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Country Roads, Take Me Home

An American Diplomat Walks into a Monastery...

©OMaxwell Stoneman (Foreign Service Officer, U.S. Department of State)

DILA

t’s not the beginning of a joke,
Iit’s the beginning of my life-
changing experience as a DILA
Visiting Scholar in December
2020.

As a future spokesperson for
the U.S. Embassy in Beijing, |
came to Taipei last year to pursue
intensive Mandarin language
studies at the American Institute
in Taiwan. I have learned several
foreign languages, including
Arabic and French, so I knew
from the outset that immersion in
Chinese conversation and culture
would be critical to my success.

Beyond professional reasons,
I also had a personal objective:
I am still fairly new to Buddhist
practice, so I hoped to benefit
from courses and discussions on
meditation, traditional arts, and
the modernization of Chinese
Buddhism. After classes began
at AIT, T began searching for
local learning and research
opportunities and found the
Dharma Drum Institute for Liberal
Arts website.

So Much to Do, So Little Time

I am forever grateful to DILA
for accepting my application as a
visiting scholar and providing such

an enriching experience. Although

I could only stay for one week,
my schedule was jam-packed with
intellectually stimulating classes,
interviews, and tours. To cap it
all off, I was scheduled on my
last day at DILA to give a speech
(in Chinese, of course!) about
my experience. But whatever
stress I felt about the speech
quickly dissipated once I arrived
in the serene environs of DILA’s
auspicious campus. Just outside
below my dormitory, a lovely
stream flowed down the hill, and
a view of lush green hills peeking
through dense clouds greeted me
every morning.

Knowing that my goal was
Chinese language immersion
and practice, International
Affairs Section leader Lu Youru
introduced me to Yiwen Fashi,
a recent DILA graduate who
took me under his wing for the
entirety of my weeklong visit. He
accompanied me to lectures and
tours, and even prepared my first
“stinky tofu” meal. Delicious!

I was also introduced to Ronan
Farrell, who turned the key to
DILA’s massive library collection,
and to Apple, a DILA student
and volunteer who drove me up,
down, and all around the beautiful
campus on Jinshan in her car.

A The author with Abbot President, Venerable Guo Hui, holding a scroll of Master

Sheng Yen's words.

My first day at DILA was a
whirlwind experience, beginning
with a brief orientation to the
campus followed immediately by
a terrific class on Zen meditation
and introspection led by Guo
Guang Fashi. In the afternoon,
I attended an inspiring Chan in
Traditional Chinese Painting
class led by the eminent artist
Professor Chien Shu-Hua. By a
twist of scheduling, I also attended
Professor Chien’s yoga class that
night. It was as challenging as it

was relaxing!

“Did You Know He Can Sing?”

At our introductory meeting,
College President Venerable
Huimin Bhikshu informed me
that my esteemed companion and
guide was also a gifted performer.
What luck! T happen to love
playing the guitar and singing
backup vocals. With Huimin
Bhikshu’s encouragement, Yiwen
Fashi and I decided to prepare a
musical number for a DILA event

that coincided with my final day
on campus.

As the week progressed,
I began to learn more about
Dharma Drum Mountain’s
history, DDM’s founder Master
Shengyan, and his focus
on Buddhist education. My
familiarity with Dharma Drum
Mountain expanded with a tour of
the Zen Hall, graciously offered
by Abbot President Venerable
Guo Hui, and a lovely tour of the
Dharma Drum Global Buddhist
Education Center and Guanyin
Hall.

A Safe and Sacred Mountain

Beyond the invigorating
intellectual environment, I was
impressed by and appreciative of
the many prudent social distancing
measures Dharma Drum Mountain
has set in place during the time
of COVID-19. DILA is clearly
committed to the health and well-
being of its faculty, students, and
staff during this unprecedented

A The author enjoying Ju Ming Sculpture Museum.

global pandemic.

I was particularly moved by a
visit to Dharma Drum’s Life Park,
where I witnessed a tree burial
service. The park is a marvelous
embodiment of a humanistic
ethos, providing free-of-charge a
peaceful, dignified resting place
for the remains of loved ones
regardless of religious or sectarian
affiliation. Venerable Guo Kai
Fashi, who led the ceremony
at Life Park, also gave me a
fascinating introduction to the
many efforts DDM is expending
on using new media and social
networks to bring traditional
Buddhist ceremonies to life
online.

The Big Day Arrives (Too Soon!)

My time at DILA quickly
passed and I soon found myself
in front of 40 faculty, monks,
students, and new friends to offer
a speech. At the encouragement
of the College President, I sang
the John Denver song Country
Roads (with a new Chinese-
language chorus, of course!) while
playing the guitar. I was pleasantly
surprised to hear so many people
in the audience singing along!
After answering audience member
questions for about an hour, I went
with Yiwen Fashi to a Christmas-
themed party in the student lounge
where we performed a duet of You
Raise Me Up.

For a week at DILA, my spirit
and mind were both raised up to
new heights. I am deeply grateful
and humbled at the generosity and
kindness I received. I am certain
I will return, though I can’t say
when. All I know is that I will
take the simple words of Master
Shengyan to heart: 554876 4.
Nurture blessings, and you will
have blessings.




