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From Harvard to the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas

— Lina Verchery

B3 X/F
Written and Translated by Editorial Staff
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Lina did the community works with the nuns
at Amitabha Monastery in Hualien, Taiwan

Lina Verchery is a doctoral student in Buddhist Studies in the Study of Religion at Harvard
University, specializing in Chinese Buddhism. She is particularly interested in modern-day
Buddhist monastic life, especially the question of what we — “we” including Buddhist
laypeople and even non-Buddhists — can learn from the ancient and venerable traditions
of communalism, rigorous discipline, and self-examination found in the Buddhist monastic
traditions.

Both sides of her family are Catholic, although her parents never imposed religion on
her. As a teenager, she was very drawn to ritual and practices of self-discipline, which became
a regular part of her daily life when she began to study ballet intensively. Looking back now,
she realizes her ballet days shared many things in common with daily life in a monastery:
she woke up before dawn to stretch, she had to exert great self-control with regard to food,
she undertook a ritualistic training regimen that she repeated every day, and she had to
consistently push beyond physical and psychological barriers which is not unlike what one
undergoes in meditation!

When she decided to quit ballet to go to college, she knew right away that she wanted to

major in the study of religion. She went to McGill University in Montreal, where she had the
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rare fortune to meet a great teacher Victor Sogen Hori, a professor of
Buddhist Studies and former monk in the Japanese Rinzai tradition.
Professor Hori, who is now retired, had the great skill of being able
to teach on many levels at once. In his teaching style, Professor Hori
embodied Confucius’ method: he would hold up one corner and it
was your job to come back with the other three. Professor Hori never
gave out the answers; the challenge was always to look beyond the
obvious in order to find the hidden “corners”.

It was because of Professor Hori that she decided to major in
Buddhist studies and pursue the study of Buddhist monastic life. And
it was also Professor Hori who introduced her to DRBA. Assisting a
research project on monastic life in Canada led by Professor Hori,
she was introduced to Avatamsaka Monastery in Calgary, Alberta and
from 2010 began researching and visiting this monastery starting.

At Avatamsaka Monastery, she was instantly struck by the
deportment of the nuns. In every motion, they seemed to exude a
kind of decorum and rigor she had not seen before. This drew her in
and she began to learn more and more about Master Hua and DRBA,
eventually deciding to pursue these themes as foci in her doctoral
dissertation about Chinese Buddhist monastic life in the modern
world.

To this end, she has dedicated this academic year to living and
volunteering in DRBA temples around the world. She decided to
become a volunteer because she is not only interested in learning
from books, but she is also interested in learning from people. You
might say — to paraphrase a common idiom you hear around DRBA
monasteries — learning from books is like reading about the flavor of
a food; living and working in DRBA monasteries is like tasting the
food.

Hoping to learn more about Buddhist monastic traditions —
not merely in theory but also in practice — she has been living and
volunteering in DRBA monasteries for short term stays (a few weeks
or months) since 2010, and has dedicated the 2015-16 academic year
to doing so full-time. So far, she has been to 13 DRBA branches in
Canada, California, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Australia and
soon she hopes to go to Vancouver as well.

Specifically, she is very interested in the practice of repentance.
As a volunteer, among other things, she was able to help with and
participate in the Emperor Liang’s Jeweled Repentance at Taipei Fajie.
This was an amazing experience, and got her thinking about ordinary
people’s experiences of repentance. How does repentance help us to
become aware of our past karma? How does it help us shed karmic
obstacles? How do we know if our repentance was successful? These

are all questions she hopes to continue investigating. &





