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Two strangely clad nuns walk into the conference room, one wielding a
sword, the other delicately holding an attendant’s umbrella and waving a
fan. Dharma Master Heng Chih calmly watches them from her armchair
as her own ears and limbs are chopped off one by one by the sword (a large
post-it was placed over each piece of her body that was “cut off”). The
audience bursts into laughter at this lively interpretation of King Kali and
the Patient Immortal who never loses his temper.

The skit ended an intense and fun translation seminar that lasted
from August 9* to 16™ and was organized by Dharma Master Heng Yi at
Dharma Realm Buddhist University (DRBU). From 8:10 am to 9:00 pm,
people discussed and translated. The group finished the Vajra Sutra by the
end of the eight days.

The translation went in cycles that began in the evening from 7:40 pm
to 9:00 pm, paving the way for the next morning’s work. Thirty translators
were put into five small groups. Each group produced its own translation
of one section of the Sutra. Each group worked on identical sections every
day except for the last working day when the groups received different
sections to finish up the entire sutra.

Then the new day would start with morning meditation and yoga. A
whole-group discussion engaged all seminar participants in discussing the
Sutra selection that they had worked on the night before. Going through
the text line by line, students read out loud their assigned sections and
translations, which led the group to discuss the questions and complexities
they found in the text. The group mainly clarified the challenging concepts
brought up by the Vajra Sutra, and often made reference to the Sanskrit
version of the text. For example, in Sanskrit, arana and aranya sound
similar. They also sound alike in transliterated Chinese, but @7ana means
“non-contention” while zranya means “forest dwelling”. These morning
discussions prepared translators for the afternoon’s refinement within the
group.

After lunch break, at 1:10 pm, the seminar usually separated into
groups to polish and finalize their translations. This was often the most

enjoyable part! As Henry Chang, a physics professor from Taiwan’s
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Tamkang University, said: “I never thought translation could be so
much fun!” Understanding the meaning of the words in the Sutra felt
enlightening, and even the heated arguments on the meaning of the text
were fun! Nevertheless, we had to come to an agreement so we resorted to
voting which often solved the conflicts.

Officially by 4:00 pm but many times by 5:00 pm, the final version
of the group’s translation was uploaded to the web—Google documents.
There, Dharma Master Heng Chih would post comments that, in addition
to expanding our thoughts, often cut down our egos. Frank Liu, a DRBU
sophomore, said: “Our group did a section and we all felt pretty good about
our rendering. That is, until we read Dharma Master Chih’s comments.” All
of us were grateful for her feedback which guided us through some of the
most difficult sections.

One of the biggest difficulties was the puzzling pattern that appeared
many times in the Vzjra Sutra. For example, BTTS has the following
translation: Anagamin means One Who Does Not Return, but he actually
does not have no returning. For that reason, he is called Anagamin.

This format of “something is something, but not something” appears
over and over in the sutra, yet the meaning is unclear to the reader. The text
refutes the meaning of Anagamin, yet it says that there is an Anagamin.
By looking at the Venerable Master’s commentary and discussing in our
small groups and big group, we agreed that the line “he is called Anagamin”
actually meant that Anagamin was just a name. Or Anagamin is just an
expression.

“In the past,” said Dharma Master Heng Chih, “The Venerable Master
would give people Sutras to read. They would later come back and say: ‘It
was excellent--I couldn’t understand a word of it!’ The Venerable Master
urged us to always try to understand the meaning.” The Vajra Sutra may
seem like a series of contradictions, but during the seminar, we tried our
best to understand it. It was an arduous project.

Fortunately, Chris Wen-Chao Li, professor of linguistics at San
Francisco State University gave two lectures that not only were fun but also
showed us the tools for translation. He talked about who gets to decide the
meaning of a text and how the meaning is decided. He also mentioned the
many difficulties involved in understanding and translating classical texts.

As an example, Professor Li showed us this phrase in the Confucius’
Analects: “H#dE". He brought up three interpretations for it. The
most common one is that it is a teaching on choosing whom to teach:
“One should not make any distinctions of social classes.” Another is that
Confucius is describing himself: “When I teach, I don’t make distinctions
of social classes.” The third is that Confucius is making a point: “Education
removes prejudice,” which is precisely Professor Li’s choice. This was an
example of different interpretations of a single phrase.

The professor then asked, “Which interpretation should the translator
use? The interpretation that accords best with the author’s intentions or the

one that the text itself suggests?” This, of course, was up to the translator.
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Our other guest speakers were Dharma Master Shun and Gary Linebarger.
Both are senior disciples of the Venerable Master and have had a lot of
experience in translating Buddhist texts. Dharma Master Shun spoke about
Gold Mountain Monastery in the 1970s and how Venerable Master gave
his lectures then. He showed everyone pictures of the “hi-tech” translation
equipment: typewriters and reel to reel tape recorders. Gary Linebarger also
talked about translation in the 70s, but he talked about different ways of
translation. He explained how translations can either lean towards the source
culture or the target culture, and it is the translator’s choice to decide.

This was the second year of a successful effort in translation of Buddhist
text. In the last couple of days, everyone was rewarded for the grueling hours
of work with an ice cream party, entertaining skits, presentations, and even
rap. Yet, what we took away from this week of translation was much more
than laughter. It was a satisfying feeling of accomplishment, the knowledge
that together as one team, we had bare-handedly given to English our own

interpretation of the Vazjra Sutra.

Feedback
Lina Verchery, PhD Candidate in Buddbist Studies from Harvard University

The 2015 Seminar on Reading and Translating Chinese Buddhist Texts at
the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas was an unforgettable experience. Reading
Buddhist scriptures is always deeply edifying, but reading and translating
scriptures in this particular environment was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.
Every day was marked by the rhythms of monastic life, from the sounding of
the drum every morning at 3:45 am to the transfer of merit chant after a long
day of translation at 9pm. In this place, one sees not merely how the ideas
of Buddhist scriptures are studied, but also how a community of exceptional
people strives to put those ideas into practice at every moment. This made the
text come alive, not as an object of study but as a dynamic transformational
force. It is difficult for me to put into words all the ways in which this intensive
seminar affected me (after all, the Diamond Sutra tells us very clearly about the
limitations of language!) except to say that such experiences — where scholars,
monastics, students, and laypeople come together to deeply engage with an
extraordinary text — represent, in my view, education in the highest possible

»
sense.

Henry Chang, Physics Professor from Tamkang University, Taiwan

The seminar operated on a rather tight schedule throughout the week in
order to translate the entire Vzjra Sutra into English. Experienced monastics
were invited to share their valuable insights and a visiting professor who talked
about the many techniques used to analyze and translate classical texts. Then
there were daily meditation and some calligraphy activities. It was an enriching
experience.

The translation was done in groups which were each monitored by a
teaching assistant. Dividing into groups allowed us to dig into the meaning of

the Sutra and figure out the precise grammar and diction of the translation so as
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to provide the reader the right message. Then, as a whole class we would
share each group’s interpretation. When a section was finalized, it was
sent for review to the esteemed Dharma Master Heng Chih, a pioneer
in the translation of Buddhist texts. She then provided insightful oral
or written comments so that we immediately knew how to revise our
translation. We got instant results from this type of training.

I myself have greatly benefited from this intensive week of training.
Apart from obrtaining the knowledge I had wished to learn, I was
delighted to find that reading Buddhist Sutras can be so much fun. With
English versions, one can further appreciate the profound meaning of
the original text. In addition, during our seminar I have learned where
to look for reference materials, which is really important for keeping up
my interest and progress in learning the Buddhadharma.

When our group turned in the last assignment, the comment we
received from Dharma Master Chih was, “Well done! I could hardly
find anything that needed a comment!” Her words not only greatly
raised our self-confidence, they reminded us once again the perfect and

subtle teaching this seminar has afforded us. We are deeply grateful.

Yu Chen, Post-doc at the Department of Information and Computers,
UC Irvine :

I really appreciate the Dharma Masters’ careful planning so that I
was fortunate to be able to work and translate with a group of people
from diverse backgrounds. Our group was comprised of a Dharma
Master and laypeople; we come from different cultural and educational
backgrounds, different age groups and have varied experience with
translation. Working together, I learned to not only understand others’
interpretation and expressions of the Sutra but also patiently and
impartially listen. I also appreciated our TA, who had the wisdom and
patience to incorporate so many different views.

This is the first time I referred to Sanskrit while translating. One
member offered a version of the Vajra Sutra with Sanskrit, Chinese
and English. This provided an opportunity for us to try to use our
own wisdom to understand the original meaning of the Sutra. It also
triggered my interest in Sanskrit. The Vzjra Sutra is the first Buddhist
text that I encountered a few years ago, but when I first came across
it, I gave up since I could not understand it. This time we studied and
translated the whole Sutra within one week! This was incredible to me!
On the first day of the seminar, three beautiful rainbow-like clouds
appeared in the sky above CTTB. The causes and conditions must be

rare indeed.

Lan Huang, PhD in Educational Psychology, University of Minnesota,
Twin Cities

There is probably no better place in the world to read and translate

a Buddhist Sutra than at DRBU’s translation seminar, where you can
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sit down witl i’qﬁ? i arn ‘F d
work together in a very pure monastery setting. Two important things I catned
from this experience: First, on our first day, Dharma Master Jin Jing introduced
the prominent Buddhist text translator Venerable Kumarajiva’s translation
philosophy. That is, to be faithful to the essential meaning of Dharma, and to
be faithful to the truth and purpose rather than the words or syntax order of the
source language, which provides an inspiration for my future translation work.
Second, I have a deeper understanding of the different roles that a native speaker
of the source language and the native speakers of the target language can play in
a translation project. For example, when translating from Chinese to English in
my group, a Chinese native speaker like me, can turn to authoritative resources
such as commentaries in Chinese to understand difficult words or sentences.
After this initial research, I would try to communicate my best understanding
of the text to the English speakers. We would discuss and hopefully we arrive
at consensus. The English speakers then would try to come up with the most
accurate, smooth, and native translation. Now I feel much clearer about my role
in the translation team, and I see what I can contribute the most, according to
my strengths, and what others can do better based on their skills. Lastly, I feel so
blessed and overjoyed to get to know so many great teachers and friends all of
whom share the same enthusiasm for the spiritual path. Only with the guidance
and support of wholesome friends, can we keep walking steadily on the path to

enlightenment. &
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