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The Milinda Program: TRAINING 21°¢ CENTURY TEA

Milindaflicachergliraining,

in Dharma Drum

hen the Bhutanese lama

Dzongsar Khyentse
Rinpoche was in Vancouver,
Canada in 2015, he set out a plan
to create an innovative programme
of study to train Dharma teachers
in the West. He was concerned that
anyone who teaches the Dharma
should have thorough knowledge
and understanding of the Buddhist
teachings, especially those of
Hinayana and Mahayana Buddhism,
so that what they teach is authentic.
He called it the Milinda Programme
after The Questions of King Milinda,
a text in the Pali Canon that is the
first written record of a dialogue
between East and West: between
the Buddhist monk Nagasena and
the Bactrian philosopher-king
Menander (Milinda). The point of
the programme is to bridge East
and West and help Dharma become
properly established in these new
countries.

His year, the programme has
been hosted by DILA thanks to the
exceptional support of President
Huimin and of Kris Yao, a director of
the Khyentse Foundation, our main
sponsor. Milinda involves Dharma
teachers in the Tibetan tradition
from around the world — Europe,
Russia, Brazil, USA and Australia.

We gathered here for intensive
study of the Abhisamayalankara, a
5t century text by Maitreya, and its
commentary by the Indian scholar
Haribhadra. These texts explain the
Mahayana path embedded in the
Prajnaparamita Sutras which are so
important for Chan Buddhism, too.
Our teachers were Khenpo Choying
Dorje, former head of the Study
College of Dzongsar Institute in
northern India, and Khenpo Pasang,
another leading teacher from the
same Institute. Our third teacher is
Karl Brunnholzl, a German scholar

who has translated a large number

of commentaries on Maitreya’s text
into English. He is teaching us on
skype from Europe because of the
coronavirus travel restrictions.

The experience of being able to
live and study here in Dharma Drum
has been amazing in so many ways.
Lama Sherab, a teacher from Brazil,
said how perfect this place is, and
so deeply conducive to Dharma
study. “One can feel the place is
blessed”, she said, “and how the
daily monastic practice supports
an environment that is conducive

©Dominique Side

to study.” All Milinda students
commented on the cleanliness of the
entire campus and could not fail to
notice the attention to detail on every
level, exemplifying how mindfulness
and compassion in action contribute
to the atmosphere of peace and
harmony. This care for detail ranges
from the exquisite walking paths and
landscaping, to rubbish collection
and laundry, to the mind-extending
architecture and to mini-cheesecakes
for the coffee breaks. For foreigners
from countries with no Buddhist
culture, it was revealing to see how

A Fortunate Encounter with DILA

©Harry Einhorn

wasn’t sure what to expect from

my stay at DILA when I first
arrived in Taiwan. Though is was
my third year participating in the
Milinda Program, (the Khyentse
Foundation teacher training program
which is being so generously hosted
here), it was my first time visiting
Taiwan, and my first in-depth
exposure to Chinese Buddhism.

I was born in New York City
as a second generation American
Buddhist. My parents were part of a

wave of young people who became
early converts to Buddhism in the
1970s. Their teacher was a Tibetan
lama who was highly inspired by
Buddhism from East Asia, and
brought that influence into the
way he trained his students. In our
community, this manifested in long
sessions of sitting meditation, an
appreciation of tea, careful study of
the I Ching (%#¥) and Feng Su (J&
7K), calligraphy practice, and more,
which were presented alongside
with the more traditional practices
of Tibetan Buddhism. All of this
was taught in order to explore how
the teachings of the Buddha Dharma
could be brought into daily life, in
a humanistic way. Despite all of
these influences from childhood,
my exposure to Chinese Buddhism
was limited, so I was very excited to
come here and experience it myself.

‘When I first arrived at DILA, the
first thing I noticed was the scale:
I was amazed at the sheer size of
the campus and buildings. I had
never before visited a Buddhist
institution operating on such a grand
level. But it was not just the size
that was impressive. Though the
buildings here are monumental, one
can immediately sense the great
care that has been taken to balance

the architecture with the beauty and
dignity of the natural world that
surrounds it. The campus here exists
in an interdependent and respectful
relationship with nature. Our walks
from our dormitory to class, from
class to meals, and from meals to
home become an opportunity to
appreciate and contemplate the
beauty of the environment. This
is extended to the way the trees,
gardens, and walking paths are
all lovingly tended to, creating
an atmosphere of tranquility and
refinement.

This kindness and care does
not just stop at our natural
surroundings— it extends to the
people at DILA as well. Though
our class schedule is very intense,
we have still had to opportunity
to experience the warmth and
kindness of the students and staff
here, whether it’s smile and bow
when we cross each other on a
walking path, sharing food and
laughter in the coffee shop, or
from the general atmosphere of
mindfulness, cheerfulness, and care
that the students, staff, and teachers
show each other. All of this together
creates an atmosphere where the
study of Buddhism and secular
topics flourish. Although most of

Buddhism can manifest like this in
everyday life.

A number of Milinda students
confessed that the daily discipline
here was sometimes a challenge.
Strict meal times, cleaning protocols
and so on are hard for those who are
not familiar with a framework of
communal discipline. Nevertheless,
everyone put their best effort
into following the rules not least
because the point of being here
was to experience a Chan Buddhist
environment from the inside. One
aspect of Dzongsar Khyentse’s
vision for Milinda is to hold the
programme in different places to
broaden the educational experience
and expose students to different
traditions and Buddhist cultures.
This was the purpose of holding
Milinda here this year.

Sadly, our programme has taken
place at a time of great turmoil in
the world around us and naturally
everyone was concerned about
friends and family faced with the
coronavirus epidemic in their home
countries. Who could have imagined
that Dharma Drum would become
such an incredible refuge from
the suffering of the world in this
sense. On so many levels our stay
in Dharma Drum has been quite
unforgettable. We are so grateful to
everyone here for your outer care

and for your inner joy.

Vil

us don’t speak Chinese, it is truly
inspiring to be among so many
thoughtful and dedicated people. We
don’t always understand the words,
but the creativity, joy, and dedication
of being here can be easily felt,
despite the language barrier. And of
course, I have to mention the food!
Though I come from one of the
food capitals of the world, this is the
first time I’ve been exposed to such
delicious vegetarian cuisine, and
with so much variety.

This is a difficult period for the
entire world, and no words could
truly express the depth of gratitude
we feel for our stay here. While
many others around the world have
had their lives interrupted, due to
these auspicious connections and the
amazing hard work and sacrifices
from the administrative team,
faculty and students here, we have
miraculously been able to continue
our program in the midst of great
uncertainty. It is our aspiration to
take the kindness and care that we
have been shown here and continue
to spread it to our home countries,
in order to share vision, spirit, and
practice embodied by DILA and
humanistic Buddhism that we have
been shown. Thank you from the
bottom of our hearts!
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