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“The good life is a process, not a state of being. It is a
direction not a destination.”

— Carl R. Rogers (7967)
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A ‘native English’ Chinese
Buddhist liturgy?

by Stephen Wilcox

am thrilled by the opportunity to

live at Dharma Drum Mountain
and dig into questions of Dharma
and music. I am grateful for the
support of DILA, Dr.WeijenTeng,
and Youru Lu. Though you may
have seen me walking the halls, I’ve
yet to introduce myself broadly.

I am a composer, music educator
from Berkeley California. I hold
a Ph.D. from the University of
Pennsylvania and teach music
for Rutgers University. More
importantly, I am a disciple
with Dharma Realm Buddhist
Association and study with
Reverend Heng Sure. It is he who
directed my musical energies
towards Buddhism.

My initial plan while at
DILA was to study the music of
Chinese Buddhist liturgy, create
English alternatives, and develop
educational materials. A timely
conversation with Venerable Guo
Kai broadened my focus. Venerable
Guo Kai has a bright countenance,
quick mind and direct manner. Guo
Kai agreed that creating an English
liturgy and studying Chinese liturgy
was important. She suggested I
participate in the ceremonies at
Dharma Drum, but advised me
not to get caught-up in the details.

She pointed out that the Chinese
people already have a liturgy which
had evolved to meet their specific
cultural needs. An English liturgy
should meet the cultural needs of
Western audiences.

Venerable Guo Kai resonated
with me, but I didn’t know where
to begin. The shift from creating
English language versions of
Chinese ceremonies to making
native English Buddhist ceremonies
is complex. After a period
of consideration, I discussed
the problem with Bhikkhunt
Dhammadinna. She asked if
music was necessary tor a Western
Buddhist Liturgy. This question
became my entry point. Beginning
with the ancient Greeks, Western
culture has used music to navigate
the boundary between the secular
and the sacred. In religious settings,
why do Westerners sing?

Westerners have been singing
the “Psalms of David” from the Old
Testament since the 2nd century.
In Christianity’s early years all
150 Psalms were memorized and
chanted by monastics. In a real
sense, the “Psalm’s of David”
became the life blood of practice. As
St. John Chrysostom (c. 345—407)
states,

In church when vigils are
observed, David is first, middle, and
last.

Focusing on the Psalms set the
essential tone of Western sacred
musical expression. In religious
contexts “what do Westerners sing
about?” We sing about ourselves:
our struggles, personal religious
experiences and emotional states.
The psalms are a potent form of
personal religious expression. As St.
Athanasius (c. 296-373) wrote:

...the reader takes all its words
[psalms] upon his lips as though
they were his own and each one
sings the psalms as though they
had been written for his special
benefit. ..

This obsession with emotional
expression was not limited to
religious music, but became central
to Western song, from the operas of
Mozart to the songs of the Beatles.

If Westerners want to sing
about emotions, what types of
written communication best
express emotions? Westerners
primarily sing poems: poetic
texts with fixed line lengths and
rhymes. More specifically, song
lyrics: a simplified form of poetry
that lacks the subtle linguistic
complexity of poems by the likes

A Stephen at Yah Liu Geo Park (2016).

Shakespeare or Milton.

Here is the rub! There are no
direct parallels between what
Westerners sing (song lyrics) and
what they sing about (personal
emotions) in Chinese Buddhist
liturgical texts. If a native English
liturgy is to be developed, a middle
way will need to be found between
the musical and expressive

expectations of Eastern and
Western practitioners. Exploring
this gap is the focus of my current
research at DILA. It is an exciting
pursuit!

I would enjoy talking to anyone
interested in these topics. Please feel
free to email me at stephen.paul.
wilcox@gmail.com, or visit my blog

at http://www.dharmaliturgy.net/.

Meeting DILA Faculty & Staff (V)

Bhikkhunt Dhammadinnd interviews Ray Chou (E#B{E)

Born in Taiwan in 1966, Ray works as a programmer and developer in the

Buddhist informatics department.

hen did you join the Institute as a
; ‘ staff member? In which positions

have you worked and what have been
your main tasks?

In 1998 I started working part-time every
Wednesday with the Chung-Hwa Institute
of Buddhist Studies’ Buddhist Informatics
team. I eventually became a full-time staff
member in February 1999. At that time
CBETA had just been established and
Dr. Christian Wittern was the head of the
CBETA research and development team.
My work focused on the digitization and
XML markup of Chinese Buddhist texts as
well as the creation of programs under Dr.
Wittern’s guidance.

What was your education and
professional background before joining
the Institute?

I graduated from the National Taipei
University of Technology in 1986 after
studying electrical engineering for five
years. | started working in 1988 after
completing my military service. I soon
developed an interest for programming
which has been the focus of my

-

A Ray Chou helps setting up for the ARG Madhyama-

5gama seminar (2015).

professional activity.

Why did you decide to come to work
at the Institute? Were you involved with
Dharma Drum Mountain before joining?

I became a Buddhist in 1988 and in
1990 I started going to the Dharma Drum
Nongchan monastery. In 1992 I became

an engineer for the Nongchan monastery’s
IT center. As the CBETA project started
the digitization of Buddhist texts in 1999, 1

started to become aware of the importance
of this work for Buddhism in the modern
era. | felt the call to help with this endeavor.
This eventually led me to join the Chung-
Hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies’ Buddhist
Informatics team.

How has your work-experience
and life at the Institute affected your
understanding and practice of the
Dharma? What have been the most
rewarding or challenging aspects of your
work here?

At that time our founder, master Sheng
Yen, gave us a great opportunity by allowing
full-time staff members to audit one class
from the institute every semester. This
helped me broaden my understanding of
the Buddhadharma and afforded me a more
inclusive attitude towards Buddhism, going
beyond sectarian divides.

Moreover, every staff member was given
an extra three days off for the purpose of
study and practice. In any other institution,
it would be very difficult for someone to
get time off from work for the purpose
of attending a retreat. In contrast, people

working in Dharma Drum Mountain were
encouraged to attend meditation retreats.
In addition to this, we were surrounded
by venerables, teachers, and colleagues
who were very much devoted to practicing
the Dharma. This taught me what kind of
attitude a Buddhist should bring tohis work
and all the challenges that arise in our daily
lives. Being surrounded by such people was
very inspirational and helped me greatly in
my own practice.

In my life I pay a great deal of attention
to “spirit” and finding meaning in life. As
we know, most of our lives are spent at
work. This is especially true in Taiwanese
society and workplaces. If I were not able
to find meaning in my work, I wouldn’t be
able to bring myself to spend practically all
of my time working.

Dharma Drum Mountain’s contribution
to society is multifaceted: higher education,
educational outreach, spiritual care, Buddhist
funeral ceremonies and weddings, or ideas
such as the Protection of the Spiritual
Environment or the Six Ethics of the Mind.
These are visions and practical methods for
solving all sort of problems that we can all
see arising around us in Taiwanese society.
One could say that Dharma Drum Mountain
is doing the kinds of things that I always
wanted to do. The fact that Dharma Drum
Mountain has given me the opportunity to
work here and participate in these endeavors
gives me a great sense of meaning and value
in life. This is the greatest benefit I derive
from working here.
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