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Meeting DILA Faculty

On the Study of Buddhism and Practice of the Dharma

by Samanert Dhammadinna

Starting from the present issue of DDBC newsletter, Samaneri Dhammadinna interviews DILA faculty

members, so as to give readers a personal feeling for what brought our academic staff to the academic
and/or traditional study of Buddhism, and to the Dharma itself. She starts with Chuang Kuo-pin (ifE#?),
otherwise known as “KP-Laoshi”.

hammadinna: What brought
Dyou to Buddhist studies? Did
you originally come to Buddhist
studies via an interest in the
Dharma (texts, meditation, social
engagement)? If you did come to
Buddhist studies from an initial
interest in the Dharma, what then
originally brought you to the
Dharma?

KP-Laoshi: I never studied
Buddhism before graduating from
university. For a few months after
graduation, I was wandering around
and did not know what to do next.
To put it plainly, I began to ponder
the meaning and purpose of life.

On one lovely autumn afternoon,
I went into Nung Chan Monastery
by chance, where I met Ven. Sheng
Yen for the first time. His words of
wisdom attracted me. Later I went
to his Sunday morning Dharma talk;
the topic was the Diamond Sutra. |
also joined the basic meditation class.
There Ven. Sheng Yen talked about
the importance of Buddhist Studies,
and he was in charge of the Chung-
Hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies, he
needed money and people to support
the institute. For these reasons, at the

age of 25, I enrolled at the Chung-
Hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies.
Since then, the Buddhadharma is at
the core of my life.

Academic Studies and Religious
Practice

Dhammadinna: When did you
join DILA (then DDBC) faculty?
Why did you choose to seek a
position at DILA?

KP-Laoshi: I spent five years to
finish the three-year course at the
Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist
Studies. Then I received a grant
from the Chung-Hwa Institute
of Buddhist Studies, and left for
England in 1996. I received my
Ph.D. degree from the University of
Bristol in 2003, before coming back
to Dharma Drum Mountain in 2004.

Dhammadinna: How is your
academic interest and training in
Buddhist studies related to your
study and practice of the Dharma?
Have you experienced conflicts,
tensions, contradictions or simple
challenges in yourself regarding
this? Are you interested and able to
integrate them in your personal and
academic life?

KP-Laoshi: Tibetan Buddhism
was my major when I was in the
Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist
Studies. When in England, I shifted
my studies to Abhidharma. I also
changed my practice from tantra
practice to Vipassana meditation.
I do not feel any conflict between
my study and practice, and I believe
my study and practice go hand in
hand. That said, I am aware of the
discrepancies between academic
studies and religious practice. It
is akin to loving your best friends
while knowing all your friend's
shortcomings.

In terms of the integration of
academic studies and religious
practice, I have to say, it depends.
Sometimes it does benefit the
practice, and sometimes it does
not, while sometimes it may even
jeopardize the practice.

Advice and Expectation

Dhammadinna: What are the
most difficult, most inspiring and
most rewarding aspects of your life
(academic and beyond) at DILA?

KP-Laoshi: Life in DILA is
shanty, shanty, shanty...... Very

Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Visit to
Dharma Drum Mountain

by Luke Gibson

ver the last few years, Prof.

Jon Kabat-Zinn—the world-
renowned and now retired founder
of the Mindfulness Based Stress
Reduction (MBSR) program—has
been giving lectures and workshops
across East Asia, including China,
Japan and South Korea, where |
met him for the first time two years
ago. This month Jon has come
to visit Taiwan for two weeks of

public talks and meetings with local
medical practitioners interested in
the use of contemplative practices to
help both patients and medical staff
cope with chronic pain and anxiety.
Yet, Jon’s first stop on his tour
of the island was our institute on
Dharma Drum Mountain, where he
spent two days recovering from his
trip and interacting with teachers

and members of the local Sangha.

While Jon never met Master Sheng
Yen in person, he expressed his deep
admiration for the Chan Master,
whose teachings he had encountered
many years ago by reading some of
the Master’s English works on Chan
practice. The Chan connection runs
deeper still with Jon’s son attending
a retreat led by Master Sheng Yen
himself. Venerable Guoyuan, whom
Jon met on the first day of his visit,
said that he remembered meeting his
son on that occasion, a “handsome
young man”, as the Venerable put it.
In the course of our discussions, Jon
acknowledged that, of all Buddhist
traditions, the teachings of Zen or
Chan had been most influential in
shaping his approach to bringing
contemplative practices to the
mainstream of Western society.
Rather than teaching mere techniques
aimed at relieving stress or bodily
pain, Jon always envisioned his work
and the practices he promotes as
having the potential for a far more

peaceful that is! So there are no
major difficulties living here.
However, before life in DDBC/
DILA, the most difficult time of my
life was when I studied in England.
I spent eight years to get my Ph.D. |
struggled with English translation of
Sanskrit and Pali, as well as English
writing. However, I found that
English culture became part of my
life. And from time to time, I even
speak English in my dreams!
Dhammadinna: What would be
your advice to prospective students
at DILA? What to expect and not to
expect from DILA?

B3 b .

radical personal transformation and
shift in one’s relationship to the
world.

During the small workshop
given on the second day of his
visit, Jon recounted how, while he
was visiting His Holiness the Dalai
Lama in India, a religious scholar
had expressed his disapproval of
Jon’s use of meditation techniques
without explicit reference to
Buddhist teachings, fearing that
such concessions would eventually
lead to Buddhism’s demise. While
His Holiness did not directly
respond to the scholar’s objection,
the Dalai Lama made his sentiment
clear by noting that the world is
filled with people suffering and in
need of help, yet Buddhists only
represent a small fraction of those
people. By presenting the practice
of mindfulness in a way that does
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A KP-Laoshi

KP-Laoshi: Buddhism is
an international religion. It is
impossible to understand an
international religion through
only one language. As a student
of Buddhist Studies, one has to
understand the culture of Buddhism
not only as an insider but also as
an outsider. Having a critical point
of view is not tantamount to being
critical of religion, but rather having
an appreciation of different points of

view.

not require any type of religious
commitment or understanding of
Buddhist doctrines, Jon and his
colleagues have been able to reach
out and bring relief to patients
who, otherwise, would never had
encountered such practices.

I feel very fortunate to have met
with Jon again; this time around I
got to discuss with him the state of
Buddhism in the West as well as the
risk of seeing mainstream society
appropriating Buddhist practices
to further its own productivist
ends while missing the Dharma’s
invitation for a more radical
personal and collective shift. Jon
was deeply moved and impressed
by the community and vision he
witnessed here at Dharma Drum
Mountain, and I don’t think I am
alone in hoping that Jon will come
to Taiwan again in the future.



