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My Research and Predestined
Relationship with Prof. Aming Tu

©0leg Rinchinov (Head of the Center of Oriental Manuscripts and Xylographs, Institute for Mongolian, Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences)

ore than 15 years ago, | met Professor

Aming Tu. Over the years, he
participated in a large number of international
conferences, reporting on the CBETA project
and distributing compact discs with texts and
programs of the Chinese Buddhist Canon. It
was somewhere in Russia or East Asia that
we participated together in one session of a
conference dedicated to Buddhist heritage.
I remember how I was impressed with his

presentation about the capabilities of the
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CBETA database for working with electronic
Buddhist texts.

The Institute for Mongolian, Buddhist
and Tibetan Studies, where I work, is an
academic institution located in the city of
Ulan-Ude, in the Republic of Buryatia,
one of the constituent entities of the
Russian Federation. The Buryat people
are a branch of the Mongols, with whom

we share a common cultural and religious

heritage. Like most of the Mongols, Buryats

A Prof. Oleg Rinchinov (left) met with President Huimin (right) when he came to school.

traditionally profess Tibetan Buddhism.
A network of monasteries was established
in Buryatia, the technology of wood block
printing was widely introduced. After the
ruthless events of the 20th century, our
institute became a place of preservation of
the vast Buddhist heritage in the Tibetan and
Mongolian languages. The collections of our
institute contain nine sets of the Kangyur,
several sets of the Tengyur, and a huge
amount of literature of other genres and
categories. About 20 years ago, the electronic
cataloging and description of this huge
corpus of texts, and database development
were started. Currently, more than 30
thousand books have been described, but
a significant number of them still require
study. Therefore, international efforts on
the digitization of Buddhist heritage are a
significant source of motivation, methods
and solutions for us.

My acquaintance with Prof. Aming Tu
and his recommendations opened the way
for me to Dharma Drum Mountain. My
first visit was in 2009, when I met Marcus
Bingenheimer and the IT team - Simon
Wiles and Joey Hung. The following year,
during my one-month stay, I carefully
studied the DDM experience in Buddhist
heritage digital preservation and study. I
described the methodological approaches
that I found, including authority data,
historical GIS, etc., in an article in the
Russian journal Bibliosphere and started
to apply them in my work. Even then, I

A Prof. Aming Tu has made great contributions to Buddhism.

fully appreciated the high academic and
technological standards of DDBC.

My current visit to Dharma Drum
University of Liberal Arts was related to
the preparation of a doctoral dissertation,
devoted to historiography and comparative
studies of international IT efforts in the field
of Buddhist heritage of East and Inner Asia.
DDM is a source of important innovation in
this area, so I chose DILA as the base for my
bibliographical and historiographic research.
Thanks to the resources provided to me here,
I completed my research plans enjoying the
devotional and harmonious atmosphere of
DDM.

I would like to express my gratitude to the
Ven. President Huimin Bhikshu, Professor
Teng Weijen, Doctor Joey Hung, and
esteemed Miss Lu Youru, who made my visit
possible and productive. And especially, |
would like to commemorate Professor Aming
Tu, who did so much for the prosperity of
Buddhism in the modern world.

DILA and Chan/Zen from the Perspective of

a Western Buddhist

n this short essay, I would like to tell a story of my
Iencounters with Chan/Zen Buddhism which eventually
brought me to Dharma Drum Institute of Liberal Arts
(DILA). Through this story, I will try to show the
significance of DILA with reference to both: Chan/Zen
studies and Chan/Zen practice.

My first encounter with Chan/Zen Buddhism took
place in a S6t6 Zen center in the city of Katowice,
Poland. During the visit, I received a short introduction
to sitting meditation and then sat in silence with other
participants. After the sitting session was over, there was
a time to ask a teacher some questions. Since I was a
newcomer, I simply asked what I can attain by practicing
sitting meditation. The teacher replied “nothing”. This
was basically the whole teaching I received on that day.
For the following few years, I practiced on my own and
then rejoined other meditators. We practiced together
for around seven years. In that time, I became truly
fascinated with Chan rhetoric of direct experience and
enlightenment. I related it to the psychedelic experiences
I had pursued before, which made it sound like something
real, like a true quest full of mystery and adventure. That
sense of mystery made me think there was so much more
than just sitting and attaining “nothing”. That unstoppable
will to understand, to learn, set me on a collision course
with the teachers who claimed that doctrinal investigation
was contrary to the ideals of Zen practice. Such a vision
seemed to me somewhat extreme. It was all about
radically simplified meditation technique and ineffable

experiences. After numerous unproductive conversations
with the teachers, I decided to leave the community and
practice on my own again.

Dissatisfied with the teachers’ attitude, I decided
to pursue Buddhist knowledge at the university. I
quickly realized the existence of a gap between Chan/
Zen practitioners and Buddhist scholars. Former ones
usually just sit and do not engage too much in studying
the doctrine; the latter ones are preoccupied with
social, historical, linguistic, philosophical, and other
forms of inquiry, often ignoring experiential dimension
or explicitly diminishing the importance of religious
experiences. This academic, purely theoretical approach
to Chan/Zen, was another extreme that I encountered.

Searching for a middle way between these two
extremes, I learned more about early Chan as well as
the figures who combined meditation (i#) with doctrinal
(&) or textual (3%) studies, namely the figures such as
Zongmi, Yanshou, Huihong, Jinul, and others. I also tried
to find recent thinkers who combined Buddhist practice
with extensive academic education. This eventually led
me to the thinkers and teachers credited for (directly
or indirectly) shaping modern Buddhism in Taiwan,
namely Taixu, Yinshun, Xingyun, and Shengyan. This
whole interest culminated in my journeys to Taiwan,
which took place over the last five years. After visiting
numerous places representing Buddhism in Taiwan, I
ended up commencing visiting graduate student program
at DILA.

©OKamil Nowak (Ph.D.candidate at the Jagiellonian University in Krakow)

I have been staying in DILA and the whole Dharma
Drum Mountain World Center for Buddhist Education
for around nine months. Based on my observations
and experiences, [ came to a conclusion that this is a
place where a balance between the two aforementioned
extremes can be found. It can significantly enrich Chan/
Zen practice as well as Chan/Zen studies via keeping
facilities for Buddhist practice alongside places for
academic endeavor. Thus, the practitioners will be
constantly reminded of the vast knowledge creating
the doctrinal context of Buddhist practice, and the
scholars will be reminded that religious experience is an

irreducible element of Chan/Zen.

A Meditation hall in DILA campus.
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