysia, I found that monastics in
every place shared a common commitment to self-
cultivation through discipline. This is not a case of
people adapting Buddhism to suit their desires;
rather, it is a case of exceptional people, working
with great resolve every day, to reshape themselves
into alignment with the principles of the Buddhist

path. In contrast to those who think the abstract and

(AP R 2 A
HEE, RlE ez
S —TEE RS hBEE
JENFFEER A B A TS 1A BT
8 7 ek WFEZSEEC
T ARy SE AT Y AR BAE 2 20 5REK
TIEEHEE ERE - (AL
I ——HZ /D HEGE - WL
H %/ VIR | AR AT
wEEHC - B BELL
Frakstss - (HREMEERE
b - BRI E RIS - (76
RS RS o AT
Hyp e ~ HH ~ 5 SRR
RAEE=ER - RPIEAFE
ENGEE - HE b P2 AT
FRAThHBCE N R RS > 3K
MR8 B SIS iR
fEECIA T o BT DS EMCE 4
HEC - Wt > EEIEER
EEMEEAERGEEE ik
M R E S 0 E R =
A RN EFESE -

(FAEAE S S RN R R
ZIHIHEAE R ¢ R
RURHMETT LA BIHIRRR -
WY TEAAT A — A S IRET
HRERH
heare (FERHZR) 4 - #EAUA
HBIENZER ~ 88 - HAELE
ARPGEERY 57 ST 51 B HIRY
& BEEEESHIEE AIEE
Ffe#AHEREE  fRE
17 o ML 2 ERE
o AT > B 5
A LB RS [F B 7
TERfRHYERS b HREEE
HC » AR - e
TSy R S BB H o AETS
AREMTEMER ¢ 2RI ARERY
EET > BRI
PO > IR ZIZIRAE G A
HITT(EALENE - HEfE S &R

" Bitter practice, sweet

JANUARY 2015 Vasra BooHi Sea 41



BB 7t ot ‘ BobHi FIELD

theoretical ideas of Buddhist doctrine have little impact on everyday
life, I found that the ideas of Buddhist doctrine, and their concrete
manifestation in disciplinary practice, infuse every moment of everyday
life in the DRBA. Although there are differences between life at the
bustling Deng Bi An temple in Kuala Lumpur compared to that of the
rural Mi Tuo Sheng Si temple in Hualian, we must not overlook the
formative ways in which the doctrines of “Buddhism”, in the singular,
infuse and shape everyday monastic life in each place.

As someone who not only seeks to learn about Buddhism, but also
from Buddhism, the question for me is whether and why we might speak
of “Buddhism” in the singular and “Buddhisms” in the plural. And I
think Buddhism itself offers a tool for how to negotiate this dichotomy:
we must seek a middle way between absolutism and relativism. On the
one hand, if we deny the multiplicity of “Buddhisms” in the modern
world, we overlook one of Buddhism’s great strengths, namely, the many
creative and skillful ways the Dharma has historically adapted itself to
suit the needs of sentient beings in different times and places. Yet, on the
other hand, if we deny the category of “Buddhism” in the singular, I fear
we will lose sight of the significant commonalities that unite the many
individual manifestations of Buddhism throughout different historical
periods and cultural settings. To deny “Buddhism” in the singular is to
overlook the important ways in which enduring ideas about discipline,
morality, and the necessity of self-transformation have shaped all of
Buddhist history, right down to the present day. While it is true that we
cannot know what “Buddhism” is apart from our individual experiences
of “Buddhisms” as they manifest in the world, we also must not, as one
of my teachers once said, mistake the forest for the trees: we must not be
so distracted by multiplicity that we fail to see how particular instances

of “Buddhisms” help us to better see “Buddhism” as a whole. &
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I am enclosing a check made to D.R.B.A. for a
subscription to VAJRA BODHI SEA for:
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We welcome articles. Please send the articles to

vbs@drba.org

EXSEHNIE In America & Europe, please send to:
Gold Mountain Monastery

800 Sacramento Street, San Francisco, CA 94108
Tel: (415) 421-6117  Fax: (415) 788-6001

RN In Asia & Australia, please send to:
Dharma Realm Guan Yin Sagely Monastery
161, Jalan Ampang,

50450 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Tel: (03)2164-8055 Fax: (03) 2163-7118
Email: pgysm1@gmail.com
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