A Tea Gathering with Monks from Abhayagiri Monastery
at Dharma Realm Buddhist University: Q & A — Part 3
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Audience: Today in the DRBU faculty meeting, we

talked about how we need to explain to people what it
means to be a Buddhist university. Since this afternoon,
you have had a chance to visit the university. If someone
asked you this question, “What is a Buddhist university?”
How would you answer them? Would you answer
differently if someone with samadhi asked you this? or a
scholar? or an ordinary person?

Tan Nisabho: After having been through a traditional
humanities-oriented liberal arts education, I have read
much of Freud’s writing. It is a like what Ajahn Amaro
said last week: Freud and the Western system has outlined
in extreme detail all the ways that we are messed up,
specifically identifying our particular neuroses. Western
culture has really tried to come to terms with its suffering
in a lot of ways. In terms of a practical path out of it,

without cultivation, it feels like Western culture has really
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become tied up in knots, detailing the level of how we're messed
up, the compounding of the self, and the layers upon layers of
alienation that we all experience.

WhatI think that I have seen this Buddhist university provide-
-like the discussions we were having in Doug Power’s class and
afterwards—is that there is a seemingly obvious way out. There
are these positive states and methods which can be cultivated.
There are things that can be articulated about what a human
being can be. There is that fourth messenger, in terms of the
spiritual path, and having that component in conversations like
hearing people talk about Freud and the rupture in the subject-
object relationship in early childhood. This is great analysis, but
you know, where do you go from there? Suddenly you have Doug
and the others discussing and demonstrating what happens when
one cultivates mindfulness and gets a certain amount of space
from that process of ego creation which we are all involved in
and trapped in constantly. One can contemplate what creating
that space does to the experience of life. You dont have to
wallow around in this post-modernist nebulous pit of conceptual
thought. There is a path out! It might be simpler than we think.

It was such an obvious antidote to that in which Western
cultures got so entrapped. I really appreciated it. It laid out what
seemed like the obvious message and path. This doesnt have
to be brought in explicitly in terms of Buddhist thought, but
certainly Buddhist thought provides powerful language and ways
of speaking about it. Seeing it brought up this way is what I
felt was missing from my own university experience and why I
was so disillusioned in the process of obtaining my Bachelor’s
degree. Nietzsche was profoundly smart, but he was not a happy
human being. Realizing that was really meaningful. What you're
all doing is profoundly meaningful in this way, and there’s a huge
place for it in the intellectual landscape. That was my impression.

Audience: A question came up because we have people
reaching out to prospective students. One of them was saying the
question he gets asked over and over again is “What is a Buddhist
university?” We realized that we need to be able to answer that
question in a way that makes sense to a lot of different kinds of
people. It’s a good question for us actually, to practice thinking
about this. It probably means something slightly different for
each one of us in this room, but there is commonality. We
should be asking our students actually, because I think hearing
students articulate what this experience means to them has been

so inspiring.
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Tan Kovilo: Its really heartening that you do call it a
Buddhist education, a Buddhist university, because there are a
lot of Buddhist principles in America which are specifically not
being labeled ‘Buddhist’. People love teaching mindfulness, but
kind of divorcing it from Buddhism. The fact that you're keeping
it...

Audience: We're not ashamed.

Tan Kovilo: It’s huge. I remember Ajahn Jayasaro, the monk
most involved with education in our tradition, was invited by
the Burmese government who was planning a curriculum for
their public schools in the country. They were wanting to use
western ideals and use Buddhist concepts, but not label them
‘Buddhist’. He told them that they don’t have to do that. If you
are in a Buddhist country, then you can label it what it is. There
is no need to be ashamed of it. There is no nned to hide that they
are Buddhist schools. It is meaningful in terms of how to describe
it to Americans, it is a great question. I do not know if it would
be possible to have a one sentence answer.

Audience: No. Every time we talk about it, we get a lictle
more wisdom about it. Is helpful to hear what other people
think about it too.

Tan Nisabho: Also, having the research for learning like
the sutta-mayi-pannd, from listening and hearing the text,
cintd-maya-pannd from thinking about the texts, and then also
bhavani-maya-pannd, which is knowledge from practice and
application. To see that incarnated not just in that people in
the classes are cultivators of some kind, but also in terms of the
community dynamics, living in this type of a community--people
are hungry for that. It’s great to have the intellectual framework
that Buddhism can provide, but I think so much of Buddhist
hermeneutics is its application.

Audience: Live the experience.

Tan Nisabho: I really saw that in the classes. It was lovely.

Audience: Another thing that you often experience in
Western education around Buddhism is that many people will
say something like, “I'm philosophically Buddhist.” We hear that
often, without the recognition that Buddhism is a practice as
well. I always find that. For DRBU, it is the study and practice.

Audience: Part of it is that people still need to explain
Buddhism as a religion, and there is a reaction against that word
“religion”. People come here and see the nuns and the monks, the
bowing, and everything. They realize that this is a religion. What

is religion? “Buddhism” is still a brand new word in the West for
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basically the last couple of hundred years.

Audience: It's a loaded word, ‘Religion’ is a very loaded word.

Tan Kovilo: One way that Ajahn Jayasaro talks about
Buddhism is breaking down “religions” into two types in which
some religions are based on faith, and other religions are an
educational system. He describes Buddhism on the whole as
being an educational system. That's how he frames it in Thailand.
For many Western-educated Thais this is something they can
hear without a need for a lot of reframing.

He also breaks down Buddhist education into the Pali suttas
in which you have kaya bhavana, citta bhavana, sila bhavana, and
panya bhavana which translates as the training or the education
of the body, the education of morality, education of the mind
and education in wisdom. This is one way that he breaks down
what Buddhist education actually is in his schools.

Audience: That’s an interesting translation for ‘bhavana’. It’s
cultivation or development, right?

Audience: ‘Bhavana’ is to cultivate.

Audience: So it kind of goes hand in hand.

Tan Kovilo: Another interesting translation he gives for

‘bhavana’ is: to bring into being, to create, or simply creativity. &
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Q: How were the morning and evening ceremonies
translated?

A (DM Chih): A young man with a university degree in music
was accepted by the Master to become a monastic disciple.
Once he was a monk, he began working on translations of the
Buddhist litany. The Daily Handbook’s English is in part his
contribution. David Rounds, a long-time layman, also composed
scores and lyrics in English and these, too, are found in the Daily
Handbook. The Chinese characters in the Daily Handbook were
all hand-written by a nun who was one of the Master’s monastic
disciples.
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