The Difference Between Cultural Customs and True Principle
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By Terri Nicholson (Excerpt from a Dharma talk given at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on October 11, 2018.)
Chinese Translated by Janet Lee
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Last week, a delegation
from True Suchness Monastery
accompanied by a film crew and
journalists came to the City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas. As one
of the early American disciples
of the Master, they asked to
interview me and I agreed. One
of the first things they asked was,
being an American, didnt I find
it difficult to study Buddhism
Venerable

since he was from China, and

with the Master,
the culture and values were so
different from Western culture.

I found thisavery interesting
question for many reasons. Its also a good starting off
point for a topic that has interested me for a long time: the
difference between cultural customs and true principle.

As I am sure most of you know, the Buddha was Indian.
After the Buddha’s nirvana, his teaching spread first to
China, Japan, Vietnam, and Southeast Asia, and much later
to Europe and the rest of the Western world. Wherever the
teachings of the Buddha have prospered, they have naturally
adapted to the culture and customs of that country.

For example, in India, the Buddha and his disciples
went on alms rounds to receive their food and act as a field
of blessings for living beings. This worked well in most of
Southeast Asia as well, but it was not acceptable in Chinese
culture or in the West. So Buddhism adapted, and the

Sangha began to grow their own food and accept offerings
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at temples and monasteries instead.

Because the climate in India and Southeast Asia is quite warm,
Sangha members were able to walk barefoot and wear only a
simple garment/precept sash, which left the right shoulder bare.
In Northern climates, this was not practical. So inner robes and
appropriate footwear were developed. Laypeople’s clothing changed
as well. Often, in the sutras, the Buddha refers to lay disciples as
the “white-robed.”

When I visited Sri Lanka, it was still considered respectful to
wear white when entering a Buddhist temple. However, in China,
white was symbolic of mourning, so Chinese lay Buddhists began
wearing black robes instead. Interestingly enough, in the West,
black is considered the color of mourning. The principle is that
laypeople should wear special clothes to wear to show their respect
for a pure Way Place. Which color is chosen is not right or wrong,
but merely a matter of cultural custom.

Why do I bring this up? Because I have come to believe that
the attachments we have to the culture and customs we have been
raised with are very strong. Because of this, it is sometimes difficult
for us to recognize what is true principle and what is simply a
cultural value or custom. In a community like the City of Ten
Thousand Buddhas, where people from many different countries
and cultures come together to study the Master’s teachings, it is
important to be aware that many of our differences of opinion
are cultural, rather disagreements about the principles of the
Buddhadharma. Some things never change: the Tripitaka, the
precepts, and the six principles. We hold these essential things in
common. We all want to follow the Buddha’s teachings, benefit
others, leave suffering, and attain true happiness. The fact that we
share these important values with everyone else in this community
is truly wonderful.

So how did I reply to the journalists from China? First of all, I
said that I didn’t believe that the principles the Master taught were
in conflict with true Western values. For example, Western religious
traditions also value honoring one’s parents and elders and being
good citizens, though it may look different that it did in China. If
I had bowed to my parents, they would have been horrified, but
they certainly hoped I would treat them with respect, and care for
them when they got old.

Here’s another example of a cultural difference that has nothing
to do with true principle. I was brought up that it was respectful to
look at your elders when they spoke to you. When I came to live

in the monastery, however, I was told it was respectful to keep ones

#HEsR e e > B AR - MEAE
W - (HR B s 8 PR IL 7RISR
f5 > Jo0E > ALRAEEEIN LN - tBHiA
ZF BRI DRIV EE T - FERE LHYARAR
AR - R - RMTEE B EI
PEA "B RERERET -

ERS I EE R ERELAR
Ry E NBRFHIRHE > & 0 B RIRER
TR - AR > 5 R ARERSRE
It B IE 2 & Ll B o A
AR > RERERE - FALE - /£
KB T HEA—EFFHES  [EZEFE
BE NN AFRIREL - E R EL T
B - (R E RS LA TE -

Ry ER G TR EE e ? [ B3 EE Rk
IS H AL BB Y E 2 IR s Ay -
N RyiEkE - AHIRHERFIREER T - (1
JEREE > (AN RSB EE R
& - E—(EGEfRERIESE > RE
REAFRBEZE MBI A > —#EE EA
HYECE - AT R ERSE > IR A EHY
BREFEHABE-SL3E EAZER - I
N EEMRENZA EAFRRE - HLEig

KRR o bR T =g, T
B BA TAREE ) BRERMEE

HYEE S - FRPTEEUERE fRPe RIS - ZA
maftt A - BEETSSE - FRPTRESEE PbL
HERFAELEIEE EENEER - RS
BT -

A0 PEE e T2 40 fe] [ 7 A5 L op B R Y RE
g ? FE R - WAAMEE _EARYEE
PRV TT A EA E2E - EEAIER > f£ETT
HISR B > IS E CAY R
£% I HLE M —EF AR @EEN
RS AE R TT B LA T RER —FE -
WIRIK R B EH » fil o] BE & H0HE
B BEE AT EIRAE S FS BT - FEM
M E AR ERE S IR -

EfEAE - EN T IR EE - E(ERS
b ERYZES o FERBRATIEIE P B0
PR S ERHII % > HBE MR

Fesruary 2019 Vara BooHi Sea | 41

EE ‘ a4 Haog



B i ol ‘ BopHi FiELo

eyes downcast when a Sangha member or other elder is speaking to you.
The principle, that of respect, is the same in both cultures, but its outward
manifestation is completely opposite.

I would like to share a story from when I first came to study at Gold
Mountain Monastery that illustrates one of these differences in cultural
customs and how they sometimes cause misunderstandings.

Back in 1973, I was taking a beginning Chinese class at San Francisco
State and would often go to the monastery afterwards to do my homework
before evening ceremony and lecture. One day while I was doing this, one
of the bhikshus asked me to serve tea to the Master and some guests.
Feeling honored to be entrusted with this task, I took the tray and began
my ascent to the third floor, where the Master saw visitors. “Serve Shifu
first,” he called after me.

When I entered the guest room, I found the Master seated at a table
with two Chinese Bhikshunis. He motioned me forward with the tea. My
Chinese was still rudimentary and my understanding of Chinese etiquette,
let alone Buddhist monastery etiquette, was non-existent. Unfortunately,
so was my awareness of this fact. I dutifully poured tea for the Master and
then offered tea to the two nuns. Both of them covered their cups with
their hands, shook their heads, and said, “No, thank you,” in Chinese. So,
I didn’t give them any.

The Master immediately jumped in, as if averting disaster. “Ta bu
dung. She doesnt understand,” he said.

But, I did. They said they didn’t want any. I could understand that
much. “Wo dung,” I insisted.

The Master then picked up the teapot, poured tea in each of the nun’s
cups, and dismissed me. I was mystified, but nothing else was ever said
about it. However, I was not asked to serve tea to the Master and his
guests again.

Many years later, I learned that the Chinese almost always refuse food
or drink when it is offered to them. According to Chinese etiquette, the
host continues to insist until the person acquiesces. I have noticed that a
guest usually still refuses to drink the tea until it is almost time to leave
and the tea is no longer hot. I'm not even sure now that I've gotten that
right. I am sure there are many, many other times I wasn't even aware that
I offended people with my lack of understanding of the customs of other
cultures.

So, was I being disrespectful? I did not mean to be. As Shifu had
told the Bhikshunis, I simply did not understand the custom. Of course
I made it worse by stubbornly insisting that I did understand, but I had
thought Shifu meant I didnt understand their Chinese. Because of the
kindness and compassion of the Master there wasn’t a problem, but you

can see that it might have caused offense if someone less wise had been
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handling the situation.

The summer before last, I found myself in another embarrassing
situation when my husband and I were in Taiwan, again because
I didn't understand the customs. We were visiting Sheng Kuang,
a sculpture factory where our Earth Treasury Bodhisattva image
was being made. Before we went to see the image and discuss
business matters, we were served tea and fresh fruit. That is where
I made my mistake. In American culture, we very often comment
enthusiastically about the food we are served, as a way of showing
our appreciation. What I hadn’t understood was the amazing
generosity of the people and the culture. So, since I love mangos, 1
smiled and told the owners how delighted I was, because mangos
are one of my favorite fruits. When it came time to leave, much to
my embarrassment, I was presented with an entire case of mangos
to take back with me, not only that day, but the next time we visited
as well. I felt like a greedy ghost. Luckily, I could offer the fruit to
the temple in Taipei. It did explain why no one had ever told us
whether they liked the gifts we had brought for them. It was not
part of their custom.

Thereare countless examples of these differences. In some cultures
it is good manners to bring your bowl up to your mouth, in others
you must never lift it off the table. We greet each other differently,
too. In Asia, you put your palms together; in America, you shake
hands; in France, you kiss someone on both cheeks; while in Sri
Lanka, you touch your cheek to both of theirs. In some cultures,
it is perfectly fine to ask someone how much money they make, in
other cultures it is considered extremely rude. Americans are very
concerned with confidentiality with regards to health concerns,
while some other cultures feel the state of your health is everybody’s
business. There are pros and cons to all of these customs, but it does
not make them right or wrong. They are simply different.

Sometimes we are fortunate enough to have someone
compassionately explain the customs of their culture to us, but
often they are so deeply ingrained we do not even recognize them as
such. Instead we feel it is the “right “ way to do things. I remember
Shifu once told me that in the heavens everyone agrees. But here
in the human realm, if you get a group of people together, it is
almost inevitable they will have differing opinions about things. I
hope all of us can remember to respect our differences of opinion
and remember that sometimes, it is simply a matter of differences in
customs. For the most part, we agree on the most important things

and that is why we are here. #
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