The Practice
of Chinese

Buddr

ISM

1900-1950

T
B
i

HOLMES WELCH



.'-_ﬂ?ig__it_izeﬁl'ﬁ;»ﬁthe In
in 201

http://archive.org/details/pra















Preface

This book was begun in 1961. It was to cover Buddhism in Repub-
lican and Communist China, and it was to be finished in one year.
Instead five years have passed and Communist China awaits not a
second but a third volume.

Once I began work, it became clear that I had undertaken too much.
Grateful for the patience of my sponsors, I felt an increasing urgency
to finish the job. Therefore I decided that I would limit my scope and
follow a certain order of priorities in collecting information.

First, in the present volume, which deals with Buddhist practice, I
would avoid as far as possible any discussion of doctrine; and in the
next volume, recounting the history of the Buddhist revival, I would
avoid intellectual history and focus instead on events.

Second, I would avoid the details of ritual, liturgy, iconography,
and architecture.

Third, I would avoid the historical development of any of the prac-
tices I described, since this was something that could be more effi-
ciently investigated by professional Buddhologists.

Fourth, I would exclude altogether nuns and nunneries, which could
be more effectively studied by a woman.

Fifth, I would also exclude the practice of Lamaism, either in Tibet
and Mongolia or in China proper.

Sixth, I would deal only incidentally with Buddhism in Hong Kong,
Taiwan, and among overseas Chinese.

In collecting material I was faced with the inadequacy of docu-
mentary sources, which simply did not offer full or precise information
about the life of monks or the monastic system as actually followed
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in this century. The few published biographies of modern monks and
recent monastic histories tended to be hagiographic and formalistic.
The fullest information, perhaps, was to be found in monastic “codes
of rules” (kuei-yiieh), which were like operation manuals, stuffed with
details, but which had two drawbacks. First, they were written for
those who were already familiar with the system, so that many of the
terms used and practices referred to were not explained and could not
be found even in the largest Buddhist dictionary. Second, they repre-
sented the way things were supposed to be done, not the way they
were necessarily done in practice. I shall have more to say about this
difference in a moment.

Oral sources, on the other hand, proved fruitful, though not always
reliable. Soon after I set to work, I found that in Hong Kong, Taiwan,
Singapore, Malaya, Burma, Thailand, and the Philippines there were
refugee monks who had come from almost all parts of China and had
held responsible positions in large monasteries there. Over a hundred
were ready to tell me about Buddhism as they had practiced it them-
selves. Particularly with regard to the more elderly, it seemed to me
that their testimony, if not collected, would soon become uncollect-
able; and as the years have passed and many of them have died, this
has proved to be the case.

Perhaps half a dozen proved wholly reliable. They had long experi-
ence, good memory, and if they did not know the answer to a question,
they said so. The others to a greater or lesser degree had the usual
failings found in the witness box. Commonest, perhaps, was confusion.
They were accustomed to answering questions about Buddhist doc-
trine but not about the monastic system. Although all their lives they
may have been doing what I was asking them about, they had never
given it much thought so that in formulating their answers they would
often grope and contradict themselves. Some informants found it em-
barrassing to admit what they had forgotten or never knew, and they
would guess at an answer or invent one. Others turned out to be com-
pulsive exaggerators. Others had an axe to grind: their hearts were
still in the factional struggles of the nineteen twenties and thirties.

These failings became clear as I asked the same questions about the
same institutions of different people who had been connected with
them. Correlation and cross checking were of the essence. Most of the
oral information I have used comes from at least two informants inde-
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pendently, sometimes from four or five; or it is corroborated by a
documentary source. If it comes from only one informant with no
corroboration, this fact is flagged by the use of the singular—for ex-
ample, “according to this monk . . ."—unless the information fits so
perfectly with what is already known that I see no need to qualify it.

Ideally I would have posed every one of several thousand questions
to every one of my hundred-odd informants. Time obviously made
this impossible. I found the interview process to be time-consuming
beyond belief. A single one-hour interview took ten to twenty hours
to transcribe. This was partly because of the difficulty of Chinese
patois and partly because of self-contradictions and anacolouthons.
Most of my informants came from northern Kiangsu, Chekiang, and
Hunan, where Mandarin is spoken with such a strong accent that
many Chinese from other areas can only partly understand it. I had
to take various precautions to see that I was accurate in recording
what had been said, getting the help of Chinese friends where
necessary.

As it finally turned out, about a third of the data that went into
this book came solely from interviews; about a third came solely from
documents; and the remainder from a consensus of both. Oral sources
are seldom identified, since this was the condition on which they could
be employed. Documentary sources are identified in footnotes, except
where I placed more reliance on oral sources of the same information.

In documentary research I avoided Chinese materials that were of
secondary value. The division of labor between Chinese and Western
specialists on China is probably most efficient if each side mines the
low-grade ore in its own language. In Western languages I have made
an effort to read everything that might cast light. Often when I have
encountered a question that could only be settled by further reading
or more interviews, I have not taken the time unless the additional
work promised to be brief and seemed essential to the topic. Otherwise
I have left it to the future or to others. The alternative was to delay
impracticably the completion of the book. I have remained very much
aware of this “homework” left undone and have tried to draw atten-
tion to it in footnotes.

More and more interest is being shown these days in “oral history,”
of which this book is partly an example. It may not be amiss here in
the Preface to share some personal impressions as to its usefulness and
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acceptability. After five years’ work, it seems to me that to use inter-
views without documents involves the risk of faulty communication
and errors of memory, especially when it comes to dates, names,
numerals, and orthography. Because of the defects inherent in oral
testimony (self-contradictions, anacolouthons, mispronunciations, and
so on) it is possible—particularly if one depends on a single in-
formant—to end up with the facts ludicrously garbled. On the other
hand, dependence on documents without interviews involves the risk
of finding out only how things should have been or had formerly been,
rather than the way they actually were. I have sometimes been asked
why I did not get my informants simply to write out the answers to
my questions. I tried it, of course. Most of them were reluctant to do
so. Those who were willing to do so gave little more than the bare
events. The reader can see a good example in the Venerable Tai-
ts’ang’s autobiography at the end of Chapter X. Older Chinese writers
tend to blur the facts with elegance of style and to idealize to a point
that can be altogether misleading. For example, along with his auto-
biography, the Venerable Tai-ts’ang provided me with a description
of his monastery which, he said, stood in the midstream of the Yangtze
River. Because so many boats were crossing to and fro, it could be
easily reached by pilgrims. I seemed to recall that other informants
had spoken of reaching it on foot; but how could I doubt the word
of the abbot, who had lived there for thirty years? Yet when I re-
checked, I found that other informants had indeed walked on dry
land right up to the monastery’s front gate. I asked for an explanation
in my next letter. The abbot replied with some asperity that the river
had silted up about 1870 and that during his residence there and for
about fifty years earlier the monastery was accessible by road. But
before then it had been in midstream just as he had said. “These are
facts. I did not give you empty talk,” he ended.

I have encountered many examples of this difference between ideal
and reality, past and present, theory and practice (a difference that
has suggested the title for this book). Tonsure, for the sake of the
written record, could be considered to have taken place in Shantung,
whereas actually it had taken place in Peking. The master could be
one monk on the written record but another monk in fact. Congee
could be called “tea.” I have become exceedingly wary of accepting
anything as fact unless it has been exposed to the give and take of
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interviews. Many of the most interesting facts, I have found, must be
caught on the wing as they fly from the lips of the informant in sur-
prise. It is not a method that appeals to everyone.

I remember being complimented by a university professor in Tai-
wan. “It is wonderful,” he said, “that you go and ask the monks what
they do. It shows great modesty.” On another occasion I was puzzled
by the meaning of certain technical terms. I found that the dictionary
definition was at variance with the usage of my informants. I sought
the advice of an eminent Chinese scholar. He recommended that I
pay no attention to my informants. “Monks are ignorant,” he said, “I
don’t believe people, I believe books.” A few months later a Japanese
Buddhologist, when I told him that much of my material was oral,
shook his head sadly and said: “I am afraid that what you write may
not be believed.”

These anecdotes illustrate the problem of acceptability in a field
where so little oral information has been gathered. Even if specialists
concede its value, there is the problem of verification. When I claim
to have been given facts that appear to be known only to an informant
who has since died or who wishes to remain anonymous, I put myself
in a sense beyond criticism. No one can disprove my claims, even
when they contradict the established authorities in the field, as they
often do. This puts me in a very odd position, and it is the reason I
have taken such care in the transcription of interviews and kept such
complete records—records which I am ready to show to those who
have reason to see them.

Because so much of this book is the product of personal investiga-
tion, it has proved expedient to use the first person singular more
often than is customary in academic writing, particularly where the
alternative was an awkward phrase like “the present writer.”

I owe a great debt to J. J. M. DeGroot, K. L. Reichelt, Lewis
Hodous, W. E. Soothill, J. B. Pratt, John Blofeld, Kenneth Ch'en,
Arthur Wright, and many other writers. Most of all I am indebted to
Johannes Prip-Mgller, who opened many of the trails that I have
followed. His magnificent Chinese Buddhist Monasteries is the one
book I would recommend to the reader almost without reservation.

During the first three years of research and writing I was gener-
ously supported by grants from the Joint Committee on Contemporary
China, for which I here express my gratitude.
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For assistance in the actual collection of material I am indebted to
the following persons: Shui Chien T'ung, Ho P’eng, Matsumoto Shi-
geru, Wang Yeh-chien, Horst Pommerening, Mrs. John Quirk, and
Mrs. Daisy Tao. For other kinds of help, particularly for suggestions
and corrections, I am indebted to Zunvair Yue, Masatoshi Nagatomi,
Dwight Perkins, L. Bianco, and Mr. and Mrs. S. C. Chiu. Mrs. Chiu
(Ida Tong) typed much of the manuscript and assisted in other ways.
Peter Muller compiled the glossary index.

The patron and foster father of this book is Professor John K. Fair-
bank, who urged me to apply for the grant from the Joint Committee
on Contemporary China, and later a research position at Harvard, and
who kept me moving onward with his encouragement and the best of
advice. Although he has played no direct role in my work, I am also
indebted to Professor F. W. Cleaves for the inspiration to try to make
things—as he used to tell his classes—“crystal clear.” If he had lived,
I know that Professor Chang Hsin-pao would have helped me at many
points, as he had before his death. Finally, I am indebted to my wife.
She has acted not only as resident typist and editor, suggesting many
improvements of substance and presentation, but has also been un-
failingly willing to adjust her life and the lives of our children to the
needs of the book.

HoLmEes WELCH
Cambridge, Massachusetts
November 2, 1966
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CHAPTER |

The People of the Monastery

life exemplifying a body of doctrine. What concerns
us is the system. It was intended to create a model society that the
whole world could copy. Thus it has the fascination of all utopias.
The ideal is alluring, its realization is astonishing, and its failure is
consoling.

What was particularly impressive about the Chinese monastic
utopia was its size. It involved about half a million monks. Most of
them fell so far short of the ideal that they could be said to exemplify
its failure. They have earned a bad name that Chinese Buddhism
does not deserve—nor do they really deserve it themselves in view of
the needs of society. But what we shall consider in the first few chap-
ters is the elite who, even in our day, approached the ideal.

The distinction between clerical elite and proletariat is based on
statistical evidence. About 1930 there were; as just mentioned, ap-
proximately 500,000 monks in China living in about 100,000 temples.!
Thus most temples were small, with an average of five monks each.
These “small temples” or “hereditary temples” (tzu-sun miao),® as
they were called, differed in operation and purpose from the “large

Chinese Buddhism was above all a system of monastic

* Romanizations will follow each technical term both the first time it is used
in the text and also in the glossary index, to which the reader may turn if, for
example, he encounters “hereditary temple” hereafter and cannot recall its
Chinese original.
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public monasteries” (shih-fang ts'ung-lin), some of which had four
or five hundred monks in permanent residence. Between the two
there lay all gradations of size and character. The essential charac-
teristic of the hereditary temple was private ownership. It belonged
personally to a monk or group of monks, who operated it as they
pleased. On the other hand, the public monastery was supposed to
be the common property of the whole Buddhist sangha® and to be
operated in accordance with a common monastic rule, even if it had
only a dozen monks living on its premises. It housed the elite.

I have collected more or less detailed information on about one
hundred large public monasteries with an average of about 130
monks apiece. I would assume that there were twice as many again
on which I do not have such information, but that in these others
the average number of resident monks was 50-75. If this assumption
is correct, then China in the Republican period had about three
hundred’ large public monasteries, with 20,000 to 25,000 monks, or
less than 5 percent of the sangha.? As many as 95 percent were clerical
proletariat living in hereditary temples. Needless to say, this division
into elite and proletariat is oversimplified. A truer picture will take
shape as we proceed.

It is stated in a monastic code of rules: “The more strictly the rules
are applied, the more people there will be living in a monastery. The
looser the rules, the fewer people.” This was partly because strictness
attracted donations from the laity and partly because it would be
impractical to have several hundred persons living together in dis-
order. Therefore this very small number of very large institutions
served as exemplars for the whole Buddhist monastic system. We
shall deal with them first, so that the reader may see the system at
its best and most complicated; then it will be easier to describe the
smaller and poorer variants that were, in practice, far more common.

The two most exemplary of all Chinese Buddhist monasteries were
the Chiang-t'ien Ssu,* usually known as Chin Shan,** at Chen-chiang®

* Buddhist monks and nuns as a body. Translations of this and other Sanskrit
terms that are now commonly used in English writing on Buddhism (like dharma,
karma) may be found in the glossary index.

®® Ssu means monastery; shan means mountain or monastery. For further de-
tails, see note 4.



1. A large monastery in central China: Ch’i-hsia Shan, near Nanking.
Along the central axis (right to left) are the hall of guardian kings, great
shrine-hall, and dharma hall; with operating departments on the side.

on the Yangtze between Nanking and Shanghai; and the Kao-min Ssu
across the river in Yangchow not far away. “Chin Shan and Kao-min”
is the phrase that one constantly hears when monks from any part
of China are talking about the way things ought to be done. It happens
that Chin Shan is the monastery on which I have been able to collect
the most data myself, while the Kao-min’s code of rules, which deal
with every aspect of monastic life there during the Republican period,
was reprinted on Taiwan in 1960.° Every monastery, however, had
its idiosyncrasies and so the system described below will be a com-
posite of Chin Shan, the Kao-min Ssu, and other large monasteries in
central China, particularly Pao-hua and Ch’i-hsia Shan (Nanking),
Chiao Shan (Chen-chiang), the Tien-ning Ssu (Changchow), and
the T’ien-tung Ssu (Ningpo), all of which were operated much the
same way.”
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2. The great shrine-hall at Ch’i-hsia Shan was said to be large enough
to hold a thousand persons. Over three hundred ordinands stand in
front of it. This shows the scale of the buildings in Fig. 1.

THE FOUR DEPARTMENTS AND THEIR STAFFS

The center of such a monastery was usually its meditation hall. This
was the flower which other departments served as stalk, leaves, and
roots. The next chapter will be entirely devoted to it.

Whereas in the meditation hall one sought for enlightenment, the
work of the three other departments was more prosaic. First, there
was the guest department (Kk'o-£ang), which was in charge of guests
and of internal housekeeping. Second, there was the business office
(Ku-fang), which collected the rents and bought the supplies that
made housekeeping possible. Third, there was the sacristy (i-po liao),
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which served as the abbot’s personal office and as such was often in
charge of finances. In a large monastery with hundreds of resident
monks, the four departments (ssu-fa tang-Kou) were staffed by
dozens of different officers. The personnel structure was almost as
highly articulated as the central Chinese bureaucracy. Indeed, bureau-
cratic usage may have inspired certain monastic titles. The government
had its chih-fu, chih-chou, and chih-hsien who “knew” (chih), that is,

were in charge of the administrative divisions of fu, chou, and hsien.
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10 : The People of the Monastery

Similarly, the monastery had its chih-k'o who was in charge of guests
(Ko); its chih-shan who was in charge of the surrounding land on
the mountain (shan); and its chih-tsang who theoretically assisted in
the care of the sacred texts (fsang). Heaven and hell each had a
bureaucracy that reflected the government of the empire: what could
be more natural than for the monastery to have the same?

THE GUEST DEPARTMENT

People making their first visit to a monastery were received, to
begin with, by the staff of the guest department. So be it with us.
Let us attach ourselves to one of the guest prefects (chih-kK'o)® and
observe his work.

At a large monastery like Chin Shan he would be one of six or
eight officers with the same title who served in daily rotation. If more
work arose than the one on duty could handle, he would call for help
from the next in order of rotation, often the next two or three, until
each important party of guests had a prefect looking after it. There
was also an order of precedence. The senior guest prefect (ta chih-Ko)
had over-all responsibility. His assistants, known as the “second guest
pref:ct” (erh chih-Ko), “third guest prefect” (san chih-Ko), and so
on, worked under his instructions.

Their most obvious responsibility was to deal with guests. They
dealt with the two main categories of guests—monks and laymen—in
very different ways. Old China hands and those who have read their
accounts of putting up at temples when traveling in the interior may
be surprised to learn that laymen were not normally allowed to stay
overnight at the model monasteries, which were very different from
those in places of pilgrimage like Omei Shan. The latter fed and
housed everyone—indeed, no other accommodations were available.
But Chin Shan and like institutions offered lodging only to “special
guests”—important donors or old friends or laymen who had ordered
the performance of rites for the dead. Sightseers were welcome in the
public part of the premises during the day and could be fed, perhaps,
in the guest department, but they had to leave before evening. “Special
guests,” on the other hand, were given special attention—comfortable
rooms, superior vegetarian food, and introductions to any resident
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scholar monks with whom they might wish to discuss Buddhist doc-
trine. In some monasteries their entertainment was the sole responsi-
bility of a separate officer, the “visitors’ prefect” (chih-pin).

Whereas among the laity only a privileged few could be put up at
institutions like Chin Shan, any ordained monk could live there (kua-
tan), free of charge, for as long as he liked. Indeed, no public monas-
tery anywhere in China could refuse admission to a properly ordained
monk in good standing. The problem wa: to determine whether he
was such. Therefore when he came to apply for admission (t'ao-tan),
the procedure was exactly prescribed. He left his bundle of effects
(i-tan) on the right or left of the door of the guest department. If on
the left, he stepped through the left side of the door left foot first,
and sat on the bench against the right wall, from which he could
keep an eye on his bundle while he waited; if on the right, then
vice-versa. He was supposed to sit with his feet placed to form the
Chinese character for “eight.” If the guest prefect on duty was not in
the room at the time, an usher (chao-K'o) would go and fetch him.
As soon as he entered, the applicant would stand up, saluting with
palms pressed together (ho-chang), and go over to prostrate himself
three times before the buddha image® that stood at the back of the
room, touching his head against the floor (¢ing-li) in the Buddhist
equivalent of a kowtow. As he rose from the third prostration he
would say: “A prostration to the guest prefect.” Normally the latter
would reply: “A bow will be enough” (wen-hsiin hao-le). We might
now reasonably expect to see the applicant bow to the guest prefect,
but this is not the way it was done. With his back still turned to him,
he would make a deep bow to the buddha image, or, if he had not
been excused from it, he would prostrate himself before it for the
fourth time.

Next he would return to his place on the bench for an oral examina-
tion. The guest prefect, sitting on the chair reserved for him just inside
the door, would ask the applicant for his name, the name of the master
who originally shaved his head, his place of ordination, his recent
activities, and as many other questions as might be needed to remove
any doubt that he was an ordained monk in good standing. If the
guest prefect could not satisfy his doubts, either because the appli-
cant’s answers were inadequate or because the times were troubled and
imposters common, he would ask to see his ordination certificate and



3. At the entrance to the guest department a wandering monk (right)
answers the questions of the guest prefect. His bundle of effects can be
seen outside the door. P’i-lu Ssu, Nanking.
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possibly the bowl he had received from the monastery that ordained
him. Usually, however, the guest prefect did not ask to see these items,
nor did he either record the applicant’s name or endorse his certifi-
cate.’* He relied on personal appraisal and on the likelihood that an
imposter would soon give himself away. This makes sense when we
consider how easy it would be to go wrong on the details of etiquette
—as easy as to go wrong passing oneself off as a Freemason at a
Masonic lodge.* Because the ordination certificate was seldom ex-
amined, a visiting monk could preserve his incognito by giving a
pseudonym. He might prefer to do this if he had come to have a rest
after holding office in another monastery and feared that, as soon as
his name was known, he would be urged to take office again. Although
he could always refuse in such a case, it saved embarrassment not to
be recognized at all. The use of a pseudonym was not considered dis-
honest. As we shall often see, the monastic vow against lying was
elastically interpreted.

When the guest prefect finished his other questions, he would ask
about the applicant’s future plans. If the latter wished to spend only a
night or two, he would say that he had come to “trouble the establish-
ment” (ta-jao ch’ang-chu). If he hoped to stay for a longer period, he
would say that he wished to “get on closer terms with the establish-
ment” (ch’in-chin ch’ang-chu). In either case, provided his credentials
were satisfactory, he had to be admitted (liu-fan). The guest prefect
would give him as much of a lecture as he thought was necessary on
the rules of the monastery or perhaps ask him to read the most perti-
nent of them. Finally he would escort him (sung-tan) to the accommo-
dation that suited his status. If he was an eminent monk, he would be
put in a superior guest room (shang-kK'o fang). If he was a former
officer or had some other connection with the monastery, he would be
put up in a guest room (k'o-tan) that was superior but less deluxe.
The great majority of visiting monks were escorted to the wandering
monks hall (yiin-shui tang or shang-K'o tang), which was a dormitory
with a raised platform along the walls, on which many persons could
sleep side by side.

There the new arrival would go through the same courtesies as in
the guest department. He would leave his bundle outside, bow (or
prostrate himself) before the buddha image as a salutation to the
head of the wandering monks hall (lio-yiian), and finally escort the
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guest prefect to the door (sung chih-kK'o) with palms pressed together.
Courtesies completed, he was shown to an empty space on the sleeping
platform in the east or west section of the dormitory, depending on
his age (west for the older, east for the younger). There he was free
to live as long as he liked, provided he complied with the rules. These
required, among other things, that he attend morning and evening
devotions every day, as well as all three meals in the refectory and
three periods of meditation conducted by the head of the wandering
monks hall. The layout was similar to that of the meditation hall
proper, with an empty space in the center for circumambulation. The
discipline, however, was not so strict.

Honored guests, lodged in their special quarters, were subject to
none of these daily obligations. They had their meals served from the
abbot’s personal kitchen. Like lay visitors they were waited on by
the ushers (chao-k'o), who performed all the menial tasks of the de-
partment: swept the floor and wiped the tables, carried baggage,
served meals, and took care of the guest rooms. In some monasteries
the ushers were monks; in others they were lay workmen, in which
case they might be called “boys” (ch’a-fang).

We might wonder why the prospect of an easy life in the wander-
ing monks hall, with adequate food and shelter, did not attract more
monks than could be accommodated. But according to the abbot of
Chin Shan the life there was not all that easy. The rules were so strict,
in fact, that Chin Shan’s wandering monks hall, which could hold
more than a hundred persons, was seldom full. Here we see another
correlation between the strictness of rules and material wealth. The
richer the monastery was, the more necessary it became to discourage
an excess of visitors. At the poorer monasteries they would be dis-
couraged by magotty rice and leaking roofs. At the Kao-min Ssu they
were discouraged by rules like the following:

In the wandering monks hall of the T’ien-tung Ssu, speaking in
a loud voice is not allowed, but one may whisper in a sheltered
spot. Here, however [at the Kao-min Ssu], if two or three people
seek out a quiet corner and talk in a low voice, they will immedi-
ately be expelled (#s'ui-tan). Visiting monks may not go outside
the gates, nor intrude into the apartments of the monastery, nor
wander about the [vegetable] garden or fields. Anyone detected
will be severely punished and expelled. Daily devotions, meals, and
chores are not to be missed, and those who break this rule even
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once shall be immediately expelled. Personally drawn up by the
head of the monastery, Lai-kuo, on the first of the ninth month,
1936.12

If these regulations were enforced (and according to an informant
who served there three years, they were), one can understand why
the Kao-min Ssu suffered no stampede of visitors from the more re-
laxed institutions that greatly outnumbered it. Few monasteries were
so strict: most permitted visiting monks to leave the premises during
the day with the approval of the head of the wandering monks hall
so long as they returned in time for afternoon devotions. If the time
ever came when there was no more space in the hall or not enough
rice for additional visitors, a sign would be put up outside the guest
department, reading “no vacancies” (chih-tan), but it was rare for
this to happen.!?

The wandering monks hall served two functions. It enabled a monk
to travel up and down China at little expense, listening to eminent
teachers wherever they might be found, and enrolling for meditation
wherever it was best practiced. The monastery, for its part, had a
“talent pool” within its walls that was being constantly renewed. A
certain number of visiting monks who liked its atmosphere would
decide to apply for office. At a few model monasteries like Chin Shan
the prerequisite for office-holding was to enroll for at least one winter
term in the meditation hall. At other monasteries this was not required:
a visitor with enough talent and experience could take office directly.™
But whether he was to take office directly or enroll for meditation, he
normally had to wait until the beginning of the next semester, that is,
the 16th of the first or seventh lunar month. Only then could he be
given a permanent place; and only then was it obligatory to examine
his ordination certificate and record his name in a personnel register
(hao-pu) along with his age and other personal data. If he left the
monastery and later returned, he would be looked up in the register
and welcomed as a former resident. If, on the other hand, he had
been expelled for violation of the rules, a note to that effect would be
placed after his name, and he would forever afterward be refused
admission.

There was no time limit on residence in the wandering monks hal
No one could be forced to move into some other section, nor asked
to leave the monastery unless he violated a rule. A few monks would

1'15
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continue living there for months or years. No further formalities were
required. Semesters could come and go, but their names would never
be entered in the register. Such an indefinite stay was called kua hai-
tan. On the other hand, the great majority of monks were reluctant to
eat a monastery’s rice for month after month without taking part in
its work. Some asked for a position. Others preferred to live up to their
name—"cloud-water monks” (yiin-shui seng)—which meant that they
were as unattached as drifting clouds or running water. Particularly
during the first part of their career, it was best to keep traveling, rub-
bing off superficialities with the hardships of the world. There was a
saying that “if you have not traveled [to monasteries] in every quarter,
you are like [the image of] a bodhisattva whose eyes have not been
painted in.” So, in fact, they stayed no more than a few days or a few
weeks.

The right to stay in the wandering monks hall did not extend to
“vagabonds” (chiang-hu) and “wild monks” (yeh ho-shang). These
were disreputable types who may have once been properly ordained,
but now lived by their wits—by fortune telling, for example, which
was a prohibited livelihood—and broke many of their vows. If this
included their dietary vows, they might be called “wine-and-meat
monks” (chiu-jou ho-shang). They often appeared in Chinese novels
and were conspicuous when they turned up in real life, so that they
had a disproportionate effect on the popular picture of the sangha.
This may be one reason why their admission was altogether forbidden
by the Kao-min code of rules.® At some monasteries they were al-
lowed to stay for a meal or, if they arrived late in the day, overnight.
The guest prefect would size them up and say: “This establishment
cannot let you stay for long. Please have a meal and then leave.” The
guest prefect also kept out lay beggars, who were usually refused
even a meal. This may seem inconsistent with the Buddhist principle
of compassion, but the latter was overridden by another principle,
namely that the monks were supposed to be the receivers, not the
givers of charity. Furthermore, as a practical matter, Chinese monas-
teries during the Republican period could not afford to start feeding
and housing the beggars of China.

So much for guests. But guests were only one of the many responsi-
bilities of the guest department. It was in charge of most of the
tedious tasks of domestic housekeeping. It supervised the refectory,
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the main kitchen, the vegetable garden, the grounds, the principal
halls and shrine halls, the mill, the baths and latrines, and every other
unit that lay outside the direct purview of the business office and
sacristy. Some of these units had their own heads and operated more
or less autonomously, but all came within the jurisdiction of the guest
department, which therefore served as a kind of control center for
the daily work of the monastery. Red wooden plaques, written up in
washable ink by a secretary (shu-chi) and hung in the porch outside
the departmental office, announced the scheduling of rites for the
dead and who was to take part in them; lectures; chores; baths; festi-
vals; personnel changes; and all other news that affected the life of
the monks. Seeing to it that everything went off on schedule and that
everyone attended who was required to was the responsibility of the
proctor (seng-chih).

The proctor was one of the most important officers, not merely of
the guest department but of the whole staff. He was empowered to
enforce regulations throughout the premises, except in the meditation
hall. He made sure that all the signals for activities were given on
time. He watched over the refectory during meals to see that empty
bowls were filled and that no one broke the silence. He patrolled the
great shrine-hall during morning and afternoon devotions, and every
procession of monks to and fro. If he saw someone walking out of
line, he would shout at him. If he heard someone drawling the liturgy,
he would come over and give him a blow on the cheek. On the other
hand, when he encountered a more serious offender (guilty of quar-
reling, for instance), he would hale him before the guest prefect, who
decided how large a fine he would have to pay or, as an alternative,
how many blows he would receive with the incense board (hsiang-
pan), a wooden, sword-shaped symbol of authority, wielded by the
guest prefect himself.

The proctor also supervised bathing and the washing of clothes,
which took place four times a month in the winter, but daily from the
st of the sixth month to the 15th of the seventh and on any other
days when he decided that it was necessitated by the hot weather. He
was responsible for organizing manual labor or “chores” (ch’u-p’o).
These were classified into four categories according to the number of
monks required to participate. He would organize “chores for every-
one” (ch'u pu-p’o) with the abbot himself in charge when, for ex-
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ample, the rent grain had to be lugged back from the fields or
unloaded from the monastery boats. If fewer hands were required, he
would call on all units except the meditation hall. This might be for
work like cutting brush or firewood on the slopes, tilling the vegetable
garden, or helping the kitchen staff prepare a vegetarian feast. If still
fewer hands were required, he would call on menial officers (heng-
tan) and on the monks in the wandering monks hall. The most minor
jobs he assigned to the latter alone.

The proctor had still other responsibilities. He oversaw the disposal
of the dead and their property. He made sure that lamps were ex-
tinguished throughout the ‘monastery when everyone went to bed at

5. View of the main kitchen at the Chao-ch'ing Ssu, Hangchow.
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night and then again after dawn (since lamps were relit when the
day’s routine started at about 3:00 a.m.). He had to be everywhere
and notice everything. One monk tells how he arrived at Chin Shan
in 1937 and was admitted to the wandering monks hall. On his way
to the refectory for his first meal he was spotted by the proctor who
came over and told him that his silk gown and leather-soled shoes
were contrary to the regulations (since animals had been killed to
produce them). “You will either have to change into cotton or leave
the monastery.”

The largest of the units that came under the jurisdiction of the
guest department was the main kitchen (ta-liao). It was often headed
by a chef (tien-tso) under whom worked the monks in charge of
food, water, and the fires.’” The rice steward (fan-t'ou), for example,
assisted by lay workmen, boiled rice and the various kinds of congee

6. The main cauldron for rice at the Chao-ch’ing Ssu, Hangchow. The
sign above it reads: “Thousand monks cauldron; broadcast your seeds on
the field of [future] happiness [by providing food for monks].”
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in large cauldrons. Because he decided who was to receive the de-
licious deposits of crispy rice scraped from inside them, he was a
popular person. He had other duties. About fifteen minutes before
each meal was ready to serve, he gave the first of a series of “dinner
calls,” going from one department to the next and banging together
two short split-bamboo sticks (chiao-hsiang). About five minutes be-
fore meal time he struck a series of blows on the huge wooden image
of a fish that hung outside the refectory (Kai-pang) and just before
meal time either he or the vegetable steward struck another series on
the huo-tien, a heart-shaped disc of bronze that hung near the fish.
There was no excuse for being late to meals!

The work of the vegetable steward (tsai-fou) was to prepare the
simple vegetarian dishes that were served with each meal and the
more elaborate ones served on the first and fifteenth of the lunar
month or when donated by a devout layman. The water steward

8. The tea steward has a bowl of rice as he watches the pot. Chao-ch’ing
Ssu, Hangchow.
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(shui-t'ou) provided cold water for the rest of the kitchen, while the
tea steward (ch'a-tou) had to keep sufficient water on the boil to
prepare tea as needed or to help out the rice steward if one of his
cauldrons ran low. The stoker (ta-huo) was in charge of starting the
fires, keeping them supplied with large quantities of firewood, and
emptying the grates. Conflagration was a constant worry and his re-
sponsibility was a serious one.

In the refectory, meals were served by as many waiters (hsing-
tang) as were necessary for the number of monks. They laid chop-
sticks and two bowls—one for rice or congee and one for a vegetable
dish—before each monk’s place on the long rows of narrow tables.!®
Following the signals on the wooden fish image and the huo-tien
gong, they brought in the buckets of food and had the bowls filled
by the time the monks had finished reciting grace. During the meal,
under the proctor’s supervision, they circulated through the refectory
to give second helpings. After the meal was over, they washed up.

Closely associated with the kitchen was the mill, where the miller
(nien-t'ou) assisted by lay workmen, hulled the monastery’s grain and
occasionally ground flour for dumplings. Not far off lay the vegetable
garden, in charge of the head gardener (yiian-t'ou), usually with lay
workmen doing most of the manual labor. Working either under the
chef or sometimes under the direct control of the guest department
was the sanitation steward (ching-tou), who took care of the latrines
and of the bathing facilities. He had to keep the former clean, while
in the latter he heated water for the weekly baths and tidied up after
they were taken.

The main entrance gate had a gate-keeper (men-t'ou), while the
woods and fields outside were looked after by a grounds prefect
(chih-shan) and one or more grounds patrols (hsiin-shan), whose
duty it was to see that none of the vegetation was cut and removed
by trespassers. Under their direction lay workmen brought firewood
for the kitchen. If the grounds were extensive, there might be several
such officers; in an urban monastery, none. For the buildings there
was a night patrol (yeh-hsiin), who struck the two series of signals
that put the monastery to bed at night and awakened it in the morn-
ing, section by section, according to their duties. He was a different
person from the night watchman (Kan-keng, ta-keng) who actually
patrolled the monastery premises in the late hours, striking the watch.



9. The miller in the mill. Chiao Shan, Chen-chiang.

The last main category of personnel working under the guest de-
partment was composed of the officers who staffed the halls of wor-
ship. Every monastery, large or small, had a great shrine-hall (ta-tien),
where morning and evening devotions and most of the major rites
were held. There was also an ancestors hall (tsu-tang), where the
soul tablets of former abbots were worshipped on the lst and 15th
of the lunar month; and separate installations for the tablets of other
deserving monks and lay donors. There might be shrine-halls for one
or more bodhisattvas as, for example, a Ti-tsang Tien where it was
appropriate to perform masses for souls in hell, since Ti-tsang (Ksiti-
garbha) was the bodhisattva who had dedicated himself to their re-
lief. There might be pagodas and pavilions, each with an altar, and
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there would be altars in the library (tsang-ching lou) and in the
buddha recitation hall (nien-fo tang).

Every one of these altars was attended by a verger (hsiang-teng),
whose duty it was to keep the oil lamps and the incense burning and
to clean not only the images and vessels, but the entire room in which
they stood. In the case of the great shrine-hall, there were two vergers,
the senior holding the title of tien-chu. His office was an important
one, not only because he cared for the place where most of the major
rites were held, but also because so many lay worshippers (hsiang-
ko) came there to offer incense. Contact with them gave him an op-
portunity to make friends for the monastery and, in some cases,
money for himself. For instance, he was allowed to pocket the fees
paid by those who used the divination slips. He might also sell one
worshipper the incense that another worshipper had left behind
(rather than keeping it for the monastery’s own use, as he was theo-
retically supposed to). Besides minor rites and housekeeping, he and
his fellow verger often had the task of striking the great bell and drum
which signalled the beginning and end of the day’s work (after and
before the signals of the night patrol). At about 3:45 a.m. a hundred
and eight strokes were tolled on the bell; then the drum was sounded.
In the evening at about 10:00 p.m. the order was reversed. At some
monasteries there was a separate bellman (chung-t'ou) and a striker
of the drum (ku-t'ou), who might live in the bell and drum towers
that were more often found in north China than Kiangsu.

Still other duties devolved upon a verger depending on where he
worked. If it was the wandering monks hall, for instance, he waited
upon the monks who were staying there, brought them tea and hot
water, basins to wash their clothing, and looked after personal effects
in their absence. If it was the buddha recitation hall, he helped the
head of it to care for its residents—mostly monks who felt too old or
feeble for the rigors of meditation but who still wanted to take part
in daily religious practice (see Chapter I1I).

All these many offices and activities came under the jurisdiction of
the guest department, whose name, as the reader can see, is almost a
misnomer. Where did it get the money and supplies for its house-
keeping? That was the responsibility of the business office (K'u-fang).
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THE BUSINESS OFFICE

The head of the business office was the prior (chien-yiian)'® whose
day-to-day authority in practical matters was second only to the ab-
bot’s. Under him worked several subpriors (fu-ssu) and under them,
in turn, several clerks (Ku-tou), some of whom might have more
specialized titles like “storekeeper” (kuan-k'u) and “work overseer”
(kuan-kung). Down in each of the villages where the monastery had
large holdings of farmland, there might be a village agent (chuang-
chu). At all monasteries this chain of command was the same, but the
function of offices varied. For example, clerks were always subordinate
to subpriors, but whereas a subprior in one monastery might have
control of the cash, in others it was controlled by the sacristy.

The village agent usually lived many miles from the monastery in
a village whose tenants needed supervision. Although under the terms
of their leases, they had to pay a fixed rental rather than a percentage
of the crop,?® nevertheless they often found it tempting to get the
better of the landlord by adulterating their rent grain or by claiming
that they were unable to deliver the specified quantity because of
pests or drought or waterlogging. Therefore it was best to have a man
on the spot who could keep the monastery informed about the real
condition of the harvest. It was up to him to let the tenants know
when they would be expected to deliver their rents. If the monastery
loaned them agricultural equipment, he had to keep track of it, mak-
ing sure that it was returned in good condition and repaired at the
user’s expense. If the monastery owned buildings in the village, their
maintenance also came within his purview. Although his rank was
not high, he was usually a responsible, older monk and he could exer-
cise considerable power. If some tenant was a perennial trouble-
maker, the village agent could recommend a replacement to his
superiors in the business office.?!

When the harvest was in and the time came to deliver the grain
rents, he was joined by subpriors and clerks who came down from the
monastery with abacus and ledgers.?? Grain was checked for moisture
and adulteration, sunned and rewinnowed if these were found, and
finally weighed and credited to each tenant’s account in the ledger.
The sacks were placed in a temporary storeroom that formed part of
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the village office (chuang-fang) in which the agent lived. They might
be kept there for sale when prices reached a peak the following
spring; or they might be shipped back to the monastery by boat or
cart as soon as the collection of rents was over. If a village lay near
enough so that the business office could exercise direct supervision or
if the tenants of a distant village were loyal and dependable, the mon-
astery might feel it unnecessary to station a village agent there, or it
might entrust the work to a lay person who was usually called the
“village foreman” (chuang-tou).?

Some tenants were anything but loyal and dependable. Even if
they were in a position to pay their rent, they would refuse to do so.
In that case the subpriors would go to the neighbors who had guar-
anteed the lease (all leases had guarantors) and ask them to reason
with the tenants, and if that failed, the matter could always be taken
to court. Or, since lawsuits led to ugly publicity, the subpriors might
resort to more informal methods. The Kao-min Ssu, for example, in-
structed them to go to another neighborhood and hire two or three
ruffians, who would hustle over to the house of the delinquent tenant
and demand the rent, refusing to leave until it was paid. To underline
the displeasure of the landlord, they would present a chit demanding
immediately a small quantity of polished rice (as a penalty for being
in arrears) and if this penalty were not paid, the ruffians would dis-
mantle the tenant’s front doors and tables and carry them away. But,
as the code of rules reminds the subpriors, “this method is to be used
only with people with whom no other method will work. For ruffians
to carry off the front doors of those who are truly unable to pay up,
would be detrimental to the conduct of the monastery officers, to the
self-respect of the tenants, and to the mutual good feelings of the two
sides.”2*

Between their trips down to the villages to collect the rents, the
subpriors and clerks were kept busy in the monastery. In a large in-
stitution there were not only hundreds of monks to feed, but also a
vast checkerboard of buildings to be maintained, each with its altar,
incense, candles, its leaking roof and peeling walls. All this required
a complicated inventory, and handling it was the main work of the
clerks (K'u-tou). If there were lay workmen engaged in construction
or repair, one of the clerks supervised them and kept their time sheet.
He might have the special title of “work overseer” (kuan-kung, p’o-
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tou). If the men he supervised were mainly engaged in cultivat-
ing nearby rice fields (for those nearby were often cultivated by the
monastery itself rather than rented out), then his title might be “fields
overseer’ (tien-tou).

When outsiders came to see the business office—like the village
headman or grain buyers—the clerks would arrange for them to be
fed from its small kitchen and perhaps lodged for the night. In the
case of the more important visitors, they would personally serve them
tea and hot towels. Since there usually was no verger in the business
office, it was the clerks who had to keep its premises swept and the
altar lamps burning. '

The subpriors (fu-ssu) were of higher rank. Assisted by one or more
secretaries (shu-chi), they kept the cash ledgers and oversaw the
work of the clerks. It was their responsibility to see to it that the
monastery did not run out of the “seven staples”™—firewood, rice, oil,
salt, soy sauce, vinegar, and tea—as well as of candles and incense
and all other supplies. Monies received from the sale of rice or issued
with purchase orders passed through their hands and were entered
in their ledgers. In some monasteries (like the Kao-min Ssu) the ac-
counting section (chang-fang) was considered to be a separate unit
within the business office and had to be staffed by at least two per-
sons, so that one could always check on the other and defalcation
would be discouraged.

Let us see what happened at Chin Shan and the Kao-min Ssu when
supplies were needed. If they could be bought out of petty cash, the
subprior would issue the money and send a chit for reimbursement to
the sacristy, which in these monasteries kept the main cash fund un-
der its control. On the other hand, if the purchase was a large one,
the prior himself had to decide about it and get the sacristy’s oral
approval. He then wrote out a purchase order in response to which
the sacristy issued the cash required. This transaction would be re-
corded by a subprior on the books of the business office. The monk
who actually took the cash to the supplier and came back with the
supplies was probably a clerk. He delivered them to the storekeeper
(kuan-K'u), who, before storing them, entered them in his inventory
book. At Chin Shan this was called the “oil and rice ledger” (yu-mi
chang). When the time came for the supplies to be used, a subprior
would send a chit to the storekeeper, who made a reverse entry be-
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fore issuing them. The system was simple and businesslike, and was
obviously designed to reduce the temptation to peculate or to show
favoritism in the allocation of supplies.

At the head of the business office was the prior (chien-yiian). All
of the activities described above were in his direct charge. If mistakes
were made, it was up to him to notice and correct them. Actually his
responsibility extended much further. Virtually the whole of the mon-
astery was subject to his inspection and control. As one former prior
explained it, he had to be “always alert, looking into everything, in-
vestigating everywhere.” Not only his subordinates in the business
office, but every officer of the monastery except those of higher rank
were expected to consult him on difficult problems. The prior, in turn,
could consult the provost or, on even weightier matters, the abbot.

The provost (tu-chien) was also one of the staff of the business
office. Though his status there was the highest, he took little part in
its day-to-day operation. Usually he was an older monk, who had had
many years' experience as a prior himself. Thus he bore the same re-
lation to the acting prior that the retired abbot bore to the abbot in
office: an honored adviser. The provost did not have to wait to be
consulted. He could take the initiative in inspecting and correcting.
In particular, he would advise the abbot on the appointment of offi-
cers and, if any officer was not performing his duties satisfactorily,
the provost could recommend his dismissal or, in case of a serious
violation of rules, his expulsion (ch’ien-tan). The prior too had the
privilege of making such a recommendation to the abbot, who had
the final authority. Dismissal and expulsion were rare occurrences,
more likely to take place for a breach of rules than for administrative
bungling.

THE SACRISTY

The sacristy (i-po liao) was the personal office of the abbot (fang-
chang). It was not a large unit, nor were its officers of high rank, yet
they were closest to the seat of power. Chief among them were the
sacristans (i-po). They acted as the abbot’s private secretaries and
immediate assistants. They were young monks, chosen for their quick
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mind and ability to deal with people. If visitors arrived whom the
abbot did not wish to receive, it was up to a sacristan to make satis-
factory excuses and act as the abbot’s representative in dealing with
whatever business had brought them. If the abbot was busy, it was a
sacristan who lit the crematory pyre for a monk who died in the mon-
astery. Sacristans oversaw precautions against fire and theft, posted
letters, and performed various ceremonial duties. When a lay donor
provided a vegetarian feast along with a gift of money, they might
be responsible for distributing the latter among all the monks.

At many monasteries, including Chin Shan and the Kao-min Ssu,
one of them—called the “financial sacristan” (yin-ch’ien i-po)—was
also in effect the treasurer. The bulk of the money received by other
departments was handed to him at the end of each day, along with a
summary of the day’s cash entries for transfer to the general ledger
of the monastery (ta-chang). The abbot might deposit surplus cash
in a “money shop” (ch’ien-chuang), or, in more recent years, in a
Western-style bank. But it should be remembered that the bulk of
current assets were not in the form of cash, but grain kept in the
monastery’s storerooms.

On the last day of the month there was what we might call a
“meeting of the finance committee.” The heads of the other depart-
ments foregathered with the abbot and the sacristan, read out their
accounts for that month, and audited while the sacristan checked the
figures against the general ledger. Petty cash remaining in each de-
partment was counted and compared with ledger totals. The accounts
were then closed.

Another officer of the sacristy was the “baldachin sacristan”
(chuang-yen i-po). He was in charge of the brocaded hangings (see
Fig. 31), altar equipment, and rich vestments that were in daily use
or required for special occasions. With the assistance of one or more
“dispensers” (t'ang-yao), he made sure that these costly objects were
taken out of the cupboards as needed and checked in again on their
return, with the appropriate entry in a register. The dispensers are
said to have gotten their title because it was they who used to prepare
tisanes (#‘ang) and medicines (yao) for the abbot when he was ill.
In recent years, however, they staffed his private kitchen and dining
room, and looked after the apartments where the most honored visi-
tors were lodged as his personal guests. Many minor duties devolved
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upon them. They were the first line of defense against unwelcome
callers, for whom they would take messages to and from the abbot,
or summon the sacristan. They were responsible for checking the
calendar (and checking it twice a day at the Kao-min Ssu!l) to see if
the anniversary of any former abbot of the monastery was due to fall
on the morrow. If it was, they informed the abbot, who usually as-
signed a deputy to perform the necessary ritual. At the Kao-min Ssu
the dispensary (t'ang-yao liao) included the central storeroom for tea,
soy sauce, and the sort of dainties that were regularly offered to hon-
ored guests or to the body of monks on some special occasion. The
dispensers were thus in charge of distributing these items to the dif-
ferent departments of the monastery.?® This illustrates the principle
that at some monasteries the greater the value of an object, the more
closely it came under the abbot’s personal control.

Lowest ranking in the sacristy was the acolyte (shih-che), who was
seconded in rotation day by day from among the acolytes in the medi-
tation hall. He helped the abbot on and off with his vestments, folded
them up and put them away; held the incense tray for him during
certain rituals; handed him the willow twig that he chewed after each
meal to clean his teeth; carried his bag when he went out of the mon-
astery; and in general acted as his body servant and runner. In some
cases, this office was not filled in rotation, but permanently. The
Venerable Hsii-yiin, for example, had two acolytes who were his per-
manent personal attendants, not even subject to the semiannual re-
appointment that, as we shall see, was required for other offices of
the monastery.2¢

VARIATIONS

This sort of variation in the personnel system was particularly com-
mon in the sacristy and business office. A certain officer might have
one set of duties in this monastery and another set of duties in that
monastery. Good examples are provided by the Tien-ning Ssu in
Changchow. There the clerks did not help with the collection of the
rent in the villages, as they did at Chin Shan and Kao-min. Instead
a weigher and a bookkeeper were seconded from the meditation hall
or some other section. This may have been because of the size and
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complexity of landholdings—perhaps the largest of any monastery in
China. An “east subprior,” a “south subprior,” and a “west subprior”
were kept busy throughout the year administering the leases and
mortgages in their respective quarters (the north, where there was
less land, was included with the east). Only during the few weeks of
rent collection did they need extra help in weighing and recording
the grain. It was more efficient to borrow it from other sections.

Besides those “regional” subpriors, the Tien-ning Ssu had both a
general and a financial subprior (tsung fu-ssu and yin-ch’ien fu-ssu).
The latter did the work that was done at Chin Shan and Kao-min by
a sacristan. The abbot did not keep the monastic funds under his con-
stant personal control; instead, it was the responsibility of the business
office. If he himself wanted cash, he still had to go to the financial
subprior to get it. According to one informant a similar system was in
effect at both the Liu-ylin Ssu and Fa-tsang Ssu in Shanghai.?” This
illustrates well how functions could vary from place to place, though
departmental structure remained the same.

In some cases the functions remained the same, but the title varied.
The proctor (seng-chih) was called chih-chung in monasteries of the
Vinaya sect, but chiu-ch’a in those of the teaching sects.?® The night
patrol (yeh-hsiin) might alternatively be entitled chao-t'ou; the miller
(nien-tou) might be called mo-t'ou; and so on. There were also a
number of specialized offices apparently preserved in only a few mon-
asteries. At the Pao-kuang Ssu in Szechwan there was a supervisor of
repairs (chien-hsiu) and a bath steward (yii-tou) who took care of
the bathing facilities. A few offices appear to be wholly defunct. They
are described in the “Pure Rules of Pai-chang,” but their duties have
been otherwise assimilated. A “taster” (t’ieh-an), for example, used to
be charged with passing on the flavor of every dish before it was
served and of standing in for the chef (tien-tso), who now passes on
the flavor himself. Such variants are discussed in Appendix II, all of
them, however, fitting into the scheme given above.

GROUPS OF PERSONNEL

Given an institution housing several hundred residents and visitors,
dependent on land rents and donations, the monastic offices described
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above are what we might expect to find. They appear reasonable and
necessary. But if, equipped with the information we have so far, we
asked a monk about his place in the monastery, we might be unable
to understand his answer. This is because there were ranks as well
as offices, and in some cases ranks were offices. A monk might de-
scribe his position in terms of his office, or his rank, or one of the
groups to which he belonged.

Let us first consider these groups. The lowest in status was not com-
posed of monks at all, but of lay workmen (kung-jen, tao-jen, or chai-
kung). We have already mentioned those who were to be found in
the kitchen, the mill, the vegetable garden, the business office, and
who at some monasteries acted as ushers (chao-K'o) in the guest de-
partment. There were also other kinds of workmen; tailors, barbers,
and carpenters. Ch’i-hsia Shan, according to its former abbot, had
about a hundred carpenters living on the premises during the period
of the reconstruction that started in 1920 and continued for twenty
years. It also had two or three barbers and three or four tailors. The
latter increased to ten or twelve during the spring ordinations, since
new robes had to be made for the new monks. At the T’ien-ning Ssu
in Changchow (the largest monastery in China) there were perhaps
fifteen tailors in continuous residence, while the total number of work-
men needed for normal operation was approximately two hundred,
so that their ratio to monks was about one to four. This is in line with
figures from other large monasteries. Prip-Mgller speaks of the poor
living quarters allotted to the lay staff of the main kitchen at Pao-hua
Shan.?® This may not be typical. Hackmann recalls that at a small
monastery in Chekiang, where he stayed five months, the kitchen
workers were “all obviously in good spirits and quite content with
their position in the universe . . . Perhaps the monastery servants,
whose common dining room is in a part of the kitchen premises, have
a far more comfortable time than the monks in the dining hall.”®

The only workman of any monastery that I have been able to talk
to was a tailor from the Tien-ning Ssu in Changchow. He had spent
twelve years learning his trade there, and said that he and his fellows
were well treated, had decent quarters to live in, and got the same
food as the monks. He was also proud of Tlien-ning’s size and strict-
ness and spoke with respect of the meditation and other religious work
carried on there, although he himself took no part in it. Some lay
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workmen, because of the merit to be gained from serving the sangha,
were willing to accept less than the standard wage; others depended
on tips or fees for piecework.?! All were fed by the monastery.

Among the ordained monks, those lower in the chain of command
were called “menial officers.” The Chinese term for this title, heng-
tan,?? is derived from the fact that their work was a kind of self-
mortification (Kk'u-heng). All those who worked under the guest
department, excepting only the guest prefects, secretaries, and the
proctor, were “menial officers.” This included the ushers, the kitchen
staff, and the waiters, as well as the monks in charge of the mill, the
vegetable garden, the library, the altars, and the wandering monks
hall.

When I say that this group was lower in the chain of command, I
do not mean that its members were looked down upon. Their rank,
as we shall see in a moment, was relatively high. Whereas other of-
fices were assigned, these were volunteered for. Monks volunteered
because they felt that they had no vocation for the meditation hall or
other such religious work and lacked the administrative qualifications
for any of the higher offices. They were content to do the housekeep-
ing without which the religious work could not be carried on, knowing
that a share of the merit it generated would fall to them. There are
stories that the bodhisattva Kuan-yin, in one incamation, served as a
rice-steward at the Kuo-ching Ssu on Mount T’ien-t'ai and that the
bodhisattva Samantabhadra was a waiter in the refectory of the Kuei-
yiian Ssu, Wuhan. Once a monk to whom I was showing the plates in
Prip-Mgller’s great work recognized the figure carrying a basket on
page 22. “He was the stoker when I was a guest prefect at Chiao
Shan. A real bodhisattva.”

I asked what he meant. “That man was never greedy,” he re-
plied. “He wanted nothing for himself and was not in the least par-
ticular about his food and clothing. Yes, he was the incarnation of an
arhat (lo-han ti hsien-shen).” There was a pause. “You do not have
to do meditation, you know, in order to get enlightenment. All you
need is an undivided mind (i-hsin). That fellow was illiterate. He
spent the whole day in the kitchen, stoking the fires. In the evening,
if he had time, he would come to the meditation hall. Many of the
buildings at Chiao Shan had burned down. He planted melons in the
vacant plots and used to give them away to people. He had no teeth.
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A very interesting fellow: there were not many like him. A real
bodhisattva.”

This is typical, I believe, of the affection and respect that a menial
officer could win from his colleagues.?® Together with the merit aris-
ing from self-mortification in labor, it explains why there was never
any lack of persons volunteering for even the most arduous of menial
offices, that is, those in the kitchen. Monks went to the guest depart-
ment and in the conventional phrase for the occasion, “asked for
happiness” (cR’iu-fu). This meant that they were asking for a chance
to earn the merit that would bring them happiness in this life or the
next. :

Although at most model monasteries the menial officers, like every-
one else, were supposed to spend at least one semester in the medi-
tation hall before they could take office, once in office their duties
usually prevented them (as in the case of the stoker at Chiao Shan)
from attending any but evening meditation. The kitchen staff was
excused from morning devotions, since that was the time for getting
the daily work of the kitchen underway and preparing breakfast. At-
tendance at afternoon devotions, on the other hand, was commonly
expected.

At the other end of the scale from the menial officers were various
leadership groups. In standard works on Chinese Buddhism we read,
for example, of the “three principals” (san-kang), usually meaning
the prior (chien-yiian), the precentor (wei-no)3* and the rector
(shou-tso). They were all important persons, but I have not heard of
a situation that required their functioning as a group. There were
also the “four great principal leaders” (ssu-ta kang-ling) and the
“eight great officers” (pa-ta chih-shih); whose identity varies. One
listing of the eight includes the provost, prior, guest prefects, proctor,
precentor, subpriors, secretaries, and chef. In some parts of China
the “eight great officers” might serve as a sort of cabinet, advising the
abbot on such matters as the choice of his successor.

In the large public monasteries of Kiangsu, like Chin Shan and
Kao-min, long-term power lay with another group altogether: the
monks whose names were inscribed on the monastery’s dharma scroll
as its dharma disciples. The dharma scroll will be discussed in Chap-
ter VL. Here let it suffice to say that it recorded transmission of the
Buddhist truth from master to disciple, generation by generation,
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starting with the Buddha and ending with the disciples of today.
Dharma disciples of a Kiangsu monastery had the privilege and the
obligation to serve one by one as abbot. They transmitted the dharma
collectively to the next generation of disciples, who also served as
abbot one by one. In the Republican era it was common for the
large Kiangsu monastery to have four or five such dharma disciples,
who were, in effect, a self-perpetuating board of trustees that had
nearly absolute control over the future of the monastery. What com-
plicated the picture was that, at some monasteries, all the dharma dis-
ciples received the courtesy title of “prior.”®> At Chin Shan and the
T’ien-ning Ssu there was normally only one prior who, as we have
seen, was head of the business office. But at Ch’i-hsia Shan near Nan-
king and the Liu-ylin Ssu in Shanghai, all the dharma disciples were
priors. The senior prior (cheng chien-yiian) might serve as the head
of the business office, that is, he would have the work as well as the
title of a"prior. The second prior might serve as the head of the guest
department, that is, he would be the senior guest prefect. The third
prior might be the head of the sacristry, that is, he was the senior
sacristan. The fourth might be off heading a sub-temple, awaiting the
time when he was needed.

RANKS

The prior who held the office of senior guest prefect would probably
be an assistant instructor (#ang-chu). This was his rank. Every officer
in the monastery had a rank (hsii-chih). The hierarchy of ranks was
parallel to the hierarchy of offices (lieh-chih), but comprised a sepa-
rate set of titles. A monk’s rank determined where he sat in the medi-
tation hall, where he walked in processions, and where he stood in
the great shrine-hall during religious observances. Rank was theo-
retically granted in token of accomplishments in religious practice,
particularly meditation. In reality, it was granted as a concomitant of
office. Thus promotion to the office of subprior also meant promotion
to the rank of secretary. The latter was not the same as the office of
secretary.

Generally speaking, only the monks in the wandering monks hall
had no rank. The rank that they might have acquired in other mon-
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asteries was not recognized. If and when they enrolled in the medi-
tation hall, they were assigned a rank by the precentor (wei-no). This
meant that they knew their place in all gatherings and processions,
and that if they someday took office, they could return to the medita-
tion hall whenever they were free and understand how to conduct
themselves without disturbing the good order of the hall. It was thus
one reason why at most model monasteries no one could become an
officer without first spending a semester in the meditation hall. In
these monasteries rank was always acquired before office.

The reader may be relieved to learn that the list of ranks is rela-
tively short. From the lowest to the highest it runs as follows:

I. Eastern ranks (tung-hsii)

1. Verger (hsiang-teng)

2. Acolyte (shih-che)

3. Recorder (chi-lu)

4. Thurifer (shao-hsiang)

5. Deacon (tsu-shih)

II. Western ranks (hsi-hsii)

1. Water-bearer (ssu-shui)
Contemplative (ts'an-tou)
Canon prefect (chih-tsang)
Librarian (tsang-chu)
Secretary (shu-chi)

Assistant instructor (#ang-chu)
Associate instructor (hou-t'ang)
Senior instructor (hsi-tang)

9. Rector (shou-tso)
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It is difficult to find English equivalents that fit the duties of each
rank, which in some cases were purely ceremonial while in other cases
there were no duties at all. Some of the translations given above are
arbitrary.

The reader may be curious about the division of ranks into east
and west. This was metaphorical geography, based on the usage of
the imperial court, where the emperor faced the main entrance door
in the center of the south wall. At Chinese monasteries whether or
not the main door of each hall opened to the south, we would find
the western ranks on the left as we entered, and the eastern ranks on
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the right. Generally speaking, the monks in the west were older than
those in the east. When the proctor at the Kao-min Ssu boxed the
cheeks of an offender, he was supposed to strike more gently if the
monk belonged to the west.*® In the west one found most of the
menial officers (heng-tan), and one also found the old hands at reli-
gious exercises (lao-hsiu-hsing) who were so subdued and dried up
from years of meditation that they were nicknamed “the old papayas.”

Division into two parties, east and west, was a feature of all gather-
ings and processions. West took precedence. The phrase “western
party” (hsi-tan) is synonymous with “western ranks” (hsi-hsii). The
head of the western party (hsi-tan t'ou) was the rector, while the
“tail” of the eastern party (tung-tan wei) was the verger. This can be
seen from the list given above.

Now let us consider what the ranks meant in practice. Aside from
determining precedence, they entailed certain ceremonial duties. The
verger dressed the altar, swept the floor, and, in the meditation hall,
served the monks tea and supper in their seats. The acolytes took
turns at waiting on the abbot in the sacristry. The recorders were
theoretically supposed to make a summary of every sermon on the
dharma (shuo-fa) by the abbot or one of the instructors. (In practice
the summary might be prepared by someone else.) The thurifers had
the duty of making nine full prostrations in offering incense before
each dharma sermon. The deacons, so far as I have been able to learn,
had no duties as such. Usually some of them held the office of suc-
centor, which in itself involved many ceremonial duties, as we shall
see.

In the west, the water-bearer worked with the verger. The contem-
platives, canon prefects, and librarians appear to have had no regular
duties. However, the monk who held the office of librarian and spent
his time taking care of the books in the library would be chosen from
among those who held this rank. Similarly, those who held the office
of secretary and hence were termed “writing secretaries” (shu-hsieh
ti shu-chi), since they kept accounts in the business office or wrote up
announcements in the guest department, were chosen from among
those who held the rank of secretary. Many of the other senior officers
held this rank. It carried with it important privileges that were denied
to those below.
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The instructors, that is, the rector and the senior, associate, and
assistant instructors, were charged with the work of teaching the
monks how to meditate. They were collectively known as the “four
great [ranks of] instructors” (ssu-ta pan-shou). Those actually en-
gaged in teaching were considered to hold the office of “meditation
hall instructor” (ch’an-t'ang ti pan-shou). Those who merely held in-
structor’s rank and discharged some office outside the meditation hall
were known as the “outer section instructors” (wai-liao pan-shou).

Ranks were permanent. If a thurifer returned to the monastery
after an absence of twenty years, he was still a thurifer. He knew his
place. Offices, on the other -hand, were held for six months only: at
the end of each semester every office-holder resigned. But what he
was resigning was only his office and not his rank. He kept his rank
until he was promoted to a higher one, either as a concomitant of
higher office or by virtue of accomplishments or seniority.

This meant that when the “writing secretary” resigned his office at
the end of the semester, he continued to hold the rank of secretary.
The same applied to the librarian, vergers, and water-bearers, for all
of whom rank and office coincided. It also applied to the meditation
hall instructors who, after they resigned, either took some other office,
still with instructor’s rank (in which case they were “outer section
instructors”) or lived in retirement (in which case they were “idle
instructors”—hsien pan-shou). In neither case did it mean that they
were unable to give instruction in the meditation hall if they felt
moved to do so. They had the privilege, but the regular obligation
had ceased. They were always available to those who needed spiritual
advice and encouragement.

THE APPOINTMENT OF PERSONNEL (ch’ing-chih)

The 16th of the first or seventh lunar month was the beginning of
a new semester (ch’i-fou).3” All the officers of the monastery except
the abbot resigned (tui-chih) on the 8th, their resignations to take
effect a week later. Those with the rank of secretary and above ten-
dered their resignations orally to the abbot. Those with ranks lower
than secretary tendered their resignations to the senior guest prefect
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or to the precentor. The abbot, of course, had for several weeks past
been considering personnel changes and had consulted the senior
monks, particularly the retired abbots, the rector, and the provost. On
the 9th, having made up his mind, he would call in every officer of the
monastery with the rank of secretary or above and ask him either to
continue serving or take some other office—or, perhaps, to “enjoy a
well deserved rest,” which usually meant that his work had been un-
satisfactory. Among those appointed by the abbot on the 9th were
the senior guest prefect and the precentor.

On the 10th and 11th of the month, the senior guest prefect would
call on all officers with rank lower than secretary in all sections other
than the meditation hall and, just as the abbot had done, accept their
resignations or ask them to continue serving. In the meditation hall
the same was done by the precentor.

Before the senior guest prefect decided who should serve in the
various sections, he would get the approval of the section heads. Thus,
on clerks and village agents in the business office, he would consult
the provost and the prior. On sacristans and dispensers, he would con-
sult the abbot. On the kitchen staff he would consult the chef. Tabu-
lated, the system of appointments looks as follows:

ABBOT APPOINTS RANK
Business office
Provost (tu-chien) Instructor
Prior (chien-yiian) Instructor
Subpriors (fu-ssu) Secretary
Secretaries (shu-chi) Secretary

Guest department
Guest prefects (chih-Ko)  Secretary
Proctor (seng-chih) Secretary
Secretaries (shu-chi) Secretary
Meditation hall
Meditation hall
instructors (ch’an-tang
ti pan-shou) Instructor
Precentor (wei-no) Secretary

PRECENTOR APPOINTS
Succentors (yiieh-chung)  Deacons, thurifers,
recorders
Verger (hsiang-teng) Verger
Water-bearer (ssu-shui) Water-bearer
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All other offices, from the clerks (Ku-tou) to the sanitation steward
(ching-tou), were assigned by the senior guest prefect. But since most
of them were menial offices, they were only assigned to those who
first volunteered for them (tao heng-tan). There was, however, a
“catch.” Holding office was voluntary in the sense that a monk could
avoid volunteering or refuse to serve when asked. He could plead poor
health, lack of qualifications, a wish to devote his time to religious
cultivation, or a commitment to go elsewhere. On the other hand, if a
resident monk took no office for the ensuing term, he would have to
enroll in the meditation hall or in the buddha recitation hall or leave
the monastery. No one but a resident of the wandering monks hall
was permitted to remain without a place (tan). Since there might not
be a vacancy in the buddha recitation hall (at Chin Shan it only had
room for twelve monks), the alternatives to taking office were either
the rigors of meditation or leaving the monastery. This may have been
one reason why most offices were easily filled. It was not the only rea-
son, however. Refusing to serve where needed was looked upon rather
as we look on “poor school spirit.” If everyone refused, what would
happen to the monastic system? Thus an associate instructor at the
Kuan-tsung Ssu in Ningpo volunteered to serve as a mere chef because
he was the only person who had the necessary experience in managing
a kitchen.

There was one exception to the rule that resident monks had to
have a place or leave the monastery. It did not apply to those who
had retired after active service. Anyone who reached the rank of secre-
tary or above was entitled to retire. The abbot would present him with
an apartment (ligo-fang) in which he would live for the rest of his
days, obligated only to attend devotions, two daily meals, and three
meditation periods. If he were venerable enough, he would even be
excused from these. The system will be described at greater length in
Chapter X, but what was most important about it was the incentive it
gave a monk to continue serving at one monastery until he reached
secretarial rank. After he reached it—after he became a proctor or a
guest prefect, for instance—he had less incentive to continue, but all
the monks I know did, in fact, continue.

On the 8th, as we have seen, everyone resigned; on the 9th the
guest prefect and precentor were appointed; and on the 10th and 11th
they in turn made appointments to all offices below the rank of secre-
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tary. It was usually not until the 12th that the new roster of personnel
was made public. Early that morning a reception was held in the
abbot’s quarters (fang-chang shih) to which all monks with the rank of
secretary or above were invited. After tea and refreshments had been
served, the abbot announced his appointments, which, together with
those of lower rank, were posted outside the guest department. Thus
everyone in the monastery could find out who would be doing what
for the next semester. After breakfast on the 16th of the month the
new appointees assumed their duties; at noon they sat in the refectory
according to their new rank; and that afternoon they might visit the
apartments of their predecessors to pay their respects (hsiin-liao).
Many of them, however, had not yet been promoted to a new rank
and still sat in their old seats. This requires explanation.

PROMOTION IN RANK

Only a few monks—mainly those promoted to the office of guest
prefect, precentor, and proctor—were at the same time promoted in
rank “automatically.” The others had to wait until their superiors could
observe the quality of their work. Between the 10th and the 20th of
the following month the abbot called a “consultation on ranks” (i-
chih ), which was attended by the instructors, provost, prior, precentor,
and senior guest prefect. When they gathered in the abbot’s quarters,
the three officers in charge of appointments would each table a slate
of the promotions within his purview. The abbot proposed promotions
to the rank of secretary or above; the guest prefect to ranks below
secretary; while the precentor tabled a slate for all the monks en-
rolled in the meditation hall. Anyone present could object to any of
the promotions proposed (although, needless to say, there were seldom
objections to those proposed by the abbot). Silence indicated assent.

Let us take a concrete illustration. A monk, the Reverend N-n,
arrives at Chin Shan in summer to enroll in the meditation hall. He
has to wait until the beginning of the winter term, that is, the 16th
of the seventh month. That morning a guest prefect escorts him to
the hall along with the other “new boys” and gives the precentor a
list of all their names. They are seated at the back, below the most
junior acolytes. They have no rank at all. For about a month the
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precentor observes their work in meditation. Ten are qualified to be-
come recorders. But there are already too many recorders staying on
from the previous term. Therefore only five can get this rank. The rest
must be satisfied to be acolytes, including the Reverend N-n. At the
“consultation on ranks” in the eighth month, the precentor tables his
slate, which also includes some promotions for the “old boys” in the
hall. It is duly approved. The next morning after devotions all the
monks of the monastery gather in the courtyard while the guest pre-
fect, standing on the steps of the great shrine-hall, reads out the
promotions in every department. Immediately afterward the names
and ranks of all the monks enrolled in the meditation hall, both “new
boys” and “old boys” alike, are pasted up on the wall over their seats.
This is called “posting the places” (#’ieh-tan). Promotions in rank for
monks outside the meditation hall are posted in the refectory or on
the porch of the guest department, where the appointments to office
had been posted a month earlier.

Six months pass. Reverend N-n, who enrolled in the meditation hall
the year before, has had enough of its austerities and decides to leave
it. He volunteers for the post of a dispenser in the sacristy. He is duly
appointed and enters upon his duties on the 16th of the first month,
that is, on the first day of the semester. But he remains an acolyte. He
continues to walk, stand, and sit with the acolytes when he goes to
the refectory and the great shrine-hall. Only after the consultation on
ranks a month later is he promoted to the rank of recorder as recom-
mended by the guest prefect. But two years later he has worked his
way up to the office of senior sacristan and to the rank of deacon. In
the first lunar month he is further promoted to guest prefect. This
time his promotion in rank is “automatic.” It does not have to wait
for the consultation on ranks. On the 16th of the first month he be-
comes a guest prefect with the rank of secretary.

After every consultation on ranks the guest prefect entered all ap-
pointments to rank and office in the personnel register (hao-pu).*® It
included the name of every resident monk, followed usually by his
style, native place, age, master, temple, and date of tonsure; the mon-
astery where he had been ordained and his ordination age.®® Often
all this information was later copied into the “ten-thousand year book”
that served as the continuous, year-to-year record of everything im-
portant at the monastery.*
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THE PATTERN OF PROMOTION

At Chin Shan and other model monasteries each officer normally
served until the end of the semester. In fact, it was customary to be
reappointed for one or two semesters in the lower offices and two or
more in the higher before getting promoted. Anyone could, however,
lose his position at any time if he bungled his work or violated the
monastic rules. He was then expected to “punish himself by leaving
the monastery.”! If he did not take the initiative in this, it would be
taken, as we have seen, by the prior or provost or by the abbot himself.
Naturally it meant a lesser loss of face to leave voluntarily than to
be asked to leave.

Promotion usually followed a pattern. Except for those who had
already achieved a high position in some other monastery (and such
exceptions were rare), everyone had to begin at the bottom, usually
as an acolyte in the meditation hall. There it was obligatory to spend
at least one winter term, from the middle of the seventh month to the
middle of the first. Many monks preferred to spend one to three years
going up the ranks of the “rank and file” (ch’ing-chung).*? They
served successively as acolyte, recorder, and thurifer, meditating
through most of the year nine to fifteen hours a day. A talented thurifer
or even a recorder might be asked to accept the office of succentor
(yiieh-chung). There were five to ten succentors, who took turns in
assisting the precentor manage the meditation hall. Other monks left
the hall earlier to become clerks, cooks, and so on, each with an appro-
priate rank.

It was common for a young “comer” to be rapidly promoted so that
he skipped one or more ranks. Particularly common was promotion
directly from deacon or thurifer to secretary,*® skipping the three
western ranks of contemplative, canon prefect, and librarian. These
were usually held by menial officers and the “old hands at religious
exercises.”

As a concrete illustration, here is the personnel record of T ai-ts’ang,
the last abbot of Chin Shan. He was ordained there in 1917 and
entered the meditation hall soon after ordination.
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Personnel record of T’ai-tsang

Year  Semester Office Rank
1917 Second  Rank and file (ch’ing-chung) Acolyte
(shih-che)
1918  First Dispenser (tang-yao) Recorder
(chi-lu)
1919  Second  Sacristan (i-po) Thurifer
(shao-hsiang)
1920 First Senior sacristan Deacon
(tou-tan i-po) (tsu-shih)
1921 First Guest prefect (chih-K'o) Secretary
‘ (shu-chi)
1922 First Left Chin Shan and spent

two years studying Bud-
dhist texts with different
teachers; in 1924 returned
to Chin Shan to attend an

ordination.
1924  First Guest prefect Secretary
1924  Second  Subprior (fu-ssu) Secretary
1934  First Prior (chien-yiian) Assistant
instructor
(hou-tang)
later Prior Associate
instructor
(hsi-tang)
1945 Received dharma and became  Rector
abbot (fang-chang) (shou-tso)

Note that T’ai-ts’ang’s rise from acolyte to subprior took only seven
years, whereas he spent ten years as a subprior and eleven years as a
prior before becoming the abbot. This table is particularly interesting
because it illustrates the wide evidence that the version of offices
and ranks given in documentary sources is quite different from the
actual practice in recent years.**

Let us test our understanding of the system. Suppose we are stand-
ing in the courtyard of Ch’i-hsia Shan (see Fig. 1) and see a middle-
aged monk walking up the steps of the great shrine-hall. We ask some
bystanders who it is.
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“That is a prior,” says one of our informants.

“That is the senior guest prefect,” says the second.

“That is an associate instructor,” says the third.

They will all be right, of course. As a dharma disciple and the future
abbot of the monastery he has the title of “prior.” His daily work is to
manage the guest department. At meals and meditation he sits in the
place to which he is entitled by his rank of associate instructor.

Now let us suppose that we question our informants about their own
position.

“I am a secretary,” says the first. But we know enough to ask him
whether he holds the rank or office of secretary and, if it is the rank,
whether he holds an office or lives in retirement in his private
apartment.

“I am a librarian,” says the second. We ask him whether he is actu-
ally in charge of the library or is enrolled in the meditation hall or
works in the kitchen as a cook with librarian’s rank.

“I am one of the rank and file,” says the third. We ask him what he
means by this ambiguous statement. Has he not yet received a rank
or is he a menial officer?

The hierarchy of ranks and offices may sound not only complicated,
but a deterrent to any monk’s spiritual development, which required
that he attend to his mind, not to promotion. It appears, however, that
most monks took little interest in promotion and regarded ranks and
offices as no more than necessary evils. They were necessary because
religious exercises could best be carried out either entirely alone, as
a hermit, or, if collectively, then at a large strict monastery, which
required a strict and complex organization. Although there were cer-
tainly a few “organization men” in the sangha, office was more often
regarded as a duty than a privilege. Many monks never held office at
all, but spent their whole careers in the meditation hall or in the hall
for reciting buddha’s name or at small temples. I have talked to monks
who did not even understand the meaning of “rank” and “office.” Only
the few who held responsible positions at large monasteries over a
long period understood clearly what these terms meant in practice.
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The Meditation Hall

he heart of Buddhism is enlightenment. The heart

Tof the monastery was the meditation hall where

enlightenment was sought. It could be sought elsewhere and we can-

not say that a monastery without a meditation hall was not a Buddhist

monastery. The traditional Chinese view has been that one could make
progress toward enlightenment in many ways.

Dr. Suzuki and other writers on Ch’an (Zen) have told us how
monks in the T'ang and Sung dynasties became enlightened. Usually
after long years of preparation, the master would ask an enigmatic
question or strike a blow on the face, and suddenly the disciple would
find that he had crossed safely to the ineffable “farther shore.” Some
readers may have the impression that Chan (Zen) therefore depended
on a close personal relationship between master and disciple. They
may also have heard that, while Ch’an has survived in Japan, it died
out long ago in China, choked by superstition and decay. After an
inspection tour of Chinese Buddhism in 1934, Dr. Suzuki wrote: “Jap-
anese Zen travellers . . . deplore the fact that there is no more Zen in
China.”® The facts are otherwise. At a small number of monasteries
right up to the year 1949, hundreds of monks continued the strict
practice of collective meditation under common masters. Ch’an Bud-
dhism in China was destroyed, while still alive, by the land reforms of
1950. Meditation takes time, and time takes unearned income.

In the first chapter we examined the other departments of the
monastery. Now we shall turn to the meditation hall, in particular to
Chin Shan’s, which was the most illustrious in China. Any Chinese
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monk who had a serious interest in meditation would hope that some-
day he might enroll there. Many succeeded, and so it has not been
difficult to collect material on how its hall was operated. I have gotten
independent accounts from eight monks who enrolled between 1905
and 1944. The second of these eight was still at Chin Shan (as abbot)
in 1949, at which time, he said, the system was unchanged from what
it had been when he first entered the hall thirty-two years earlier. All
these informants spoke from memory, not from diaries or after con-
sulting a code of rules. Hence it is impressive that their accounts were
in substantial agreement. Some readers may be skeptical about the
austerities that will be described below. I remember being told by a
Japanese Buddhist scholar that “ten hours of meditation a day is
simply impossible: perhaps the people you talked to were exagger-
ating.” But then how would their exaggerations turn out to coincide?
Most of my informants had no contact with one another: they lived in
different temples, some in Hong Kong and some in Taiwan. I find it
simpler to accept their accounts as the truth.

THE LAYOUT OF THE HALL

Let us first see what the meditation hall looked like at Chin Shan
and other model monasteries. Then we shall follow its residents
through their daily routine. The details may prove tedious, particularly
for readers whose main interest is the spiritual content of meditation,
but some of these details have never been explained or recorded be-
fore. No Chinese meditation hall is left in operation anywhere in the
world. The monks who operated them are dying. So these are precious
details, however tedious. Without them it is impossible fully to under-
stand the texts that may be studied now or in the future; and even the
spiritual content of meditation may be illuminated by what partici-
pants did with their bodies as well as by what they did with their
minds.

The meditation hall measured about sixty by a hundred feet. As
the reader can see from the floor plan opposite, on one side there
was a wide door or screen that folded upwards, almost like the garage
door of today. When it was down, a plaque was hung on it reading
“meditation underway” (chih-ching): this meant that no one could
enter and passers-by were well advised to tiptoe. At other times the
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plaque was reversed, so that it read “recess” (fang-ts'an). Outside the
doorway there was a porch that ran the length of the building. Below
the porch was a large courtyard, with side doors that cut off the com-
pound from outside noise. Across the courtyard was the Wei-t'o Tien,
a shrine-hall with an image of Wei-t'o, the god who protected monas-
teries and the dharma. In all meditation centers there were two such
shrines, one here and one opposite the central shrine-hall (ta-tien)
where devotions were recited. Wei-t'o thus watched over the monks
in their two most important activities. Another building that opened
onto the courtyard was the ancestors hall (tsu-t'ang), with the tablets
of earlier abbots. They too watched over the meditation. At Chin Shan
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The numbers in this diagram refer to the seat numbers of the following: 1.
Rector; 2. Senior instructor; 3-4. Associate instructors; 5-6. Assistant instructors;
7-12. Lower western ranks (secretaries, librarians, canon prefects, contemplatives),
but when he is present the proctor sats at 7; 13. Water-bearer; 14. Meditation pa-
trol (when not standing on the tile marked hsiin); 15. Duty monk; 16. Prece_ntor;
17. Duty succentor; 18-24. Succentors and eastern ranks (deacons, t}}urlfers,
acolytes), but when they are present a secretary and the head sacristan sit at 18
and 19, while within the ranks precedence is given to office holders then thgy are
present; 25. Verger; 26. Wei-mo k’an—“the dais of Vimalakirti, that is, the
abbot’s seat.
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the second story of the meditation hall contained the ordination
platform—Ilast used as such in 1924. Normally it provided sleeping
quarters for any overflow of monks from downstairs.?

Thus this compound was the focus of monastic life where every-
thing particularly sacred, including ordination and the ancestral rites,
was performed. It was a world of its own, cut off as much as possible
from the bustle of the “outer sections” (wai-liao), as all other parts of
the monastery were called. At Chin Shan it even had its own wells.

The center of the meditation hall itself was occupied by a dais
(fo-K'an), with an image of Bodhidharma, the First Patriarch of Ch’an
Buddhism in China. Around the dais was a great expanse of tiled floor
which was used for circumambulation. Circumambulation and sitting
were the alternating phases of meditation: walk, sit, walk, sit, walk,
sit. According to one source, this had only become the practice at the
end of the Ming dynasty, its purpose being to overcome the drowsiness
that often overcame the monks if they did nothing but sit.?

At either end of the hall along the opposite walls, the floor was
raised in two steps. The lower step (ch'un-teng) was narrow. On it
the monks sat in meditation under their name posters (see p. 43).
Behind this was a much wider step (kuang-tan) where they slept side
by side. During the day a curtain divided the “sitting bench” from the
“sleeping platform,” as we shall call these steps. This may have been
in the interest of neatness, for at the back of the sleeping platform
were clothes lockers and above them bamboo poles on which clothes
could be hung and dried. Not all the monks slept on the platform.
The precentor and instructors had individual apartments within the
compound. But everyone else enrolled spent day and night in the hall.

The sitting bench, but not the sleeping platform, extended along the
back wall, in the middle of which were two small “doors of conve-
nience” (fang-pien men). In summer? they were opened to provide
ventilation; the rest of the year they were kept closed. Between them
was the abbot’s seat (wei-mo k'an). Thus he sat below the lowest of
the monks in east and west. “Low” meant near the back and “high”
near the front of the hall.

The sitting bench also extended along the front wall on either side
of the main door, but between the second and third seats to the right
of the door it was interrupted by a “tea table” (ch’a-chi). This table
was not used for tea, but as a place for certain ritual articles. More
important, however, was what hung above it: a large bell, below
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which, suspended from the inside, there was a thick wooden board,
perhaps two feet long and eighteen inches high (see diagram above).
If the meditation hall was the heart of the monastery, this board was
the heart of the meditation hall, for on it were struck the curious ring-
ing thuds that signaled the beginning of the work. Nothing like it was
found in any other hall and its shape was the emblem of the sect of
the monastery.5 In some monasteries the original board was preserved,
dating perhaps to the Sung or Yiian dynasty, and literally perforated
from centuries of striking.

Near the large bell and board (chung-pan) a smaller board was
hung up on the wall. It was used for giving the signals that controlled
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circumambulation. The use of signals, here and elsewhere, obviated
the need for words, so that mental concentration would be interrupted
as little as possible. Furthermore, Ch’an was proverbially the “word-
less teaching.” At one famous monastery (the T’ien-tung Ssu near
Ningpo) on the large sign that hung outside the meditation hall, the
character for “hall” was written without the usual element meaning
“mouth.”

The ritual articles on the tea table under the bell and board were
as follows:

(1) A small “wooden fish” (mu-yii), the factotum among litur-
gical instruments. It was roundish with a slot into its hollow in-
terior (see Fig. 11).

(2) An “incense board” (hsiang-pan) used by the precentor
(wei-no) to punish those who violated the discipline of the hall.
Like other incense boards, it was carried during circumambulation
as an emblem of authority (see Fig. 17).

(3) An incense burner in which sticks of incense were burned,
originally to measure the length of each period of meditation. Thus,
where monks sat for seven periods of meditation a day (as they
did at Chin Shan), one says in Chinese that they “sat seven sticks
of incense.” As each stick burned down to its last two inches, it was
pulled out of the burner and a new stick was glued on to its lower
end with spit, but at an acute angle, so that when replaced in the
incense burner its upper end was like an inverted “V.” By the time
the flame reached this joint, the spit had dried. A corresponding
stick of incense was kept burning before the image of Bodhidharma.
All this, however, was purely ceremonial. Since at least the begin-
ning of the Republican era, the length of meditation periods has
been governed by a clock, placed on the same tea table.

(4) The final item was a small vertical tablet, inscribed as fol-
lows: “The spiritual life of everyone here is up to you as an indi-
vidual; if you pay no heed, the sin (tsui) will be upon your own
head.” It is hard to imagine a greater sin than disturbing the prog-
ress of others toward enlightenment.

On the left side of the tea table near the main door sat the duty
monk (tang-chih-ti)® who was drawn in rotation day by day from
among the rank and file. His duty was to strike the signals on the bell,
board, and wooden fish. To the right of the tea table sat the precentor,
who was in administrative charge of the meditation hall. The next
seat beyond him was occupied by the succentor-on-duty (tang-chih
ti yiich-chung). He was the precentor’s administrative assistant, who
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struck signals on the hand-chime (yin-ch’ing). This corner of the
room was therefore the command post, from which all activities in
the hall could be observed and controlled. The military metaphor is
not inappropriate. Monks often say that the discipline of meditation
was like an army’s. Every movement was exactly prescribed. From
another point of view, because speech was avoided and movements
were regulated by signals on the bell, board and wooden fish, we
might compare meditation to the ballet.

The signals given in the meditation hall were part of a larger coun-
terpoint that linked all the sections of the monastery. There were the
bell and drum in the great shrine-hall, the gong outside the refectory,
and a portable board carried by the night-patrol. Signals were sent
back and forth like impulses in a nervous system. Every day there
were three periods when, for an hour or two, one signal led con-
tinuously into another. For example, the striking of the bell in the
meditation hall led into the striking of the bell in the shrine-hall, and
this led into the striking of the large drum, with the first notes of each
instrument falling between the last notes of the one before. Actually
the counterpoint was far more complicated than this; many pages are
devoted to it in Appendix III. It must have been fine to hear the in-
struments answering one another from different parts of the monas-
tery compound, and have given the listening monk a feeling of good
order and security. Of more practical impc.cance, perhaps, was the
fact that it told him exactly what was going on and where he was

supposed to be.

THE DAYS WORK*®

Let us imagine that we are spending a day in the meditation hall
early in the winter term, that is, in September. It is 3:00 o’clock in the
morning. We hear the sound of footsteps crossing the courtyard. It is
the night-patrol, come to awaken the monks with four strokes of his
small portable board. He has already awakened some of the kitchen
staff with three strokes half an hour earlier. Four strokes is the signal
for everyone in the monastery to be up. The residents of the medita-
tion hall rise from the sleeping platform, put away their bedding, go

® A more complete daily and annual chronology is given in Appendix IIL
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to the latrine, wash their faces at two large water basins out in the
courtyard, and finally drink a mug of hot water, to which they add a
pinch of salt. They have only slept five hours and the sun will not
rise for two hours more. It is dark and cold. They put on their full-
sleeved gowns (hai-ch’ing) and over this their robes (chia-sa). The
clang of the large bell has led into the booming of the large drum
and by the time the drum has ceased, they are ready to march in
procession to the great shrine-hall (shang-tien). The western ranks,
led by the rector, walk ahead of the eastern ranks, led by the suc-
centors. Processions have a fixed order of precedence.”

In the great shrine-hall all the monks of the monastery except the
kitchen staff have gathered to recite morning devotions (tsao-kK'o).

10. Monks march in procession into the great shrine-hall for devotions.
P’i-lu Ssu, Nanking.
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Here too everyone has his place. The abbot stations himself at the
back, to the left of the main door, while the proctor stands to the right
of the door, from where he can see anything amiss throughout the
hall. Up front, to the right of the Buddha image, we find the precen-
tor. At first it might appear that his only responsibility is to strike the
large bronze bowl (ta-ch’ing). In fact, he leads the chanting of liturgy
just as in the meditation hall he leads the meditation. Behind him is
the duty-succentor with the hand-chime as well as three duty monks
who strike the wooden fish, the bell-and-drum, the cymbals (ko-tzu),
and hand-gong (tang-tzu). Together these make up the liturgical
orchestra,

The center of the hall is occupied by hundreds of monks, standing
row on row. In general, the higher their rank, the closer they stand
to the Buddha image. To the left are the western ranks, with instruc-
tors in the first row, and to the right are the eastern ranks, headed by
the succentors. Residents of the meditation hall take precedence over
those in the buddha recitation hall. At the very back, nearest the door,
are the visitors staying in the wandering monks hall. No one may
leave without the permission of the proctor and he is a fierce disci-
plinarian.

The liturgy in most Chinese monasteries was usually® as follows:

1) Surangama Mantra (Leng-yen chou)

2) Heart Sutra (Hsin-ching)

3) Gathas in Praise of the Buddhas (Tsan-fo chi)

4) Serpentining buddha’s name (jao-fo)

5) Three Refuges (taking refuge in the Buddha, the dharma, and
the sangha)

6) Hymn to Wei-to.

The first item, which amounts to about 80 percent of the morning
liturgy, is meaningless to those who recite it. The words are a Sanskrit
incantation transliterated into Chinese. Monks say that reciting it is
effective in quieting and emptying the mind. It has another function,
however. This mantra was first uttered by the Buddha to save his
disciple Ananda from the wiles of a prostitute. She cast a spell over
him one day as he was returning home with his alms-bowl. Under its
influence he was about to violate his vow of chastity. The Buddha,




-

12. After offering incense the abbot prostrates himself to the Buddha
image during devotions. P’i-lu Ssu, Nanking.
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through his supernormal powers, saw the danger and uttered the
Surangama Mantra, which he despatched through the bodhisattva
Manjusri. It broke the spell and Ananda was saved. To recite it is,
therefore, extremely eflicacious in protecting oneself from sexual
temptation. Since the latter is the greatest of all dangers to progress
in religious cultivation, it is reasonable that prophylaxis should be the
first step of the day.

The fourth item of the liturgy is recited in procession. The monks
leave their places and wind about the shrine-hall, and then go down
and wind about the courtyard in a serpentine course, all the while
reciting “Homage to the buddha Amitabha.” Hence it is called “ser-
pentining the buddha[’s name]” (jao-fo).® As the weather gets
warmer, it is pleasant to get out in the fresh air, although they must
go back inside to recite the concluding items.

At about 5:15 morning devotions are over and everyone returns to
his own quarters (hui-tang). In the meditation hall the monks take
up their positions cross-legged (p'an-tso) on the narrow bench for a
period of “quiet sitting” (ching-tso).1° They do not meditate, however,
and whereas later in the day they would be struck for dozing, now
they are expected to doze. They may even snore since now is the time
“to get built up” (yang-shen) for the long day ahead of them. Some
monks speak of this rest period with peculiar enthusiasm. It did more
good, they say, than hours of ordinary sleep.

As they doze, they can hear the distant striking of the bamboo
sticks that signals the approach of breakfast. They know that in the
great shrine-hall the verger is offering a bowl of rice before the Bud-
dha. About six o’clock, as the monastery resounds to the banging of
the wooden fish image, they get ready to file over to the refectory
(kuo-tang) and rejoin the rest of the monks for the day’s first meal,
which is termed “early congee” (tsao-chou), since it consists of con-
gee and vegetables, particularly salted vegetables. Nothing is served
to drink, though some of the dishes are semi-liquid.

In the refectory as in the great shrine-hall everyone has his place
at the long narrow tables, east and west on opposite sides. The higher
their rank, the nearer they sit to the center rear, where the abbot takes
his place on a raised dais behind a low buddha image. The monks
have to await the abbot’s arrival and to rise in his honor. But they
cannot then begin to eat the food that the waiters have been ladling




13. The wooden fish image (pang) outside the refectory, the sign on
which reads “the hall of the five reflections” (wu-kuan t'ang). Chao-ch’ing
Ssu, Hangchow.

out into their bowls. They have to watch it cool while they recite a
short grace, the Kung-yang chou, after which an acolyte takes seven
grains of rice from a bowl before the buddha image and places them
on a low pillar in the courtyard. He snaps his fingers to notify the
ghosts that they have not been forgotten. Ghosts are among the sen-
tient beings whom the most orthodox follower of Ch’an (Zen) tries
to assist—by feeding them, preaching to them, and transferring to
their account the merit that is created by his religious exercises, in
order that they may secure an earlier rebirth in the human plane or
even in the Western Paradise. From the Ch’an point of view there is
nothing superstitious about this concern for creatures in lower planes
of existence. He would reject any distinction we might draw between
a “pure” Ch’an Buddhism, as portrayed by Western-oriented writers,
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Monks eating in the refectory under the watchful eye of the proctor, who stands by the door. The abbot sits on

the central dais. P’i-lu Ssu, Nanking,

15.
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The proctor also sees to it that all the rules are strictly kept, par-
ticularly the rule of silence. (A lay informant recalled that as a boy
he had been once permitted to watch the monks of the Tien-ning Ssu
at breakfast. None of them made a sound—something of a feat when
eating congee—until a young monk audibly slurped. The proctor,
wielding his stick, marched over, paused before him for a moment,
and then hit his bare pate a resounding smack.)

While they eat, the monks are not merely silent, but supposed to
be focusing their minds on the “five reflections” (wu-kuan), that is,
on the debt they owe to those who provided the food, which they
should eat as medicine, not with enjoyment. When they have finished,
they recite a closing grace, the Chieh-chai chi. The proctor may make
some announcements about the day’s activities, after which they leave
the hall in order of precedence and return to their respective
quarters.!!

This time there is to be no rest period for the residents of the medi-
tation hall. They take off their robes and full-sleeved gowns, change
into gowns with ordinary sleeves and into comfortable sandals,'? then
repair to the porch outside the hall to clean their teeth by chewing
on green willow twigs (yang-chih) about the size of a pencil. Willow
is considered to “lower the heat” (hsia-huo), that is, the blood that
rises to the head from the rest of the body, particularly if one is con-
stantly sitting cross-legged. Its twigs are used to clean the teeth after
each of the meals taken in the refectory. The monk stands on the edge
of the porch, holding a mug of cold water in one hand and a fresh twig
in the other; chews, brushes, and rinses; and then spits into the court-
yard drain.®

Next comes a visit to the latrines. The manner of excretion is
exactly prescribed. When urinating (hsiao-ching) the monk has to
stand about a foot away from the trough, lean forward against a bam-
boo rail for support, and in this discreet position undo and later do
up his undergarments. Defecation (ch’ou ta-chieh) is full of taboos.
The code of rules of the Kao-min Ssu prescribes that the lid must be
lifted silently and then the monk must “snap the fingers of his right
hand three times toward the opening of the pit. This is to avoid hav-
ing the excrement dirty the heads of the hungry ghosts, thus incurring
their revengeful wrath. It is terribly important.” Certain kinds of
hungry ghosts are apparently attracted by the smell of faeces. After
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snapping his fingers and seating himself, the monk must sit up
straight and keep his legs covered with the corners of his under-
clothes. “He may not look this way or that, talk with people nearby,
lean against the partition, or scratch his private parts"—and he must
be quick about it, because others are waiting. When he is finished,
the code of rules prescribes that he go to the water basin outside, dip
in the two middle fingers of his right hand, wipe them on his left
palm, and then run his hands quickly over the towel. He is specifically
prohibited from putting his hands fully into the basin or wiping them
hard.’* According to informants from the Kao-min Ssu the reason for
this is that with seventy or eighty monks hurrying to get back to the
meditation hall, there is not time to change the towel and the water
in the basin. They are only changed once a day and must not be
dirtied by careless use. Some monks carry their own towels with them,
although this, like the use of soap, is also forbidden by the rules.!®

Now the monks are ready to begin the day’s work. As they return
one by one from the latrines, they join in the casual circumambulation
that is already underway. The precentor enters and shouts “get mov-
ing!” They begin to walk rapidly almost with a swagger, swinging
their left arm in and out and their right arm back and forth. In Chi-
nese this is termed “running.”?® They run in several concentric circles,
all moving clockwise. Nearest to the central altar are the rank and
file; outside them are those with secretarial rank; and in the outermost
circle walk the instructors and the precentor.!” Even beyond them,
however, skirting the meditation benches, is the disperser (san-hsiang).
He has a four-foot bamboo rod, which he holds up perpendicular as
he walks. Every few paces he arcs it down to tap the floor, almost like
a knight dipping his sword. The taps are intended to remind the
monks not to let their thoughts wander during circumambulation—
which may be a rest for the joints, but not for the mind. Only opposite
the buddha-image and the abbot’s seat does he suspend his tapping,
as a mark of respect to those who need no reminder.

At seven o'clock the board under the bell is struck three times. The
monks go to their places on the sitting bench. To the left of the en-
trance door sit the instructors; to the right the precentor and his two
aides (see diagram p. 49). Almost everyone sits in order of rank, so
that the highest places in the west (except for the instructors) are
occupied by secretaries and the lowest by contemplatives, while in
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the east the order runs from deacons through acolytes. Within each
rank monks sit in order of seniority. Among the secretaries, for ex-
ample, the monk who first attained this rank sits furthest “forward,”
except for the proctor (seng-chih) who, if he attends, is always in the
corner next to the front wall. There are other exceptions, but they are
minor.!8

The system of precedence, while its details may seem tiresome, is
extremely important in the meditation hall. Unless everyone knows
his place, there will be jostling and confusion and perhaps even an
exchange of words, thus breaking trains of thought. In a well-run
hall the monk should be able to forget his body and let it be guided
like an automaton by the bell and board. He sits erect on the narrow
bench, his eyes fixed on a point no further than the third and no
nearer than the second row of tiles on the floor. He tries to keep his
spine perfectly straight and to control his respiration. Talking is for-
bidden: The silence must be absolute. If a monk in the east makes a
sound, the precentor goes over and beats him then and there with his
incense board—and beats him hard. If it is a monk in the west, the
blows are administered by the senior instructor present. But the blows
may not be struck with the sharp edge of the board, nor is boxing the
cheeks allowed, as it is outside the hall.

Those who are new at meditation usually sit cross-legged with only
one foot up (tan-tso). Even then it may be so painful that they can-
not sleep at night. Some lose courage and flee the monastery (#ao-
tan). According to one informant, “the pain is cumulative. It hurts
until the sweat pours from your body. Some people try to cheat by
uncrossing both legs under cover of their gowns, but eventually the
precentor will catch them at it and give them a beating. The loss of
face is one reason why so many run away.” How many? “About 30
percent in the first week or two of each semester.”

Old hands, of course, are untroubled by leg cramps and sit with
both feet up (shuang-tso). A few even learn to sleep in this posture
and do not retire to the sleeping platform at night. But no one is al-
lowed to sleep or even to doze during meditation. If they do, they are
awakened by a meditation patrol (hsiin-hsiang), who stands facing
the altar, holding an incense board horizontally before him in two
hands.’® Whenever he spots anyone nodding, he makes a circuit of
the hall until he stands before him and strikes him lightly with the
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incense board on the upper part of the back. This is not a punishment
but a reminder. If he strikes harshly or with the edge rather than the
flat of the board, he is liable to be beaten himself by the precentor.?
A high-ranking monk like an instructor is only touched on the knee.

The meditation patrol makes three to six regular circuits according
to the length of each meditation period. On his first circuit he
straightens out any sandals that are awry. It is not always easy for
beginners to learn the art of seating themselves and then, without the
use of hands, scuffing off their sandals so that these end up under
the bench foursquare. As the meditation patrol makes his circuits, he
holds the tip of the incense board above his right ear. He has the duty
for only one period of meditation and then returns to his seat, to be
replaced by the monk sitting next below him.

At eight o'clock the hand-chime is struck. This signifies the end of
the “morning meditation period” (tsao-pan hsiang). The absolute si-
lence is over, so that monks who have been waiting to clear their
throats may cough in their sleeves or spit into a piece of toilet paper,
which they slip under the cushion, to be disposed of on their next
trip to the latrines. They all swing their legs down and wriggle into

20. The chien-hsiang meditation patrol makes a circuit carrying the
board in front of him (see Appendix IV).
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their sandals; then at a signal from the precentor they get up to
circumambulate again. Thus begins the “fourth period” (ssu-chih
hsiang).?! Simultaneously a succentor lights a stick of incense and
carries it over to the kitchen (sung-hsiang). This is to remind the
kitchen staff that an hour later, when the stick will have burned down,
they must be prepared to serve the noon meal. The daily routine of
the whole monastery is geared to the meditation hall.

At nine o’clock, after their second cycle of running and sitting, the
monks leave for the refectory to rejoin the rest of their brethren in
eating “noon rice” (wu-fan), usually with lo-han ts'ai, a mixture of
many different kinds of fresh vegetables. The rules are the same as at
breakfast. When they return to the hall, they clean their teeth, visit
the latrines, and begin circumambulating. After a few minutes of cir-
cumambulation, they go to their seats where, upon two strokes of the
board, they drink the “two-stroke tea” (erh pan-ch’a). This is the first
of three teas served to them in their seats during the course of the
day. Tea and Ch'an have long been associated. Indeed the first tea
plants are said to have grown from Bodhidharma’s eyelashes, which
he cut off to keep himself awake during meditation. It may be, how-
ever, that the “tea” is sometimes hot water.??

When the “two-stroke tea” has been drunk, three strokes are
sounded on the board to signal the beginning of the “noon meditation
period” (wu-pan hsiang). It is followed by the “fourth and sixth
periods” (ssu-liu chih-hsiang)?® so that the monks are steadily at work
for about four hours, that is, until 2:00 p.m.

During the running that introduces the fourth period, there is an
Explanation of how to meditate (chiang Kai-shih).?* It is always given
by the abbot or one of the instructors present. Just as the precentor is
in charge of the administration of the hall, the instructors are in
charge of the mental training of those enrolled. They take turns. First
the rector, then the senior, associate, and finally assistant instructors
give Explanations one by one in order of seniority. If there are six
instructors and if four Explanations are being given daily (as would
be the case in September), then each of them speaks every other day,
since the abbot usually takes a turn in the evening. According to one
informant, junior instructors must attend when their seniors speak,
but the reverse is forbidden. The master may not be taught by the
disciple. Thus if the rector is giving an Explanation, all the instruc-
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tors must be present, whereas if it is the turn of an assistant instruc-
tor, all except assistant instructors who are junior to him must leave.

Explanations invariably come in the middle of a period of running.
The small board is struck as a signal to stop (ta chan-pan) and every-
one takes the nearest seat to listen. The instructor speaks for a period
that may last from a few minutes to half an hour. When he is finished,
the small board is struck again to “start” the monks (ta ts'ui-pan), and
they resume circumambulation.

So much for the mechanics of Explanations. Their content is up to
the instructor. He speaks about whatever he has on his mind: perhaps
some pointers on how to breathe or hold the spine, perhaps the “re-
corded sayings” (yii-lu) of earlier masters, or perhaps some passage
in the Buddhist canon. “Recorded sayings” include the “public cases”
(kung-an; Japanese koan) that have become familiar to Western stu-
dents of Zen, as well as the hua-t'ou that often lie at the core of public
cases. A “public case” is an anecdote of enlightenment,?® in which
some disciple exchanges cryptic questions and answers—and perhaps
blows—with his master.

When I have asked Chinese monks about hua-t'ou, they have usually
mentioned two:

1) Who is this reciting buddha’s name?
2) Before my father and mother gave birth to me, what was my
original face?

Both of these amount to asking “what am I?” Though monks were
at liberty to shift to alternative hua-t'ou, either of their own choosing
or suggested by the instructors, it was considered better not to shift
often. To keep working on the same question was “like a rat gnawing
at a coffin—if he keeps gnawing at the same spot, there will come a
day when he gnaws his way through.” There is a sign posted in many
meditation halls: “See to your hua-tou” (chao-ku hua-tou). Even
when circumambulating, monks are supposed to continue gnawing
on it. (Hsii-yilin, the leading exponent of Ch’an in modern China,
warned that the question most widely used—“Who is this reciting
buddha’s name?”—must not be repeated mechanically. The “who”
had to be gripped day and night, walking, sitting, going to the latrines.
He made his remarks while giving a series of Explanations in Shanghai,
not as the abbot or instructor, but as an eminent visiting monk. It was
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common to invite visitors to address the meditation hall or, as in this
case, to lead a meditation week (chu-ch’i), even though they held no
rank in the monastery. For readers who would like to see an example
of Explanations, at least two English renderings of those by Hsii-yiin
are now available?®).

In following the monks through their daily routine we have only
gotten a little beyond noon. We shall try to deal with the rest of it
more briefly. After the sixth period, which includes another Explana-
tion, the residents of the meditation hall repair to the refectory at 2:00
p-m. for their third meal of the day, termed the “luncheon congee”
(tien-hsin chou). Theravada countries like Thailand preserve the
original Buddhist custom that no solid food may be eaten after noon,
but this rule is not observed in China, where the evening activities
and colder climate are considered to make seventeen hours of fasting
impractical. In token, however, of the original custom the meals taken
after noon are informal. Monks do not don their robes and at some
monasteries they are even permitted to talk while eating.

After luncheon there is a short period for what we might call tu-
torials, but it is termed in Chinese “asking for an Explanation” (ch’ing
Kai-shih).®" Any monk who wishes may put on his robe (ta-i), make
three prostrations before the altar, and go to the apartment of an in-
structor or of the abbot to discuss his work. Since there are only about
half a dozen instructors responsible for the hundred or more residents
of the meditation hall, the individual can have no more than a few
minutes with one of them every few days. He spreads his kneeling
cloth, prostrates himself to the instructor, and respectfully states the
difficulties he has been having. Perhaps he is troubled by a persistent
cramp or a distracting thought or perhaps he has failed to understand
an Explanation given in the hall. The instructor answers in accor-
dance with the circumstances and the stage of development that the
monk has reached. To gauge the latter he questions him. Here is an
actual example of the questioning of a monk who was once a govern-
ment official and has just started meditation.

“When you were in office, how did you protect the country and
govern the people?”

The monk explains his methods of administration. Then he is asked:
“Where did you get these methods?”
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“From my mind.”

“Where is your mind? Where is it after you die? You can’t speak,
you can't see, you lie there for three days and begin to stink. Where
is it?”

The monk tries in vain to explain where his mind is and the in-
structor sends him back to the meditation hall to work on that as his
hua-tou.

Monks can change instructors without embarrassment. It is not a
fixed relationship. What the monk seeks is someone whose language
he can understand and with whom he has an affinity from former
lives (yu-yiian). He does not formally become the instructor’s dis-
ciple.?® ‘

At 3:00 p.m., having finished with their tutorials or enjoyed a little
free time, the monks go to the great shrine-hall for afternoon devo-
tions (shang wan-tien). These are performed in the same way as
morning devotions, but the liturgy is longer and includes different
texts, like the short Pure Land sutra (O-mi-t'o ching), and an offering
to the hungry ghosts (Meng-shan shih-shih-i). Several items from
morning devotions are then repeated (the Heart Sutra, the gathas in
praise of the buddhas, serpentining buddha[’s name], and taking the
Refuges). After the Pure Land Vow (Ching-tu wen), a prayer is
read to a group of guardian divinities, the Ch’ieh-lan, whose aid is
invoked by reciting a short mantra, the Ta-pei Chou.?> Among these
guardian divinities is Kuan-kung, the hero of the Romance of the
Three Kingdoms, who has been adopted by Buddhists and Taoists
alike.

The longest item in the afternoon liturgy is the short Pure Land
sutra. We should not be surprised to find Ch’an monks reciting the
Pure Land sutra and serpentining buddha’s name. The joint practice
of Pure Land and Ch’an (ch’an-ching shuang-hsiu) is found in most
Chinese Buddhist monasteries. We shall hear more about this in the
closing chapter.

When the afternoon devotions are over and the monks return to the
meditation hall a little after four o’clock, they have their second rest
period of the day. The light is beginning to wane and the lamps have
not yet been lit. They take off all their outer garments, climb up on
the platform, and have a long sleep. It is not termed “sleep,” but “let-
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ting go [of the work] to build up [the spirit] with rest” (fang yang-
hsi). It lasts for two hours. Because it is immediately followed by the
evening meditation period, the latter is called “yang-hsi hsiang.”

This is the longest and the most important meditation period of the
day. Officers whose work has kept them busy elsewhere in the morn-
ing and the afternoon, may now come to the meditation hall to join
in. Since they have spent at least a term in the hall (or they could not
be officers), each has a rank and accordingly goes to his place in east
or west. If there is not enough room, matting (chan-tzu) is unrolled
on the floor along the sides and back of the hall, so that up to a hun-
dred extra persons can be seated. For circumambulation it is rolled
up again. As at other times, residents of the wandering monks hall are
not allowed to attend. They hold a period of evening meditation on
their own. This exclusiveness is relaxed in the case of distinguished
clerical visitors, who may be escorted to the hall by a guest prefect,
while in monasteries less strict than Chin Shan the residents of the
wandering monks hall and even lay visitors are sometimes allowed to
take part.®®

The evening period consists of the usual cycle of running and sit-
ting. The sitting is the longest of the day, lasting about an hour and a
half. When it ends at 8:00 p.m., the monks do not stir. A meal is
served to them in their seats. It is called ch’ih fang-ts’an “eating [the
meal served during] the recess.” Big tubs of soft rice, soup and pickled
vegetables, all wrapped up to keep them hot, are brought in by the
verger and the water-bearer. Each monk pulls a thin slat part way
out from under his cushion. The section that projects is held in place
by his weight and serves as a tray for his bowls. For officers who
come from outside, this may be the fifth meal of the day, since many
of them have already had congee in their quarters at 5:00 p.m.?! The
food is tastier than what is served in the refectory and one can linger
over it. “Eating the recess” takes half to three quarters of an hour.

After the bowls have been removed, the second cycle of evening
work begins. Circumambulation is particularly rapid. When the small
board is struck, everyone stops and hears the longest Explanation of
the day, almost invariably given by the abbot. It may last half an
hour and is followed, as usual, by a shorter period of circumambula-
tion. The final sitting is brief. At 10:00 p.m. work ends as the drum
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in the great shrine-hall begins to boom. Then the night patrol makes
a circuit of the whole monastery striking his board twice. That is the
sign for “lights out.” Anyone found talking or with a lamp lit there-
after will be censured by the proctor.

In all the residents of the meditation hall have done seven periods
of running and seven of sitting, a total of about nine hours” work. If
we consider the four meals, three teas, two naps, and the alternation
of sitting with running, this may not seem to be an unbearable pro-
gram. But we have yet to hear about the period in autumn when the
work reaches its peak.

The daily schedule varies throughout the year in accordance with
the weather and the length of the day. During the five months from
the 16th of the first lunar month to the 15th of the fifth, it is the
schedule described above. For the next two weeks, the fourth and the
sixth periods of moming meditation are replaced by what we might
call choir practice. This is to prepare for the noon devotions that are
added from the 1st of the sixth through the 15th of the seventh month,
when the monks spend an hour each day chanting in the great shrine-
hall. In these same six weeks the long meditation period in the eve-
ning is omitted. Instead, all the monks of the monastery recite buddha’s
name .in the courtyard (p’u-fo). The weather is simply too hot for
running and there are too many mosquitoes for sitting.?

Enrollment in the meditation hall for the entire summer term (the
first six months of the lunar year) is generally much lower than for
the winter term. Newcomers who have spent the winter term there
are now qualified to take office and many of them do so. Old hands
at meditation go back to their own hereditary temples to enjoy a re-
spite. The summer is also the best time for pilgrimages to sacred
mountains. As a result there may be only a handful of monks left in
the hall.3* Hence it is convenient to “redivide the platform” (fen-tan),
that is, each person takes double the usual area for sleeping so that
he can put up a mosquito net. But the number of monks is never al-
lowed to fall below the level of the skeleton force necessary for ortho-
dox meditation. There is always an instructor, a precentor, some
succentors, and enough rank and file to serve as meditation patrols
and duty monks.
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MEDITATION WEEKS

With the start of the autumn semester (chiu-ch’i) on the 16th of
the seventh month, which comes in our August or September, the
work begins to accelerate. The monks return to the schedule described
in the preceding pages. In the first month during circumambulation,
the precentor talks about the forms and solemn etiquette (wei-i) of
the meditation hall—how to sit, sleep, eat, dress, and so on. This is
for the benefit of those who have never taken part before. Starting the
16th of the ninth month an extra cycle of running and sitting is added
after 10:00 p.m. This is called “adding incense” (chia-hsiang). The
purpose is to get everyone in training for the meditation weeks (ch’an-
ch’i) that begin on the 15th of the tenth month, when the cold weather
has come to stay. (Most Chinese monasteries held only one or two
meditation weeks in the course of the year. Chin Shan and other
model institutions usually held seven.) The abbot, the rector, or
perhaps an eminent visiting monk takes over-all charge (chu-ch’i).
The objective is to step up the schedule to the point where the mind,
exhausted by lack of sleep and frustrated by work on the hua-tou,
will make the jump to enlightenment.

During the forty-nine days of meditation weeks monks leave the
hall only for meals and once a week to bathe. Instead of attending de-
votions twice daily, they use the time for additional cycles of running
and sitting. They still have their nap from 4:00 to 6:00 p.m., but in
the evening the number of cycles is stepped up from two to five, mak-
ing a total of twelve cycles a day, lasting fifteen hours. At night they
sleep two hours, from 1:00 to 3:00 a.m. It is true that the long eve-
ing’s work is interrupted by two extra Explanations, by “eating the
recess” (in this case a twelve-ounce vegetable dumpling), by a later
trip to the refectory for rice and vegetables cooked in sesame oil, and
by an extra “recess” of fried vegetables eaten shortly before midnight.
But it is still a frightening program of mental concentration.

To tighten the atmosphere certain alterations are made in the usual
practices. Two meditation patrols stand guard instead of one. They
are termed not hsiin-hsiang but chien-hsiang since these are the words
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inscribed on their incense boards. They make their circuits in oppo-
site directions, so that each monk is doubly inspected.?> When the
monks are circumambulating and they hear the stopping board, they
do not take the nearest seat to listen to the Explanation as at other
times of the year. They stand stock-still, feet apart, wherever they
happen to be, while the instructor continues to circumambulate as he
talks.

There are other peculiarities of circumambulation during these
seven weeks like, for example, shouting “up” (han “ch’i” tzu). This is
done two or three minutes before the end or break in a period of
circumambulation. While the monks walk in concentric circles around
the hall, the precentor shouts the single word “up” in a curious,
drawn-out note of rising pitch. He is answered by all the monks
carrying chien-hsiang incense boards?® who also shout in unison
“u-u-up!” This is the signal for the rank and file to rise up and strug-
gle even harder against ignorance, error, and distraction, to grip their
question even more firmly. It is also a signal for a change of gait. The
monks abandon their fast, swaggering walk; they round their shoulders,
hunch down their heads, lean a little forward, and trot along with
loose joints as if they were fleeing marionettes. Indeed they are flee-
ing, for the precentor runs along between them beating them with
his incense board.3” Again comes the long drawn-out shout of “up,”
this time from an instructor. Again it is echoed by all the chien-hsiang.
In some periods it is shouted three times, in others six, during the
last two or three minutes of circumambulation.?®

The evening tenth period sees yet another departure from normal.
It begins about midnight. The monks have been at work since 4:00
a.m. Now, instead of walking in concentric circles, they move around
the hall as they please, “like stars filling the sky” (man-t'ien hsing).
This too ends with the shout of “up” and a hectic trot—just before the
abbot himself gives the final Explanation of the day. The climactic
pattern is obvious.

The only concession made to human frailty during meditation
weeks is that monks for whom the pain of long sitting becomes un-
endurable are allowed to get up from their places and stand by the
altar until the pain subsides. Otherwise the discipline is the same as
at other times.
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When the meditation weeks are over, the monk in charge of them
(chu-ch’i), usually chats with the participants to see what sort of
achievements (ch'eng-chiu) they have made. Sometimes a formal ex-
amination is held. Meditation weeks were the high point of the re-
ligious year at great meditation centers like Chin Shan, Kao-min,
T’ien-ning, T’ien-t'ung, and the Pao-kuang Ssu near Chengtu. Not
only was formal enrollment higher in the winter term, but during
these few weeks officers from the “outer sections” joined in far more
than usual, especially in the evening, so that the hall became terribly
crowded and there was scarcely elbow room between the seated
monks who covered the floor. This too must have added to the tension.

VARIATIONS

At other than the model monasteries the work was not so rigorous.
There might be none at all except for occasional meditation weeks in
winter. Where there was a hall in regular operation (and this was
probably at much less than half the large monasteries in China) there
were normally three to six cycles of running and sitting each day,
which would be increased during meditation weeks, but might not
reach the twelve cycles a day at Chin Shan. The number of weeks
depended on the wishes of the participants. If after the first week
they wanted a second, it was so arranged. They did not necessarily
sleep in the hall. Only the larger places had the necessary sleeping
platform (kuang-tan). Discipline was relaxed in varying degrees. But
there was everywhere, I believe, an awareness of the standards set
at Chin Shan and the Kao-min Ssu.

Some large monasteries like T'ien-t'ung had separate halls for older
and younger monks. In its western hall beginners were trained with
maximum rigor: the system was the same as at Chin Shan. In its
eastern hall old hands practiced meditation not collectively, but in-
dividually, each in his own cubicle, whenever they felt inclined.*
They could come and go as they pleased (whereas in the western hall
no one could be absent for even a period). The staff was there to
serve them, not to supervise them. It consisted simply of a “hall
manager” (kuan-tfang), a verger, and a water-bearer. Many of those
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enrolled were retired menial officers. Indeed this was as much a place
of retirement as a meditation hall.

I have collected little first-hand information about other variants
from the norm that has been described.?® However, there is an inter-
esting account by the German architect, Emst Boerschmann, of the
meditation hall at the Fa-yii Ssu on the sacred island of P’u-t'o Shan.
By the front wall, where we would expect to find a bench with places
for the instructors, the precentor, and the duty monk, there was one
chair for a single officer in charge. The bench ran only along the end
walls and in front of it stood a series of high narrow tables, stacked
with the books that the monks here were studying. Not only would
the books never have been found in the meditation hall at Chin Shan,
where Ch’an meant the study of a wordless doctrine, but the tables
would have gotten in people’s way when they left their seats to cir-
cumambulate. Yet this hall at the Fa-yii Ssu was called a ch’an-t'ang
and some of the Ch’an tradition remained. Although Boerschmann
does not give the daily schedule, he tells us that at fixed times the
monks sat motionless with closed eyes “for hours.”!

The contrast between the norm and variants is nicely illustrated
by a pair of photographs published by Prip-Mgller. The first was
taken at the Pao-kuang Ssu in Szechwan and shows monks sitting as
properly as at Chin Shan (it is the only such photograph, so far as I
know, that has ever been printed). On the facing page we see the
meditation hall at the Chao-ch’ing Ssu, Hangchow. As at the Fa-yii
Ssu the monks sit behind tables piled high with books, like students
in a classroom.*> When I showed this to a monk from Chin Shan, he
clucked disapprovingly and said that such a place did not deserve
even to be called a meditation hall.

LEAVE

At model monasteries one could only enroll in the meditation hall
at the beginning of a semester (the 16th of the first and seventh
months) and thereafter one had to attend every period until the
semester came to an end.*® There were three exceptions to this rule.
Monks were occasionally borrowed to assist at a plenary mass;** or
were called out to take part in chores;** and, when the circumstances
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required it, they could apply to the precentor for leave (hsiang-chia).
Leave would not be granted if they merely wished to go out and buy
some minor necessity like ink or thread: a verger would be sent to
buy it for them. It would be granted only for some important reason,
like the death of parents. In addition, if a monk’s clothes needed at-
tention, he could apply for up to a day of “mending leave” (kao feng-
pu chia); while if he fell ill he could apply for sick leave (kao
ping-chia). In case of a minor illness, the precentor would excuse him
from a certain number of meditation periods, but not from attending
meals and devotions. He spent the day resting across the courtyard
in the shrine-hall of Wei-t'o, the protector of monasteries. If he was
seriously ill, he could move to the infirmary (ju-i liao), where a monk
was appointed to care for the patients and bring them food, medicine,
bedding, and so on—all in whatever form and quantities they desired
(hence ju-i). A Chinese-style doctor might be called in. This and
other medical expenses were borne by the monastery, not by the
monk. Care of patients from the meditation hall was overseen by one
of the succentors who paid sick calls several times a day. The Kao-min
code of rules, with its usual severity, forbade reading and writing in
the infirmary and prescribed that there, as in the meditation hall, a
light was to be kept burning at night to discourage laxity.*¢

Illness was not necessarily regarded as a misfortune, and this was
for more reasons than the prospect of the special treatment that monks
got in the infirmary. The following is quoted from the Pao-wang san-
mei lun:

In your concern for your body, do not ask to avoid illness. If the
body has no illnesses, then cravings and lust easily arise . . . There-
fore the sages taught us to take the misery of illness as the best of
medicines.*7
Except when granted leave, every monk was obliged to abide by

the full schedule of the meditation hall. It was work day and night:
he was not even allowed to read the newspapers. If he could not put
up with it and fled the monastery,*® he could return after three days
or more (there was no fixed limit) and either ask to be readmitted
or collect his baggage. In both cases the precentor would upbraid him
for his lack of resolution and urge him to think of his spiritual future
(or, according to one informant, beat him). If the truant preferred
therefore not to go back to the hall, he could ask the guest prefect to
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go and collect his luggage for him. Because of the loss of face in-
volved, very few monks applied for readmission, but if they did, the
request was granted.

The aspect of life in the meditation hall that may strike outsiders
as most intolerable was not the long hours, but the confinement. At
the Kao-min Ssu, for example, even if a monk was granted a leave of
absence from meditation, he had to stay on the monastery premises.
Only once annually were residents permitted to venture beyond the
main gate. On New Year’s Day, properly attired, they could step forth
through the right side of the gate and later return through the left.
This is what a former resident recalls. Some monks, of course, had to
go out on monastery business and others presumably tried to use mon-
astery business as an excuse. Private excursions were forbidden to all.
The Kao-min code of rules threatened punishment and expulsion for
anyone—even a visitor in the wandering monks hall—who, for his
own private purposes, went to San-ch’a Ho or the Yangtze bridge.*
These were places for shopping and amusement, which did not sort
well with the spirit of the Kao-min Ssu.

THE FRUITS OF MEDITATION

Outsiders may find it hard to understand why anyone would be
willing to put up with the hardship of the meditation hall. What were
the fruits that justified it? Was any enlightenment achieved?

I have been largely unsuccessful in getting an answer to this ques-
tion. For one thing, it has not pleased the venerable monks with whom
I have raised it. To them it seemed inappropriate and in bad taste.
Other people’s spiritual accomplishments were their personal affair
and, baldly put, none of my business. If I wanted to find out about
spiritual accomplishments, I had better have some of my own. This
was not because such things were esoteric or mysterious, but because
they were private, like a man’s intimate relations with his wife. So,
after twenty pages of details on how meditation was conducted, I can
offer scarcely a word (from my own informants at any rate) on what
it achieved.

Is this perhaps because nothing was achieved? Were my informants
simply too embarrassed to admit that the work of the meditation hall
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was, as a Christian missionary asserted, “merely external exercises,
carried out in prescribed order”?®® This is a possible explanation. But
it does not seem adequate to account for the vigor with which these
exercises were pursued nor for people’s willingness to put up with
such discomfort when they might have been happily lazing away in a
small temple. If they found no rewards in meditation, why would they
have enrolled for a second and third year, as many did? Furthermore,
we do occasionally hear about the rewards. One informant told me that
during meditation he had caught a glimpse of a peaceful, radiant
world. Another said that one evening at Chin Shan, years ago, he felt
as if he were sublimely floating (p’iao-p’iao mang-mang-ti). Later,
during tutorials, the instructor asked him about his progress. My in-
formant told him that he did not know, but it seemed to him that he
had reached a different state of mind (ching-chieh). The instructor
ordered him to get back to work as quickly as possible.

All this sounds unsatisfactorily bland. We hear a more pointed ac-
count through the ears of John Blofeld, who has sat longer in a Chi-
nese meditation hall than any other Westerner I know of (although it
was not at one of the model monasteries). He felt that for some of the
monks with whom he sat the work was an ordeal, while others profited
greatly. One of the latter described his sensations to Mr. Blofeld in the
following terms:

I don’t know how many of us younger monks here really under-
stand the Preceptor [instructor]. I find his lectures far from clear.
Still T have discovered for myself that if T just sit perfectly still, so
still that I am conscious of the blood drumming in my ears and open
my mind to—no, not to anything—just open up my mind; though noth-
ing happens the first time or the second, one day I begin to feel some
response. My heart seems to be talking to me, revealing secrets of
which I have never so much as dreamt. Afterwards I am left in a
state of marvelous happiness. A Light shines within me and about
me and they are One. My heart seems to have seven doors which
open one by one, the Light getting brighter and brighter all the
time. And when the meditation period is over, I feel as if everything
that happens to me is good; as if all of it is directed by the Light; as
if, without thinking much, I do just what is best for me to do; as if I
am being carried by a great stream just where it is best for me to go.
Then, sooner or later, from habit I do something which brings me
against the current of the stream; the Light fades and I am as be-
fore, but for a while I am lonely as when I first separated from my
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mother. I think this is because I have a heavy load of karma which
drags me back and sets me against the stream again and again.
What gives me hope is that, each time all this happens, the Light
seems to stay with me a little longer.5?

Even if we suppose that Mr. Blofeld’s reporting has been affected
partly by his own experiences and partly by what he thinks Ch’an
ought to be, this quotation must still preserve something of what he
was told.

We have also what purports to be a description of enlightenment—
or something like it—in a monk’s own words. It is found in the auto-
biography of the illustrious Hsii-yiin. Hsii-yiin arrived at the Kao-min
Ssu in 1895 to-take part in meditation weeks, but since he had fallen
in the river on the way, he was gravely ill. “Awaiting death,” he says,
“I sat diligently in the meditation hall day and night.”

My concentration became so pure that I did not know I had a
body. After a little over twenty days, all my ailments were suddenly
cured . . . From this point on all my thoughts suddenly ceased. My
work began to progress (kung-fu lo-fang). Day and night were the
same. When I moved, it was like flying. One night during the rest
from meditation, I opened my eyes and suddenly there was a great
radiance like broad daylight. I could see through everything, inside
and out. Through the walls that separated us I could see the verger
urinating. I could also see a monk from the Western ranks who was
in the latrine. Further off I could see boats going up and down the
river, and trees on its banks of every kind and color. At this point
three boards were struck [about 2:30 a.m.]. The next day I asked
the verger and the monk from the Western ranks, and it was just as
I had seen it. Since I knew that this was simply a mental state
(ching), 1 did not consider it anything strange. In the last month
of the year, on the third night of the eighth week, during the recess
after the sixth period, the attendants poured hot water according to
the rule. It splashed on my hand. The tea cup fell to the ground and
broke to bits with loud noise. Suddenly the roots of doubt were cut.
In my whole life I had never felt such joy. It was like waking from
a dream. I thought of the many decades of wandering since I be-
came a monk. I thought of the hut by the Yellow River and how
when that fellow asked me, I did not know what water was. At that
moment, if I had kicked over Wen-chi’s kettle and stove,32 I wonder
what he would have said. And now if I had not fallen into the
water and gotten very ill, if I had not been through easy times and
hard times that taught me lessons and changed my understanding,
I might have almost missed my chance in this life and then how
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could this day have ever come? For that reason I wrote the follow-

ing gatha:

A cup crashed to the floor

The sound was clear and sharp

The emptiness was shattered

And the turbulent mind fell suddenly to rest.5?

This reads almost like a classical description of enlightenment—a
“public case” (kung-an)—and although no term for enlightenment is
used,® it is regarded as such by some of his disciples.

A few of my informants were ready to affirm that not only Hsii-yiin,
but Lai-kuo, Yeh-k'ai, and many famous monks of this century had
frequent enlightenments, large and small. But other informants re-
fused to be drawn into any such evaluation. A leading disciple of
Hsti-yiin, who followed him as abbot of the Nan-hua Ssu, was unwilling
to say what had happened—in terms of enlightenment—when the tea-
cup “crashed to the floor.” He was even unwilling to make an evalua-
tion of Hui-neng, the Sixth Patriarch. He admitted that Hui-neng had
attained a sudden enlightenment, but “we do not know what his spiri-
tual accomplishments were. We have no right to say.”

On the other hand, an old rector told me that he himself had often
seen cases of enlightenment. He could tell from the way people re-
plied to questions during tutorials: they had answers to their hua-t'ou.
Perhaps he was just giving me the stock version of the way things
were supposed to happen. Other monks told me: “Only you yourself
can know whether you have been enlightened or not. It is like drink-
ing water: only the person who drinks it can say whether it is warm.”

When I quoted this back to the old rector, he commented: “They
just told you that because they had not achieved any enlightenment
themselves. Only if an instructor has achieved it himself can he tell
whether a disciple has achieved it.”

“But how can he tell?” I asked.

“I cannot explain that to you. You would have to be enlightened
before you could understand it.”

The abbot of Chin Shan took the opposite position. When I asked
whether he could detect enlightenment in the monks who came to him
for tutorials, he replied: “No, for I have never gotten paranormal
powers (shen-tung). If I had rooted out all erroneous ways of think-
ing (wang-hsiang), reached perfect concentration (ting) and attained
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prajna (hui), then I would have had paranormal powers. Only with
paranormal powers—telepathic powers (ta-hsin tung)—could I have
known whether a disciple was enlightened or not.”s?

Even as to methods it is difficult to get concrete information. In pre-
paring this chapter I felt dissatisfied with the example of tutorials
given on pp. 70-71. I wrote to a senior monk who had been most
precise in explaining the daily routine of meditation. “Could you,” I
asked, “give me an example from your own experience of what hap-
pened during tutorials?” His reply was: “When students do not under-
stand the profundities of the doctrine or the methods of the work of
meditation, they ask some well-qualified older person to take pity on
them, open the gate of expedient means, and explain the way things
really are. I am afraid that this answer will not satisfy you, for which
I am truly sorry. Please come and see me soon.”

Probably the only way to penetrate this curtain of reticence and
contradictions would be to enroll in a meditation hall oneself. This I
have not had the opportunity to do. Of course, if I had, it might have
made me as reticent as my informants. The inquisitive outsider seems
to be caught on the horns of Lao-tzu’s paradox: “Those who know do
not speak, those who speak do not know.”

While most informants discouraged personal questions and refused
to give concrete examples, they were always willing to talk in general
terms, that is, in terms of doctrine. It lies outside the scope of this
book to discuss what Buddhist doctrine really is. I can only try to
report what some Chinese Buddhists say it is. In the first place they
make a distinction between enlightenment, nirvana, and buddhahood.
K'ai-wu, the Chinese phrase commonly-translated as “to attain en-
lightenment,” actually means to attain a degree of enlightenment.
There are large and small degrees (Kai ta-wu, Kai hsiao-wu). The
word “degree” is appropriate here since monks compare enlightenment
to a circle that must be filled sector by sector. This is done as the
Buddhist proceeds along the “ten stages” (shih-ti, Sanskrit bhumi) of
the bodhisattva career. Usually it takes many rebirths before one can
become a fully enlightened or tenth-stage bodhisattva (shih-ti p'u-sa).
The preliminary step is to resolve on bodhisattvahood (fa p'u-sa hsin),
as is done by laymen and monks alike when they take the bodhisattva
vows at ordination. Anyone who takes these vows becomes a “world-
ling bodhisattva” (fan-fu p’u-sa). Next, whether he is a monk or a
layman, he must achieve a degree of enlightenment before he can be
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considered to have made any progress in following the bodhisattva
path (hsing p'u-sa tao). He cannot get beyond its third stage, how-
ever, as a layman. No layman has ever become a buddha. Vimalakirti,
for instance, the famous lay devotee who is believed to have come to
China in the time of Sakyamuni himself, had entered the sangha in a
previous incarnation. He was only apparently a layman: actually he
was a buddha. Since some laymen would only believe in him if he
took the form of a buddha (hsien fo-hsiang), at times he temporarily
resumed it.

The seventh stage of the bodhisattva path is that of the arhat.
Reaching it (cheng lo-han kuo) means reaching nirvana and being
released from the cycle of birth and death. But the nirvana attained
by the arhat is not equal to the nirvana of the tenth-stage bodhisattva.
The latter’s nirvana is accompanied by greater wisdom, which he
dedicates to saving all sentient being, whereas the arhat is satis-
fied with his own salvation. Buddhas, in turn, reach a stage beyond
the ten stages and achieve a “subtle enlightenment” (miao-chiieh)
beyond the bodhisattva’s. Although all living creatures have the bud-
dha nature, none has become a buddha since the time of Sakyamuni
and no one is going to become one until the appearance of Maitreya.
Yet there is not the absolute difference between buddhas and bod-
hisattvas that we read about in Western books on Buddhism. I have
read—and written—that buddhas are withdrawn in nirvana and take
no active part in the saving of others, whereas bodhisattvas have post-
poned entering nirvana themselves until they can help all sentient
beings to enter it before them. But according to the monks I have
talked to, buddhas too exert themselves to save all sentient beings
(tu chung-sheng). Furthermore, on their missions of salvation, all of
them, like Vimalakirti, may take the form of bodhisattvas or of laymen.
This blurring of distinction is not accepted by some of the lay Bud-
dhists that I have talked to, particularly those who have read Western
books about Buddhism. They believe that buddhas can only act
through the bodhisattvas who are their agents, as Kuan-yin, for ex-
ample, is the agent of Amitabha. There are also lay Buddhists who
reject the concept of degrees of enlightenment. In Ch’an, they say,
enlightenment is either sudden and complete or not at all. It has
nothing to do with the ten stages and does not come by stages.

None of the monks I queried saw any contradiction between sudden
and gradual enlightenment. These were different ways of looking at
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the same thing. As they put it, the sudden enlightenment of the Sixth
Patriarch (who founded the “sudden” school) must have been the
result of long training and self-cultivation in earlier lives.

In their view the objective was to move along the bodhisattva path
as far as possible in each lifetime. The practice of meditation was one
way of doing this. It could and should be combined with reciting
buddha’s name and the study of Buddhist doctrine, but the proportion
devoted to each must vary with the individual. The point he reached
in following the bodhisattva path depended on where he had started.
If he had already covered a certain distance in previous lives, he had
a head start, like the Sixth Patriarch. But with determination and hard
work, even the retarded could make rapid achievements (ch’eng-
chiu). The achievement especially hoped for by those who specialized
in meditation was to break down erroneous ways of thinking (wang-
hsiang ), which prevented wisdom and were the root of birth and
death. Release from birth and death, which was the fruit of arhatship
—the seventh stage of the bodhisattva path—was the theoretical goal
of the work of the meditation hall. Solving one’s hua-tou was the
method of reaching it.

But, in actual practice, release from birth and death was seldom
expected, because ours is the last of the three eras that the Buddha
predicted for the decay of the dharma. In the first five hundred years
after he preached the doctrine, he said, it would be comparatively easy
to achieve enlightenment. In the next five hundred years it would be
more difficult. In the present era only a very small number of persons
can, through their own efforts, become enlightened. The best that most
people can do is to depend on the buddha of the West, Amitabha,
through whose infinite mercy and merit they may be reborn in the
Western Paradise which, as we shall see in the next chapter, also
provides release from birth and death. Few monks expected that their
efforts in meditation would take them very far along the bodhisattva
path.

Why then were they willing to put up with the austerities of the
meditation hall: leg cramps, mosquitoes, the exhaustion of meditation
weeks, the confinement within the monastery, and most of all the
inherent boredom of trying to think about the same thing for nine to
fifteen hours a day? I have frankly asked my informants whether they
did not get bored. Most of them have denied it. The hua-fou was
effective, they said. A monk pursued it and concentrated all his energy
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upon it. He also learned to control his mind—to watch the stream of
consciousness and, as soon as bad thoughts arose (greed, anger or
stupidity ), to dissolve them in the silent recitation of buddha’s name.
Thus busied with learning, how could he get bored? Furthermore, his
character was improved. Bad habits were weeded out. Through medi-
tation even the most active person gradually became peaceful and in-
different to the abuse of others.

When I asked the abbot of Chin Shan about the possibility of bore-
dom, I got a franker answer. “If you did not have the mental equip-
ment to cope with the work,” he said, “then the meditation hall was
worse than prison. So every year there were monks who fled. On the
other hand, if your mind was really on your work, then there was
nothing boring about it. Those who were doing well with meditation
could hardly wait to get started each day.”

I have mentioned the “old hands” who spent their whole lives mov-
ing from one famous meditation hall to another, utterly contented.
K. L. Reichelt says that monks who achieved a sense of their buddha-
nature “feel as if their seats have been changed to a flowery bed of
the most brilliant and fragrant lotus. Personally I have met such per-
sons. They long for the hour of meditation.”® These were the “old
papayas” or lao-ts’an referred to earlier, who got their nickname be-
cause they were dried up and so much less lively than the “naughty”
young men in the eastern ranks. In 1952, even after the Communist
victory, the Kao-min Ssu still had “twenty to thirty lao-ts'an who had
not been out of the monastery for decades.”?

On the other hand, one hears of monks who found it impossible to
make any mental breakthrough (hsiang-pu-K'ai) either because they
were “stupid” or because they could not stop thinking about their
parents, wife, children, and the other things they had left behind. At
first they would be unable to keep their minds on anything. Then they
would begin to have hallucinations and “talk nonsense.” At this point
they were usually locked in a room and a Chinese doctor called to
examine them. Some recovered; some died. According to one infor-
mant, fatalities were most common during meditation weeks and the
bodies were not buried immediately. It was felt that their death must
be retribution for sins committed in former lives,®® so they were
wrapped in their quilts and left to be disposed of when the meditation
weeks were over.

Such casualties were regarded, I think, the way the Marine Corps
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regards casualties in boot-camp training: regrettable, but necessary.
The eastern side of the meditation hall was the boot-camp of the large
monastery. Anyone who could get through it had proved himself. He
probably did not resent its rigors. If anything, he was proud of them,
as were Chinese Buddhists at large. Senior monastic officers, who had
been through these same rigors years before, regarded the graduate of
the meditation hall as one of themselves. They felt that he must be a
person of determination, or he would have fled; that he now under-
stood the operation of the monastery’s most important unit; and that
he had deepened his knowledge of himself and of the dharma. There-
fore he was qualified to hold office. They certainly did not assume that
he had achieved any enlightenment during his months in the medita-
tion hall. This was his own business.

An older monk told me once that the routine of the meditation hall
was so intricate that it could not be mastered in less than “three
winters and four summers.” His own mastery was impressive. I noticed
that when he performed even the simplest ritual, there was a with-
drawn look in his eyes and a deliberateness in his manner that made
him seem larger than he was, as if he were saying to himself: “These
ritual movements are something precious that must be revered and
preserved, and I am the vessel of preservation.” Sometimes I wonder
if the routine of the meditation hall did not have some of the same
fascination and give some of the same satisfactions as the routine of
the Masonic Lodge—ritual for the beauty of ritual, expertise for its
own sake. We see this carried to an extreme in the Japanese tea cere-
mony, in which the means have become the end. Its Ch’an origin is
not irrelevant.

Perhaps it is easier now to understand what made people willing to
put up with the austerities of the meditation hall. Quite aside from
the pursuit of enlightenment and the ineffable “joy of the dharma” that
sometimes came to them, they were rewarded in other ways. They
mastered an ancient ritual; they proved their power of endurance; they
learned to discipline their minds; they began their career in the proper
fashion; and they achieved a certain status. But no attempt to bring
the meditation hall “down to earth” should be carried too far. The
transcendental element was always there, commanding the respect of
Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike, for it is really independent of
Buddhist doctrine. As long as man exists, he will feel the need for an
immediate, intuitive answer to the question “What am I?” The medita-
tion hall provided one way of seeking it.




cHAPTER []]

The Buddha Recitation Hall

ccording to the fundamental sutra of the Pure Land
A school, the Sukhavati-vyuha, there was once a
monk, Dharmakara, who resolved that he would only become a
buddha on the condition that his buddha realm had the following
characteristics. It would be full of sweet smells, clouds of music,
showers of jewels, and every other beauty and joy. All who were re-
born there would be able to stay indefinitely and to attain their
nirvana. Most important of all, anyone could be reborn there who
called upon his name ten times, or even once only. After making this
resolve, Dharmakara went on to become the buddha Amitabha (O-mi-
to-fo). The realm that he had made a precondition of buddhahood
was thereby created. It lay in the West and so was called the Western
Paradise. Since it was without pain or sin, it was also called the Pure
Land. Amitabha still presides over it, assisted by two bodhisattvas
known in Chinese as Kuan-yin and Ta-shih-chih (Avalokitesvara and
Mahasthamaprapta ).

The Pure Land lies outside this universe, outside the realm of the
Buddha Sakyamuni, outside the vertical scheme of twenty-eight heav-
ens, one above the other, where rebirth is just another incident in the
mortal cycle, longer and pleasanter, but affording no permanent re-
lease. Rebirth in the Pure Land means release forever.

Since we are living in the age of the decay of the dharma, it is diffi-
cult, as mentioned in the last chapter, to reach nirvana here through
our own efforts. Therefore most Buddhists in China prefer to get the
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help of Amitabha by reciting his name (nien-fo).2 That is, they repeat
the words “homage to the buddha Amitabha” (na-mo O-mi-t'o-fo) in
the belief that if they do so wholeheartedly they will be reborn in the
Western Paradise. “Wholeheartedly” means making their minds “whole
and still” (i-hsin pu-luan), so that nothing is there but Amitabha. He
is in their mouths (as they recite his name), in their ears (as they
listen to the recitation), and in their minds (as they visualize him).
This is called “perfect concentration in reciting buddha’s name” (nien-
fo san-mei). It corresponds to a degree of enlightenment achieved in
the meditation hall. Achieving it does not necessarily mean that one
goes to the Western Paradise when he dies, unless he dies at once.
Otherwise it is possible to slide backwards.

Entry into the Western Paradise requires no enlightenment at all.
It is not connected with any of the ten stages of the bodhisattva career.
The devotee does not have to resolve en bodhisattvahood. On the other
hand, his station in the Western Paradise depends very much on his
accomplishments. There are nine grades (chiu-p’in). If he is born into
the lowest grade, the petals of his lotus seat do not open for five hun-
dred years, during which time he cannot see Amitabha and the won-
derful sights around him. A high grade, on the other hand, is like a
front seat in class: one can hear better what the teacher is saying and
approach buddhahood more rapidly. Residents of the Western Para-
dise who are approaching buddhahood may choose to return to the
world of men. They do not have to, since they have been permanently
released from the cycle of birth and death, but they may decide to be
reborn here in order to follow the bodhisattva ideal of compassionate
help to all sentient beings.

Except for the first paragraph, the picture given above is based en-
tirely on conversations with Chinese Buddhists of different sects.

LING-YEN SSU

To find the practice of the Pure Land school fully developed and
at its model best, one had to go to the Ling-yen Ssu outside Soochow
(not to be confused with the Ling-yin Ssu, Hangchow, nor with the
Leng-yen Ssu, Yingkow ). This monastery’s preeminence was very re-
cent. In the midnineteenth century the T'ai-p’ing rebels had burned it
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to the ground, leaving only a pagoda intact. At the beginning of the
Republican period enough was rebuilt to house about a dozen persons.
In the 1920°s under the guidance of the Venerable Yin-kuang, its
monks began to devote themselves entirely to reciting buddha’s name.
Lay donations flowed in and the size of the establishment rapidly in-
creased. A new buddha recitation hall was built in 1933 with places
for a hundred participants. Yin-kuang formulated a detailed code of
rules to govern its operation, along with new codes for the other de-
partments. A seminary was founded.® By the late 1940’s there were
150 to 200 monks in permanent residence, supported by the income
from rites for the dead and the rents from 500 acres of farmland that
had been donated by enthusiastic devotees. This was not only one of
the major monastery restorations of the Republican period, but also a
new departure, in which Yin-kuang tried to bring the reciting of bud-
dha’s name to the same level of articulation and intensity as was
found in the meditation hall.

LAYOUT

There were many differences between the two kinds of hall, but the
key to them lay in the difference between trying to get enlightenment
through one’s own single-handed efforts (¢zu-li) and humbly surren-
dering oneself to the compassion of an outside and greater power
(ta-li), that is, the power of Amitabha. The first led to severity, the
second to gentleness. The hall for reciting buddha’s name at the Ling-
yen Ssu was a much gentler, milder place than the meditation hall at
Chin Shan. One could see this as soon as one looked in the door. There
was no sleeping platform: those enrolled slept in two adjoining dormi-
tories, so that they were not confined day and night by the same four
walls. The sitting bench extended not only around the room, but there
was a section of it in the middle behind the altar. This was for laymen,
whom Yin-kuang wanted to attract. Many came from Shanghai and
other neighboring cities to join in the recitation. The whole system of
enrollment was inclusive rather than exclusive. Whereas at Chin Shan
wandering monks were only allowed to sit in the meditation hall as a
special favor, at Ling-yen Shan they were welcomed, indeed expected,
to attend all of the six recitation periods a day, unless they were as-
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signed to monastery chores. They did not have to wait to enroll until
the beginning of the next semester. They could move their effects to
the recitation dormitory at any time, though once enrolled they had to
stay until the end of the semester, as at Chin Shan. All this meant
that the rise and fall in the number of participants could be consider-
able. By rolling down the long floor mats an extra hundred persons
could be accommodated, thereby doubling the capacity of the hall.

In the west the order of sitting was the same as at Chin Shan: in-
structors near the door, then secretaries, and then lower ranks. The
abbot, however, who sat at the back of the meditation hall, here sat
above the instructors just to the left of the door. To the right of the
door sat the duty monk. He struck signals on his wooden fish, but not
on the board and bell. The board under the bell—the emblem of Ch'an
—was missing. Otherwise the furnishings on and above the tea-table
were the same as in the meditation hall. Beyond the tea-table sat the
precentor and four succentors, and below them the rank and file. As
in the meditation hall there was a patrol against sleepiness, but instead
of an incense board he carried a strip of silk (fan) two or three feet
long, which he brushed lightly against the face of anyone who began
to nod. Hence he was called the hsiin-fan. He made regular tours of
the room during the period of silent recitation.

On the central altar, instead of Sakyamuni or Bodhidharma, one
found the Three Holy Ones of the West: Amitabha, with Kuan-yin on
his left and Mahasthamaprapta on his right. Thus the reciter could
imagine that he was already in the Western Paradise, listening to their
instruction.

DAILY PROGRAM

The work was more varied than in the meditation hall. Instead of
alternate running and sitting, each “stick” of recitation consisted of
five phases.

1) After the usual trip to the latrine, the monks put on their robes
(the chia-sa), which were not worn in the meditation hall, and sat
awaiting the arrival of the precentor. When he entered, they got down
from the bench, stood in rows before the altar, east facing west, and
chanted either the Amitabha Sutra or the Meng-shan shih-shih i*
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When they had finished chanting, they would begin to circumambu-
late, reciting buddha’s name. Because the pace was slow and unvary-
ing, this was not called “running,” but “circling” (chuan).® It was not
done in concentric circles but in single file. If the line was too long,
it moved in serpentine fashion among the kneeling mats. Whereas in
the meditation hall no instruments were used to mark the pace, here a
hand-chime and a small wooden fish were beaten to keep time.® Reci-
tation was always begun by the precentor, who first chanted the words
“Homage to Amitabha, the great compassionate buddha of the West-
ern Paradise.” Then other monks joined in: “Homage to the buddha
Amitabha! Homage to the buddha Amitabha! Homage to the buddha
Amitabha! . . .” It was sung slowly and sweetly to a melody that, as
it was repeated numberless times, sounded not so much monotonous
as otherworldly. Near the end it speeded up, the melody changed, and
the word “Homage” was dropped so that the chant became an urgent
“Amitabha! Amitabha! Amitabha!l .. .” In all, this phase lasted half an
hour. Every alternate period it was entirely devoted to circumambula-
tion reciting buddha’s name: the chanting of scriptures was omitted.

2) When the precentor gave the order, the monks returned to the
narrow bench and recited buddha’s name sitting cross-legged for fif-
teen minutes. Time was kept on a small bell and wooden fish.

3) With three blows on the wooden fish, they “stopped and were
silent” (chih-ching). This phrase was used in the meditation hall to
denote the beginning of each period of sitting. At Ling-yen Shan, on
the other hand, it meant the beginning of silent—as opposed to oral—
recitation. For half an hour the seated monks recited buddha’s name
mentally without uttering a sound (chin-kang ch’ih). This was the
time of greatest effort to make the mind “whole and still.” Those who
got sleepy were awakened by the patrol and anyone who did so too
often was expected to leave his seat and prostrate himself before the
images as a gesture of contrition.”

4) Still seated, they again recited buddha’s name aloud for fifteen
minutes, “breaking the silence” (K'ai-ching).®

5) They left their seats and chanted the formula for transfer of
merit (hui-hsiang) standing in front of the central altar. In the last
period of the day the formula was much longer, lasting for half an
hour, to make up for which the first of the five phases was shortened
and the fourth omitted.
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This was the work of one period. It lasted an hour and a half. There
were six periods a day: two in the morning, two in the afternoon, and
two in the evening. These were fitted into a routine of the usual
morning and afternoon devotions® and three rather than four meals.
Whereas at Chin Shan solid food was taken twice after the middle of
the day, here there was an effort to follow the strictest Vinaya tradi-
tion. Once the 11:00 o’clock lunch was over, many monks ate nothing
until the next morning. The younger ones had a supper of congee, not
in the refectory, but in the “medicinal food room” (yao-shih so), so-
called because food taken there could be considered medicine. Neither
tea nor fang ts'an was served to the monks sitting cross-legged in their
places, though tea was available out back. The nine-hour working day
was two hours longer than in the model meditation hall and there
were only two free periods a day two days a month for shaving and
bathing (versus three periods four days a month at Chin Shan). We
might therefore say that the regime at the Ling-yen Ssu was the more
arduous. On the other hand, there were many other ways in which it
was milder.

All scolding and beating, either inside the recitation hall or outside
it, were forbidden. There was no need to “knock people into enlighten-
ment” because enlightenment was not being sought. When an instruc-
tor was giving an Explanation, his seniors did not have to leave the
hall. It was considered that their absence would show contempt on
the part of the master for the disciple (whereas in the meditation hall
their presence was considered to show disrespect on the part of the
disciple for the master). Explanations were optional, and might be
given once or twice a day at the beginning of silent recitation if one
of the instructors felt moved to speak. They did not necessarily speak
in order of seniority as at Chin Shan. In the first period of the evening
it was often the abbot. The subject matter did not include hua-tou.
These enigmatic questions were never used in the recitation hall. In-
stead the instructor talked about the rules of the hall: “Today you
recited poorly. Why? Your feet made too much noise while you were
circling. You must do better.” Or he talked about the sayings or
achievements of earlier Pure Land masters,'® or about a passage from
the Buddhist canon.

Tutorials were also less formal. There was no fixed hour for monks
to call on the instructors in their apartments and “ask for Explanation.”
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They simply went when they were free. This is understandable, since
there would be less need for tutorials where the religious work was to
focus the mind on Amitabha rather than to find the answer to a
hua-tou. Especially during recitation weeks the instructor might be
asked to attest to a disciple’s work (yin-cheng). “Am I reciting bud-
dha’s name correctly?” the latter would ask. If the instructor answered
that he was, it was the counterpart of the “transmission of the mind
seal” (hsin-hsin hsiang-yin) in the Ch’an sect.!! There was no written
attestation, however, and no permanent relationship between master
and disciple.

Seven recitation weeks (ching-ch’i) were held each winter at the
Ling-yen Ssu, with two “sticks” added each day, making a total of
twelve hours of recitation. During these weeks Explanations were
heard sitting (not standing stock-still as in the meditation hall). The
recitation patrol was joined by a chien-hsiang of secretarial rank, who
carried an incense board with which he prodded sleepers on the shoul-
der, but there was no beating or shouting “up.”

One of the most important features of recitation was the transfer of
merit (hui-hsiang). A brief formula was recited after each period so
that the merit generated thereby would be credited to three accounts.
First, it was transferred to the benefit of others, so that they too might
go to the Western Paradise (hui-tzu hsiang-t'a). Second, it was trans-
terred to one’s own credit in the Western Paradise so that one might
have a higher position there (hui-yin hsiang-kuo). Third, it was trans-
ferred to one’s credit in the absolute (hui-shih hsiang-li). The last ap-
parently meant “May this meritorious work of mine in the phenomenal
world accrue to be in the noumenal world of nirvana”—an idea that I
do not altogether understand.'?

The formula for transfer of merit was recited not only in the recita-
tion hall, but in the library above it. There the rites for the dead were
performed that were the chief source of income for the Ling-yen Ssu,
aside from its 500 acres of farmland. Laymen paid the equivalent of
U.S. $40 a day to have a paper soul tablet written up and then to have
seven monks from the recitation hall go upstairs twice daily; at noon
to make an offering and in the evening to transfer the merit they had
accumulated by reciting buddha’s name.'® Thereby the deceased could
hope for an early and better rebirth. There were also permanent soul
tablets kept in the hall of rebirth (wang-sheng tang) that lay behind
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the recitation hall. Offerings were made before them on the 1st and
15th of the lunar month. Whereas at other monasteries such tablets
were bought for a fixed capital sum, at Ling-yen Shan the amount was
“left to the conscience of the layman.”

I do not know of another recitation hall like this one. Most were
smaller and all appeared to have been more simply operated. They
usually were in charge of an assistant instructor or a hall manager,
assisted by a verger. The rank and file sat simply in order of their
seniority in the hall, not in order of rank. Enrollment was informal: at
some places they could more or less come and go as they pleased.
Normally at least three “sticks” were recited each day, while in the
course of the year there might be one recitation week. Nonetheless,
somewhat as those who conducted meditation anywhere in China
looked to Chin Shan as their model, those who recited buddha’s name
looked to the Ling-yen Ssu.

It would be interesting to learn what inspired the system introduced
there by Yin-kuang (1861-1940). He had spent his late twenties at a
monastery north of Peking—the Tzu-fu Ssu on Hung-lo Shan—which
had become a center of Pure Land practice about a century earlier.
Although we do not know how the practice was carried on there, Yin-
kuang took part in it.'* In 1893, on a visit to Peking, he happened to
meet a most remarkable monk, Hua-wen, who had been in the midst
of a promising official career when he renounced the world. He was
now the abbot of the Fa-yii Ssu on the sacred island of P’u-t'o Shan,
far to the south. This monastery had been largely destroyed by fire in
1880 and Hua-wen, with the help of his excellent connections, was en-
gaged in rebuilding it on a lavish scale.® He invited Yin-kuang to join
him. Yin-kuang accepted and lived in an apartment next to the library
there for most of the next two or three decades. Since he continued to

specialize in Pure Land, presumably he joined in the work of the bud-

dha recitation hall, which, like its counterpart at Hung-lo Shan, must
have to some extent inspired the system he was later to establish at
the Ling-yen Ssu in Soochow.

FA-YU SSU

Boerschmann visited the Fa-yii Ssu in January 1908. He published
floor plans and a physical description of its buddha recitation hall,
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together with just enough details on the practice there to make us
wish for more.!®

The hall was on the second floor, with dormitories on either side.
Instead of a sitting bench along the walls, there were only desks, at
which the monks pored over the scriptures. To recite buddha’s name
they went downstairs to the ancestors hall (tsu-t'ang) that lay directly
beneath. But here too there was no sitting bench. They recited sitting
on cushions that lay in rows across the floor, as in a shrine-hall.!”

These monks were the elite of the monastery. Their enrollment was
limited to twenty-four (although monks from other departments occa-
sionally joined in). When a vacancy occurred, it was filled from the
wandering monks hall and the meditation hall by competitive examina-
tion (Priifung). Only the most pious, able, and learned monks—usu-
ally of advanced age—could qualify. While they enjoyed the privilege
of a clothing allowance of $20 a year (Chinese currency), they were
also subject to a stricter discipline than their colleagues. Unless they
had obtained sick-leave, they had to attend all formal meals in the
refectory and every period of devotions in the shrine-hall. They were
not permitted to leave the monastery except in the fourth and sixth
month, and even then only with the abbot’s permission. Because of
their learning and discipline, they were, as Boerschmann puts it, “the
trunk, the backbone of the monastery.”

In token of their primacy, their work was conducted as close as
possible to the ancestral tablets and to the abbot, whose quarters ad-
joined. Their rules and regimen were the most arduous and they ap-
parently took precedence in seating and processions. All this was the
reverse of Chin Shan, where primacy was given to the meditation
hall.’® But both monasteries had both kinds of hall and therefore ex-
emplified the joint practice of Ch’an and Pure Land, the two schools
being regarded not as alternatives, but as complementary. More will
be said about this in Chapter XII.

It is too late to learn how many monasteries in China had halls for
meditation, for reciting buddha’s name, or for both practices; and,
where a monastery had halls for both, which of them was given pri-
macy. However, it seems likely that there were more institutions like
Chin Shan than like the Fa-yii Ssu, whose location made it exceptional.
The island on which it stood was sacred to Kuan-yin, the bodhisattva
particularly associated with Pure Land. Probably at a majority of Chi-
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nese monasteries, as at Chin Shan, the buddha recitation hall was a
place of relative relaxation—even of retirement—for monks who had
had enough of Chan beatings and enigmas, and who wished only to
visualize ever more clearly the Western Paradise to which they hoped
to go. As old age came upon them, they wanted to see Amitabha
seated on his lotus throne, his hand beckoning, and to feel that they
were being drawn to his very lap.

Monks who could make their minds whole and still in such a vision
could visit the Western Paradise while still alive. Some succeeded in
doing so and reported that it was ten thousand times more wonderful
than the wonderful description in the Sukhavati-vyuha. Some were
said to have breath like sandalwood incense. Some knew beforehand
the hour of their death. But, as in the meditation hall, no one talked
about his achievements. I have been told that many monks reached
the state of perfect concentration at Ling-yen Ssu, but I have not met
anyone who would acknowledge having done so himself. Neverthe-
less, there was a sure way of knowing whether a person had suc-
ceeded in going to the Western Paradise. For a few hours after death
every corpse was believed to have a warm spot. If it was on the top
of the head, it meant that the deceased had joined Amitabha. This
happened, as it turned out, to two of the informants for this book.

OTHER HALLS

There were halls for other kinds of specialized practice besides
meditation and reciting buddha’s name. This seems an appropriate
point to give a couple of examples.

The Liu-yiin Ssu in Shanghai had a “scripture perusal chamber”
(yiieh-ching lou), where about thirty elderly monks spent their time
reading Buddhist scriptures. “They did not necessarily study them,”
said my informant. “They simply read them.!® There was no way of
telling whether they thoroughly understood them or not.”

“Did any of them ever lecture on the scriptures?” I asked.

“No,” he replied at once, “they would not have been qualified for
that.”

It was considered a serious practice in China to turn the thousands
of pages of the Tripitaka, glancing at each. Apparently this is what
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was done by some of the monks in the scriptural perusal chamber.
They were “old hands at religious cultivation” who lived there, two
or three to a cubicle, under the supervision of a hall manager. The
altar and many of their personal needs were attended to by a verger
and a water-boy. Since the refectory lay just downstairs, it was a con-
venient place for elderly monks to live. To get to their books they
went across the courtyard to the library which was installed on the
second floor of the buddha recitation hall.

The T’ien-ning Ssu in Changchow was a much larger and stricter
monastery. One of its many sections was a “scripture chamber” (ching-
lou) which served a very different purpose from the scripture perusal
chamber just described. It was designed not for the “old hands,” but
for the young and inexperienced, who had just been ordained and
could not qualify for any other hall or office. They had no rank. The
layout was similar to a meditation hall. There were sleeping platforms
at either end of the room (which was as large as the refectory that lay
downstairs) and a central altar. The floor, however, instead of being
left open for circumambulation, was taken up by four or five long
tables with sitting benches beside them. The residents of the hall sat
cross-legged on the benches and chanted the Diamond Sutra, which
lay in front of them on the tables. This was the only sutra that they
chanted and they did so twice after breakfast, twice after lunch, and
twice after supper. After supper they were alternatively entitled to go
to the meditation hall and take part in the evening period.

There was only one permanent officer in the hall—a hall manager.
He slept in an adjoining room, whereas the young monks in his charge
spent the night on the sleeping platform, where there was space for
about forty of them. The verger, water-bearer, and duty monk served
in rotation from among the rank and file. To start a period of recita-
tion the hall manager struck the large chime and during recitation
time was beaten by the duty monk on a wooden fish. Every month
each of the rank and file received an allowance of 600 cash—equiva-
lent to about 20¢ (Chinese currency). Certificates for “so many reci-
tations of the Diamond Sutra” were sold to laymen, who burned them
in order to make the merit therefrom available to deceased relatives.
It was a custom in Changchow to burn such certificates on New Year’s
and on anniversaries of the dead.

I do not know of any other Chinese monastery that had a section






cHAPTER [V

Observance of the Rules

he monastic system was based on three textual

layers. The oldest was the Vinaya, that is, the sec-
tion of the Buddhist canon that dealt with discipline. It included
the Pratimoksa—two hundred and fifty prohibitions to be observed
in daily life. Even more important for Chinese monks were the fifty-
eight prohibitions of the Sutra of Brahma's Net.! These were only two
items of the immense Vinaya literature.

The second textual layer dealt with the monastery as an organiza-
tion. Here the basic work was the Pai-chang ch’ing-kuei, that is, the
pure rules composed by Pai-chang, a Ch’an monk who died in 814 c.E.
His real name was Ta-chih Huai-hai; Pai-chang was only the name of
the mountain he lived on. Therefore, “Pai-chang” came to mean
either the man, the mountain, the book, or the rules therein. The book
was only one of several such compilations made from the Tang
through the Ming dynasties.

In the third layer was the code of rules of the individual monastery
(kuei-yiieh). It spelled out how Pai-chang was to be applied from
day to day in that monastery’s particular circumstances.

THE ROLE OF NORMATIVE TEXTS

Thus the life of the monks was governed by a corpus comparable
in size to statute law. As with statute law, the question arises: how
closely was it followed? We know that much of it was ignored. The
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Pratimoksa, for example, includes vows not to handle gold, silver, or
copper; to bathe no more than twice a month; to ordain no one under
twenty; and so on. These vows were accepted by Chinese monks but
regularly violated.

As to the Pure Rules of Pai-chang, toward the end of the last cen-
tury the Dutch Sinologist, J. J. M. DeGroot, wrote that they “still now
rule over the church with an absolute authority.”? H. Hackmann, after
visiting more than a hundred monasteries in eleven provinces during
the years 1902-1903 and living in some for weeks at a time, wrote that
he “soon noticed the great authority which the above-named work
enjoyed everywhere. There is practically no feature of [Buddhism]
as a monastic institution which is not thrown light upon by this
book.” Hackmann hoped to translate it but its length and difficulty
must have discouraged him.

In conversation with monks who had held high office in Chinese
monasteries, I repeatedly asked how often they consulted Pai-chang.
Did his book gather dust on the shelf or was it used from day to day?
The gist of their answers was that everyone knew its contents so well
that there was seldom any need to refer to it, but when a perplexing
problem arose that could be solved in no other way, Pai-chang was
the final authority. In any case, they said, public monasteries would
never tolerate a major departure from his Pure Rules. Interesting light
on their importance is cast by the Hua-pei tsung-chiao nien-chien
(North China yearbook of religion) for 1941, compiled at the instance
of the Japanese occupation authorities. It lists the monasteries of the
northern provinces and then proceeds to describe their system of
operation. Many paragraphs are simply lifted from Pai-chang without
attribution.* The reader might think he was being told how things
actually worked in 1941, whereas in fact he is reading how they were
supposed to work in earlier centuries. This saved the editors time, no
doubt, but it also suggests that they considered Pai-chang’s rules to
be nearly as valid in 1941 as they were in the ninth century.

The ninth-century text of Pai-chang has been lost. The earliest edi-
tion available was published in 1336 under an imperial decree of the
Yiian dynasty, repeated by the Ming, which ordered all the monks of
the empire to follow Pai-chang’s rules. This text is familiar to scholars
since it is included in the Taisho Tripitaka (vol. 48, no. 2025). But
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the text that was in common use at Chinese monasteries during the
Republican period was first published in 1823 as Pai-chang tsung-lin
ch’ing-kuei cheng-i chi (Pai-chang’s pure rules for large monasteries
with explanatory notes). The compiler, I-jun Yiian-hung, admitted
that it differed from earlier editions, and we should probably read it
as a guide to the Ch’ing monastic system rather than to that of earlier
dynasties.®

The monastic system was always in the process of slight but steady
change. Furthermore, Pai-chang’s Pure Rules, voluminous though they
were, spoke to general practice rather than particular circumstances.
They had more to say about ritual than administration. Hence there
developed the third textual layer. Any monastery ‘that was large and
important enough compiled a code of rules (kuei-yiieh), usually di-
vided into sections, one for the meditation hall, another for the guest
department, another for the business office, and so on. Every depart-
ment had a copy on hand for reference. Violation of the code could
bring swift punishment or expulsion. New rules were issued by the
abbot as required (for an example, see p. 14). Some of the contents,
however, were simply copied from Pai-chang. This is the case, for
example, with the basic regulations of the guest department and the
business office in the codes of both Chin Shan and the Kao-min Ssu.
But many of the detailed regulations, especially of the meditation
hall, are not to be found in Pai-chang. They are the codification of
the practice at a particular monastery.

The only code that appears to have been individually published is
that of the Kao-min Ssu.® Others have been widely copied by hand.
For example, I have photographed manuscripts of the Chiao Shan
and Chin Shan codes. The latter was transcribed about 1948 from an-
other manuscript copy kept at the guest department of the Nan-hua
Ssu in northern Kwangtung. It was common for a monastery that had
not compiled its own code of rules to rely on Chin Shan or the Kao-
min Ssu. The abbot of Chin Shan recalled that several outsiders hand-
copied its code during his years there.

The codes of different monasteries showed different emphases.
Chiao Shan’s, for example, omits the long section on the business of-
fice found in Kao-min’s. Instead there is a more detailed treatment of
ritual observances. Kao-min’s code is extraordinarily harsh. One can
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almost feel the displeasure of the abbot as he dashed off a rule against
some abuse that had just come to his attention. It is also extraordi-
narily frank, not just about the bodily functions but also when it calls
for the hiring of ruflians to intimidate tenants who have been delin-
quent in paying their rents (see p. 27). In reading it one feels close
to reality. In the Chin Shan code, on the other hand, some of the ma-
terial appears to be made up of conventional archaisms, far removed
from modern practice (for examples, see Appendix II, pp. 421-422).

I have not had an opportunity to make a close study of these docu-
ments or to investigate their history. According to several of the monks
queried, the codes in modern use were compiled largely in the last
two centuries. We know that at least five were compiled during the
Republican period.” But all of them are subject to the original ques-
tion: how closely were they carried out in practice? For example, the
rules for the latrine and the washroom at the Kao-min Ssu (see pp.
62-63) were followed quite closely according to informants from that
monastery, but these were only a few among thousands of rules.
What is needed is a systematic comparison of actual practice with
all three layers of regulatory texts. That lies beyond the scope of this
book, which can do no more than furnish material for it. To that end
there is offered below a number of minor practical details, as recalled
by my informants, about the monastery calendar, meals, clothing,
personal hygiene, sexual activity, punishment for violation of the
rules, and heterodox practices.

THE MONASTERY CALENDAR

The principal divisions of the monastery calendar have already been
referred to:

Summer term or semester (hsia-ch’i)—16th of first lunar month
through 15th of seventh lunar month.

Winter term or semester (tung-ch’i)—16th of seventh lunar month
through 15th of first lunar month.

Of the thirty-five to forty events in the calendar, the most important
were: the anniversary of the Buddha’s birth on the 8th of the fourth
month; Kuan-yin’s birth, enlightenment, and death on the 19th of the
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second, sixth, and ninth months; and the Festival of Hungry Ghosts
on the 15th of the seventh month.

These celebrations were usually attended by large numbers of lay
people, particularly in urban areas. On the morning of the 8th of the
fourth month, for example, they came to watch the bathing of the
Buddha (yii-fo). After hymns and offerings the monks poured spoon-
fuls of water over a tiny image of the infant Sakyamuni, standing in
a low basin of water. Sometimes each of the visitors was allowed to
pour a spoonful too (see Fig. 60), and afterwards they would have
a vegetarian feast. It was a popular day for the release of living crea-
tures, so that pet shops did a brisk business.® This is typical of the
major festivals. Minor ones, like the birthdays of Amitabha or of Wei-
to, the guardian of monasteries, were usually celebrated by the monks
alone, no laymen attending, with an offering before the appropriate
image or tablet. At many smaller monasteries the minor anniversaries
were ignored, and some of those listed in the large breviary® would
seem to be out of place in any Buddhist temple, since they include,
for example, the birthdays of the principal Taoist divinity, the Jade
Emperor, and even of the Taoist “pope.” But I have never heard of
these being celebrated.

A very special occasion was the Ullambana, or Hungry Ghosts
Festival, which was held for seven days ending the 15th of the
seventh month for the purpose of providing food and instruction for
hungry ghosts from all quarters. Since no one could be sure of the re-
birth allotted to his deceased relatives, lay people took part with en-
thusiasm. At New Year, on the other hand, they came to the temples
not so much for religious purposes as to enjoy an outing and to consult
the bamboo divination slips. The monks themselves held a midnight
service, and in the first two days of the first month the monastery
routine was suspended while they went about in groups paying rever-
ence to all the altars of the monastery. There might also be visits to
brethren in neighboring institutions with which they were connected.
But according to one informant the New Year was not an occasion
for monks to be particularly happy. It merely reminded them of the
passage of another twelve months during which they might not have
made as much spiritual progress as they hoped.

A different kind of event in the calendar was the “summer retreat”
(an-chii). This is a conspicuous feature of monastic practice in
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Theravada countries, where the monks keep to their temples for the
three months of the Indian rainy season. In China, however, the sum-
mer retreat was generally ignored. Monks were aware that it was sup-
posed to run from the 15th of the fourth month to the 15th of the
seventh and some might choose to observe it as individuals, but in
most institutions life continued much as usual. Lay worshippers were
not discouraged from coming to the temple. Wandering monks could
arrive, stay on, or depart. Officers went abroad on their business. In
the meditation hall leave could be obtained on the usual grounds. On
the other hand, at many monasteries during this period it was cus-
tomary to expound the sutras. The abbot, or perhaps some eminent
dharma master called in from. outside, would lecture for a couple of
hours a day.!® This meant that although summer retreat was no longer
a period of immobilization, as it had been originally, it was still a time
for study.

At'a few Vinaya centers the original rules were better preserved.
At Pao-hua Shan entry or exit during the summer retreat was only
permitted to wandering monks. Others could not leave the monastery
—not even officers going on monastery business. Each day, in addition
to the lectures on the sutras, there were two periods of meditation in
the classrooms, three periods of circumambulation in the courtyard,
and five periods of devotions in the great shrine-hall, with all the
monks dressed in their outer robes. “In the hot summer weather we
sweated profusely,” a former resident recalled. “There was no rest in
twenty-four hours. It was really miserable.”

Another custom preserved at Pao-hua Shan was reciting the Prati-
moksa vows twice a month throughout the year. The Sanskrit term
for this is uposatha, which became pu-sa in Chinese. Pao-hua Shan
had an uposatha hall (pu-sa tang) and there on the evening of the
1st and 15th of every lunar month, the monks recited all 250 of the
vows together.!’ At most Chinese monasteries, including Chin Shan,
there were no uposatha days, although these are universal in Thera-
vada countries. The only liturgical change on the Ist and 15th of the
month was the addition of certain items to morning and afternoon
devotions. Morning devotions, for example, concluded with a prayer
for the long life of the president of the Chinese Republic (before
1912, of the emperor).12
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MEALS

In Theravada countries like Burma and Thailand great stress is laid
on the rule that no solid food may be eaten after noon. Chinese Bud-
dhists recognized the rule and ascribed it to the resentment that
would be felt by hungry ghosts, who go abroad after noon, should
they see the monks taking nourishment. The Chinese maintained,
however, that because the work of the monastery continued into the
evening, monks could not do without an evening meal. Supper was
eaten in most Chinese monasteries, although there were usually a few
monks who preferred to follow the rule strictly and eat nothing solid
later than 12:00.12 They were free to do so, but according to one in-
formant they were still expected to come to the refectory along with
everyone else unless their age or status excused them.

At Chin Shan the monks of the “outer sections” (wai-liao)—that is,
all but those in the meditation hall—ate a supper of congee not in the
refectory but in their own quarters. They fetched it from the small
kitchen attached to the business office.'* At the T’ien-ning Ssu, on the
other hand, rice was served at 6:00 p.m. in the refectory. It was an
informal occasion since food after noon was regarded as medicine.
As at luncheon congee, the abbot did not attend; there was no grace
before and after; and monks could leave the table as soon as they
were finished. But talking was still forbidden and the proctor stood
watch to enforce the rules.

The Nan-hua Ssu in northern Kwangtung came closest, perhaps, to
observing the original Buddhist rule. Indeed, a couple of informants
ordained there stated that nothing solid was eaten after noon by any-
one in the monastery. Two former abbots had more precise informa-
tion. It was quite true, they said, that ordinands ate nothing after
noon and that no meal was served to the monks in the refectory. But
as elsewhere any resident monk who attended the evening meditation
period enjoyed two bowls of fang-tsan (see p. 73). Even if he did
not attend the evening period, he could still go to the kitchen and
get a little something to take back and eat in his apartment. This was
termed “expedient eating” (fang-pien ch’ih), since it was not done
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openly; in the abbot’s words: “the rules of the establishment forbade
anyone eating after noon.”

Presumably the reason that ordinands had to fast was because they
had just taken or were about to take the vows that enjoined it. We
might therefore expect that at the greatest ordination center, Pao-hua
Shan, fasting would be strictest of all. So it was in writing and speak-
ing, for only “hot water” was consumed after 12:00 a.m. But if anyone
examined the “hot water” with his own eyes, it turned out to be
congee.'> Furthermore, this was merely what the ordinands ate in the
refectory. All the permanent residents “cooked small pots”™ (shao
hsiao-kuo). Every apartment and hall had its own stove, on which its
residents prepared an evening meal with vegetables that they bought
with their own money from shops outside the main gate. The estab-
lishment provided them with faggots and rice.

In China the stress was not on the hours of eating but on the nature
of the food. Meat, fish, eggs, dairy products, vegetables of the onion
family, and all intoxicating beverages were forbidden or customarily
avoided. The Buddha himself said that the monks might eat meat
and fish so long as they had no reason to think that the animals had
been killed expressly to feed them. In Theravada countries such food
may be consumed along with whatever else is placed in the begging
bowl, on the principle that monks should not be particular about their
food. In China, however, the monks did not normally go out to beg.
Their meals were prepared at the monastery from foodstuffs that had
been grown, bought, or collected as rent. Under these circumstances
it would have been difficult to maintain that the eating of meat was
unintentional. Furthermore, dietary abstinence was an ancient Chi-
nese tradition that antedated the arrival of Buddhism.!® The Chinese
have always had a deep-seated feeling that if a person gave up some-
thing desirable, he would be repaid for it by acquiring magical
potency or, in the case of Buddhists, transferable merit. Therefore
monks who abstained from meat were able to perform rites for the
dead with greater effectiveness. If lay people knew that meat was
being eaten at a certain monastery, it was less likely to receive their
patronage. This accounts for the complaints by foreign travelers in
China that monks would not allow them even to pass the night at
their temples because of the fear that meat might be smuggled in and
eaten on the premises.!” After the last war when the mayor of Tsing-
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tao asked the abbot of the Chan-shan Ssu if he might serve beer at a
party he was giving there for the commanding American general, his
request was refused.

But some places were much less scrupulous. We also read of for-
eigners who were regaled with meat and wine when they stayed at
temples—and even toasted by the monks.’® According to one inform-
ant, small temples in the Shantung countryside permitted the con-
sumption of meat and even wine because it was the local custom, and
if the monks had abstained, they would have been regarded as odd.
In 1963 the obituary for an American Buddhist monk in Malaya, com-
posed by a Chinese monk, contained the following statement:

As to his partaking of meat we are sure that charitable-minded
admirers of the American monk were never disturbed by qualms of
conscience when out of love and hospitality they placed delicious
mutton curry or tender roasted chickens before their esteemed
guest.

At model monasteries like Chin Shan, on the other hand, there was
simply no question of violating the dietary rules. The daily fare con-
sisted of rice, congee, beancurd, turnips, and mixed vegetables, the
best known of the latter being lo-han ts'ai, said to be so-called because
it consisted of eighteen kinds of vegetables and there are eighteen
lohans. On the 1st, 8th, 15th and 23rd of the lunar month somewhat
better dishes were added, such as mushrooms, noodles, or Chinese
vermicelli. The same happened whenever a lay patron furnished a
vegetarian feast (she-chai), which was one of the principal ways to
gain merit.

CLOTHING

Animal products were avoided in dress as they were in diet. There
was a prohibition on the use of silk or leather that is not observed in
Theravada countries.’® Whereas in Theravada countries the color of
monk’s clothing was saffron, in China yellow of any shade, even so
dark that we would call it brown, was considered a mark of superior
status. Most monks felt that they were only entitled to grey or black,
and grey was perhaps the most widely worn.2
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The three main categories of garment, aside from underclothes and
footwear, were as follows. The most informal was the ch’ang-shan
(also known as the ch’ang-kua or ta-kua), a long gown worn for most
of the monastic work. There was a shorter version (tuan-kua) suited
to manual labor. At formal meals and all performance of ritual, the
monks put on a gown that had much fuller sleeves than the ch’ang-
shan, hanging down perhaps eighteen inches from the wrist. This was
called the hai-ch’ing or ch’ang-p’ao or ta-p’ao. It might be worn alone,
as at meals in summer time, but for all the important ritual it was
worn under the third and most formal category of garment, the chia-
sa (Sanskrit kasaya) or robe (i). This covered only the left shoulder,
so that if there had been no hai-ch’ing under it, the right shoulder
would have been bare as it is in some Theravada sects. Chinese monks
say that to have the left shoulder covered symbolizes the fact that the
wearer is still in search of buddhahood, while to have the right
shoulder bare means that he is trying to save all sentient beings.

The status of a monk could be discerned from the colors and pat-
tern of his robe. If seams divided it into five strips, it was called a
wu-i and was worn by novices, nuns, and lay devotees. If it had seven
strips, it was a chi-i and could be worn only by fully ordained monks
(see Fig. 65). Everything with a more elaborate pattern was known
as a patriarch’s robe (#su-i)?' and belonged to high rank. The abbot,
for example, normally wore a red robe in twenty-five strips (hung-i).
For great ritual occasions, like an ordination, a plenary mass, or a
transmission of dharma he put on a ch’ien-fo i (thousand-buddha
robe), a lo-han i (arhat’s robe), or a wan-tzu i (ten-thousand-char-
acter robe ), all magnificently embroidered. A robe with dragon em-
broidery (lung-i) owned by one old Kiangsu abbot that I know cost
him nearly US $200. All monks’ garments had the same distinctive
feature: a y neck formed by one side crossing over the other, leaving
the throat bare like a Western bathrobe. If one saw a man in China
with this kind of a collar, the chances were that he was a monk.

Aside from the seven-strip robes that they received when they were
ordained, monks were normally expected to buy their own clothes
with money that they earned from Buddhist services or were given
by lay supporters. At model monasteries, however, there was usually
provision for those who could not afford to do so. At Chin Shan, the
Tlien-ning Ssu, and elsewhere, there was a store of “merit clothing”
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(kung-te i) that had been donated by laymen as a meritorious act. It
could be loaned to any monks who needed it, but principally to those
enrolled in the meditation hall.

HEALTH AND HYGIENE

We have already touched on questions of personal hygiene in
earlier chapters. Here only a few words need to be added on the sub-
ject of shaving and bathing. Residents of the meditation hall in public
monasteries had their heads and faces shaved only twice a month,
usually on the 14th and 29th or 30th. This meant that by the end of
every two weeks they were covered with long stubble. As one in-
formant said, “You laymen have to look pretty, but we didn’t.” For
monks outside the meditation hall, shaving could be done when con-
venient and was spread over the month so that the barbers did not
have more work than they could cope with on any one day. In small
temples the monks might shave one another.

Some shaved more than twice a month. Some did not shave at all;
this was the mark of the ascetic (#ou-t'o, Sanskrit dhuta) and the
most famous example of recent times was the Venerable Hsii-yiin,
who had long hair and a wispy beard.

Baths were taken four days a month, usually on the 8th, 14th, 23rd,
and 29th or 30th, and on the same days or on the days preceding, the
monks washed their own clothes so that they could change into clean
ones after bathing. All this took place daily rather than weekly from
the st of the sixth month to the 15th of the seventh, or at any other
time when the proctor determined that the hot weather made it ad-
visable. He was in general charge of bathing, which was done group
by group under his supervision. The first group was composed of ex-
abbots, officers, and others of high rank. They went into the bath-
house, took off their clothes, and washed in a hot pool. They did not
sit on the bottom, but along the rim with their feet in a foot or so of
water and cleaned themselves as best they could with a washcloth.
They were forbidden to splash, to use soap,?? or to wash their private
parts. After the first group had left the bathhouse, the second entered,
composed of residents of the meditation hall; then the third, composed
of the other resident monks; and finally those who lived in the wan-
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dering monks hall.?® The water was not changed from group to group,
since it took hours to heat. It had a rich dark hue by the time the last
of the three or four hundred monks had finished his ablutions.

A brief description of the infirmary was given in Chapter II (on
p- 79). There is disagreement as to how often its facilities were
needed. Some informants have told me that there was very little ill-
ness at the monasteries they lived in. According to others, life was so
rigorous that many monks fell ill, particularly of tuberculosis. This
was said to be the case at Kuan-tsung Ssu in Ningpo, a city where
the monks apparently could find no medical facilities for treating TB
and simply had to wait for death to come. One informant contracted
the disease at the seminary of the Kuang-chi Ssu in Peking but re-
covered after two years of rest in his native Shantung. K. L. Reichelt
states that “Chin Shan was one of the most notorious places for de-
veloping tuberculosis,” and describes in ripe detail how the monks in
its meditation hall used to spit on the unswept floor.?

The abbot of Chin Shan, while he denied both the spitting and the
prevalence of TB (of which there had been only one or two cases, he
said, in the thirty years he lived there), admitted that hygiene at even
the best monasteries “left much to be desired.” Some monks were
personally very dirty, he said. Various fevers were common in winter
and dysentery was common in summer. The infirmary was really no
place for the infirm (ju-i liao shih-tsai pu ju-i). He wanted to intro-
duce improvements, but they had been vetoed by the retired abbot.

SEXUAL ACTIVITY

Monks were forbidden by their vows to have any form of sexual
outlet. If detected, it meant a beating and expulsion for the monk and
discredit for the monastery. Continence was just as important as
vegetarianism if the support of lay patrons was to be retained. It is
not a subject, therefore, on which frankness can be expected. The
few monks that I have come to know well enough to ask about it
have said that sexual activity in any form was rare in large public
monasteries. Small temples were another matter: there all kinds of
abuse could and probably often did occur. But it is difficult to sepa-
rate rumor from fact. A sensational illustration is the case of the
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Venerable Miao-lien, a monk from Ku Shan, Fukien, who built its
large branch temple in Penang, the Chi-le Ssu. Such was the scale of
building and the respect he won among local Buddhists that in 1904
he was summoned to Peking, where he received a set of the Tripitaka
and an imperial patent from the Kuang-hsii Emperor. But already
rumors had begun to circulate “of orgies and secret underground tun-
nels used for vicious purposes.” As the years passed, the rumors in-
tensified until one night early in 1907 Miao-lien cut off the whole of
his genitalia with a large vegetable chopper. The illustrious Dr. Wu
Lien-teh, then a young man just beginning his medical career, was
called to treat him. As soon as the wound had healed, Miao-lien re-
turned to Ku-shan, where he was given a new office. He died, how-
ever, before the summer was out.?

Dr. Wu, who had already established a “cordial friendship” with
the “devoted and sensitive-minded artist-abbot,” interpreted his act
as an heroic protest against baseless rumors that had been spread by
persons in charge of existing temples who were jealous of the success
of the Chi-le Ssu and resented the resulting decrease in their own
patronage.®® Arguing for this interpretation is Miao-lien’s age (he was
sixty-three at the time) and the proverbial popularity of rumors
among the Chinese, with whom it is never safe to assume that where
there is smoke, there is fire. But how can we be perfectly sure that
Miao-lien had not, in fact, been involved in orgies and that his self-
castration was not an act of penance rather than protest?

One informant said: “If a monk sees a beautiful woman and says
he does not like her, he is telling a lie. I don’t believe him. He is still
a human being and a human being is an animal that has desires. So
in monasteries there are no women to be seen. But if a monk does
see a beautiful woman, he can suppress the train of thought that
arises by reflecting: ‘I must not think about her. I am a person who
has left lay life. I want to become a buddha. If I think about her, 1
will not become a buddha. I have accepted the prohibitions of ordi-
nation and I must keep them. Otherwise I shall become a cow or a
horse in my next life.”

Another monk said that women were demons and the cause of all
the troubles in the world. If there were no women, everyone would
be a bodhisattva. Although admitting that sex was chief among de-
sires, he too considered that it could be successfully suppressed.
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When meditating, for example, a monk could use his hua-t'ou or recite
buddha’s name to dissolve licentious thoughts. It was easier for him
than for a layman. His life was one of discomfort and deprivation. He
was often ill, and this was beneficial because it reminded him of the
approach of death and the need for religious diligence. Once he
reached middle age, sexual desire dropped off anyway.

Both these informants said that homosexuality was very rare. It
was “a low taste” (hsia-liu). As one of them put it, “What is the point
of men with men?” The laymen who have stayed at public monas-
teries also say that it was rare. John Blofeld writes the following
about the nine months he lived at the Hua-t'ing Ssu near Kunming:

I came to know a great deal about my immediate companions
without discovering traces of sexuality of any sort. Rules, tradition
and spiritual aspirations apart, the diet alone was enough to reduce
physical desire to a minimum; but my impression is that even the
least.sincere monks, the refugees from conscription and so on, were
quite uninterested in homosexual attachments.??

The only dissent I have heard came from a monk who had returned
to lay life and therefore had no stake in maintaining the reputation of
the sangha. He began by saying that he had seen a great deal of
homosexuality, but, when pressed for details, he explained that what
he meant was emotional attachments. An older monk often became
so fond of a younger one that he was resentful if anyone else was nice
to him. There would be a lot of gossip about it. But there was no way
of knowing whether such a relationship was physically consummated.
If it was and if the monastery authorities found out, both offenders
were beaten and expelled, but he had never been in a monastery
where this had taken place. It was commoner, he said, for monks to
consort with women. In Shanghai they used to go to the brothels. His
own master’s master had another man’s wife living in his small temple
as his mistress.

We have already noted that several of the monastic rules were de-
signed to reduce sexual stimuli to a minimum. Monks seldom un-
dressed completely (they slept in their underclothes) and they were
supposed to cover their private parts when dressing and undressing
before their bath. A light was kept burning in the meditation hall and
other dormitories to discourage “laxity.”?® The person in charge
would come in after the monks had retired to make sure that every-




Punishment 119

thing was in order. The diet was free of foods that were believed to
“heat” the blood. Lay patrons were allowed to bring their wives when
they came to stay, but they seldom did so and in any case the wives
were lodged in separate chambers. Nuns were never allowed to stay
in public monasteries, except during ordination and in Kwangtung
province. In either case, they too were lodged in separate quarters.

Some observers maintain that sexuality is less insistent for Chinese
than for Westerners, and that, if deprived of sexual outlet, they do not
suffer as much discomfort as people of a culture where sex is looked
on as a problem. Given their diet and beliefs, it seems likely that the
monks of China were able to adjust themselves more easily to con-
tinence than their counterparts in Europe.

PUNISHMENT

The Kao-min Ssu code of rules is veritably punctuated with the
phrase “ . . and offenders will be punished.” Punishment took many
forms and varied from monastery to monastery. Usually it was allotted
and administered by the guest prefect. The proctor could punish
minor infractions with a blow on the cheek, then and there, and of-
fenses committed in the meditation hall were dealt with by the pre-
centor, but all serious offenders were haled before the guest prefect,
who imposed a fine or administered a certain number of strokes with
the incense board inscribed “pure rules” as the monk kneeled con-
tritely before him. Fines of $2 to $10 (Chinese currency) were im-
posed for lighter offenses. If the offender did not have the money to
pay, he would be beaten. Income from fines was often allocated to
provide special vegetarian dishes for the main body of monks (kung-
chung).

The heaviest penalty of all—expulsion from the monastery (ch’ien-
tan)—was normally the prerogative of the abbot alone. A monk could
be expelled for one serious offense (like embezzlement) or three
ordinary offenses (like fighting). I have asked my informants if they
could recall an instance of expulsion. None were able to. This may
simply have been because they did not wish to get involved in a dis-
cussion of the offense that led to it.
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At some monasteries, especially where the emphasis was on study
of doctrine or reciting buddha’s name rather than on meditation, the
penalties were milder. The offender might be ordered to prostrate
himself three times to the buddha image in a spirit of repentance. If
he owed an apology to another monk, he would have to make three
prostrations to him as well. The mildest penalty was chanting a sutra,
which could be done at his own convenience. As one monk from such
a monastery said, “This was a better method because prostration
meant a loss of self-respect.” Beating was avoided. If the offender did
not have enough money to pay the fine for a serious offense, then he
would simply offer a greater number of prostrations. At the Pure Land
center of Ling-yen Shan he could decide for himself how much he
ought to pay, just as those who went to sleep while reciting buddha’s
name could decide for themselves whether they should do prostrations
before the buddha dais. The Venerable Yin-kuang believed that as
much as possible should be voluntary. The Ling-yen Ssu also used a
form of punishment that appears to have fallen into disuse elsewhere.
It was termed “kneeling the incense” (kuei-hsiang). Offenders would
be told: “Unless you want to leave the monastery, you will have to
repent (ch'iu cWan-hui). Go and kneel before the altar for the length
of time it takes a stick of incense to burn down” (kuei i-chih hsiang).
People who saw them kneeling there in the guest department (or the
recitation hall) would be told what their offense had been, so that
part of the penalty was loss of face. One “stick” lasted about an hour
and was normally the maximum. For light offenses they would have
to kneel ten minutes.

It could be argued that every rule is evidence of its own violation.
It would only go onto the books to correct an existing abuse. This
seems reasonable, although it gives us no measure of the frequency
of the different kinds of abuses. One hears most often about disorder-
liness, fighting, and minor peculation. There is a saying that the
sangha was a group in which “dragons and snakes co-mingled.”®
That is, the very worst as well as the very best type of people were
to be found even in reputable public monasteries. It was commoner,
however, to find the worst type in small temples or out on the streets
preying on the gullible. But no matter how badly they appeared to be-
have, it was not wise to jump to conclusions. Monks who broke the pure
rules might be bodhisattvas in disguise. There is a story of a pious
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woman who made a pilgrimage to the island of P’u-t'o Shan. By the
roadside there she saw four monks playing mahjong. This made a very
poor impression on her, but she continued her round of P’u-t'o’s mon-
asteries. Sailing back, when she was in mid-passage, she spied the
same four monks sitting on a water-borne kneeling cloth and still
playing mahjong. Then she realized that they were bodhisattvas who
had taken this form in order to get closer to the people who needed
salvation. Kuan-yin, the patron bodhisattva of P'u-t'o Shan, could take
any of thirty-two different forms (hsien-shen) to save those who had
been trapped in a life of drinking, gambling, and crime. Wen-shu, the
patron bodhisattva of Wu-t'ai Shan, made a vow that he would take
the same form as every pilgrim who visited his mountain.?® Therefore
one might find the most advanced spiritual beings among thieves and
gangsters.

HETERODOX PRACTICES

Certain practices that were forbidden to the sangha as a livelihood
could be dabbled in as an avocation: for example, medicine, divina-
tion, astrology, and the “reading” of faces. Although these practices
were not considered so heterodox as communicating with spirits (in
which no self-respecting Buddhist monk would engage), still they
could not be carried on for gain.?! This was precisely what was done
by “vagabond monks,” sometimes with a conscious charlatanism that
brought discredit on the whole sangha. Hence they were refused ad-
mission at the better monasteries. Yet even at the better monasteries,
when lay worshippers came to learn their fortune from the bamboo
divination slips (see p. 212), the verger who did the interpreting was
allowed to pocket a small tip. “He was poor and needed cash,” said
the abbot of Ch’i-hsia Shan. “Of course,” he went on, “divination by
bamboo slips was useless, since it did not change the future of the
worshipper, which was determined by the karma of his deeds. None-
theless, it appealed to weak people. Although we did not encourage
it, we had to tolerate it as a popular custom. There was scarcely a
monastery or temple, large or small, that did not have a tube of bam-
boo slips in one of its shrine-halls.”
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Otherwise it was exceptional for money to change hands. The
reputable monk might become quite annoyed if he was treated like a
commercial fortune teller. One of my informants, I remember, was an
old ascetic who let his hair grow long and lived alone. At the end of
our second interview he told me to take down my trousers. A little
puzzled, I did so, and he proceeded to feel the calves of my legs and
my abdomen, and asked me to stick out my tongue. This examination
enabled him to say that I would live to be eighty-eight, but, in the
meantime, would fall ill at forty-four, forty-nine, fifty-nine, and sixty-
four. From the shape of my skull he deduced that I was clever, and
from the tuft between my eyebrows that I was was petty (hsin-liang
hsiao), while my hands revealed that I had no talent for making
money—all too true. He gave me this information as a kindness and
became really indignant when I tried to make an offering to his
temple.

Geomancy (feng-shui) was another form of nonprofit divination
carried on by men as eminent as the Venerable Hsii-yiin. On one occa-
sion he told a group of monks who were planning to erect a temple
on Chung-nan Shan: “To the North it faces the White Tiger and the
Evening Star. There is no mountain behind it to lean on. It does not
seem to me a good place.” His view was confirmed when the temple
failed. He attributed the failure of another temple to the rock that
stood to the right of the main entrance “so that the White Tiger was
not propitious.” When he decided to restore this temple, he had the
rock moved.3?

In 1947 a prominent Kiangsu monk paid a visit to Chin Shan, where
his elder brother, the Venerable Tai-tsang, was abbot. He told
Tai-ts’ang that a disastrous fire would soon take place there. Asked
how he knew, he said he had been making a special study of geo-
mancy, and according to its principles there was no doubt that a fire
would destroy most of Chin Shan the following year. T'ai-ts'ang re-
flected that this was his own brother, who would certainly not be try-
ing to cheat him, and so he wondered what to do. After talking the
matter over with Shuang-t'ing, the retired abbot, he bought some fire-
fighting equipment, including a pump and fire hose. Later Shuang-
ting suggested that they should obtain another professional opinion.
Tai-ts’ang agreed, for he “did not understand this sort of thing.” So
Shuang-t'ing wrote to Shanghai for the help of a very famous geo-
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mancer, Mr. Jung Pai-yiin, who came to Chin Shan, looked the situa-
tion over, and announced that there would be no fire. Nonetheless, on
the third day of Ch'ing-ming the next year (April 1948), when
T ai-ts’ang went to the Ch’i-li Tien to sweep the graves of his ancestral
masters, fire broke out in the great shrine-hall from unknown causes.
Within two hours a large part of the monastery had burned to the
ground.®3

The practice of medicine appears to have been exceptional in re-
cent decades. Not clerical, but lay physicians (more often Chinese-
trained than Western-trained) were called in to care for ailing monks
and to dispense remedies in the clinics that some monasteries estab-
lished for the poor. I have found almost no trace of the tradition of
monastic medicine brought over from India by monks like An Shih-
kao and Fo-t'u-teng.?* Yet there was one monk during the Republican
period who, although his techniques sound unconventional, engaged
in medical practice of a sort. This was the “Living Buddha of Chin
Shan,” an eccentric whose real name was Miao-shan and who had
been given his sobriquet because the local laity were disappointed
by the Mongolian Living Buddha, Chang-chia. When the latter had
visited their city in 1919, they saw nothing remarkable about him and
said that if anyone was looking for a real living buddha, their own
Miao-shan was obviously it. Many tales are told of his remarkable
powers, psychic as well as medical. The latter are what concern us
here.

In 1923 Tai-tsang, who was then serving at Chin Shan as guest
prefect, went home for the first time in years and found that his
mother was afflicted with an exceedingly painful stomach ailment.
When he returned to the monastery, he and his younger brother (the
same one who was later to study geomancy) asked the Living Buddha
for his help. The latter’s reaction was characteristic. He pressed his
hands together in a salute to the void and cried: “Ah Buddha! The
Buddha’s mother is ill. Amitabha!” After a moment’s pause he added
“Never mind. Little brother, you go and get a basin of wisdom
soup.”® They asked what he meant. He explained that this was the
water left in the pool after all four hundred of Chin Shan’s monks had
taken their weekly bath. When they brought him a basin of this ex-
ceedingly ropy fluid, still warm from the bathers, he told them to
place it on the altar, light incense, and join him in reciting buddha’s
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name. He then proceeded to recite the names of buddhas that they
had never heard of in their whole lives. A little diffidently they
pointed out that the water was rather murky and “stiff” and that their
mother, who was a very clean person, might not care to drink it. “No
matter,” said the Living Buddha, “bring me some alum.” When he
dropped it in, the water cleared. They left it on the altar and the next
year, when relatives came to visit, had them take it home. Their
mother drank a little every day and recited the name of Kuan-yin.
Her pains ceased and from that time on until she died seventeen years
later, they never recurred.®®

Another interesting cure was given to the daughter of Mr. Wu Lan-
pin, a prominent citizen of Chen-chiang. He was very rich. He had
passed the provincial examinations under the Ch'ing dynasty, quali-
fied as both a lawyer and a doctor, and headed the “Institute of Hy-
giene” (apparently some sort of medical center). He was, however,
rather an aggressive, unpleasant person, at whose hands many of his
neighbors had suffered. He felt a special loathing for Buddhism and
the sangha. One by one his children and his grandchildren died, and
yet he refused to see that all this was due to the bad karma that his
actions had created. At last only a favorite daughter remained. Her
eyes began to redden and swell and they grew worse in spite of the
medicines he gave her. When she pleaded with him to summon the
Living Buddha of Chin Shan, her father refused to listen to such
“damned nonsense.” Finally, despite all his medical expertise, she
went completely blind. Only then did he give way. The Living Bud-
dha arrived at their house, took one look at young Miss Wu, and said:
“Ah! You are my mother, I am your son, and I have come to save
you.” Whereupon he spat into the palm of his hand and rubbed the
spit all around her eyes, then blew into them twice, saying: “It’s all
right now, it’s all right.” The effect on her father standing nearby—the
head of the Institute of Hygiene—may be imagined. But when her
eyesight was immediately restored and the inflammation and swelling
subsided, “his anger changed into indescribable joy.” He and the
whole family became firm admirers of the Living Buddha of Chin
Shan.??

This happened in 1919. But even in 1964 faith healing was not a
lost art. When my wife was troubled with sciatica a friendly monk
suggested that I rub her back and recite the Six Character Mantra.

T —

~
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This would let the spirit of all the buddhas enter her body through my
fingers. Unfortunately at the time I could not find this mantra in my
breviary.?®

It was stated earlier that no self-respecting monk would engage in
the heterodox practice of communicating with spirits. This, at any
rate, is what my informants maintained. Repeated inquiry failed to
uncover a single case where a reputable member of the sangha had
gone into a trance to communicate with the spirits of the dead (ex-
cept in the Esoteric School) or used the planchette (fu-chi), a kind
of two-handled stick with which characters were written on a tray of
shallow sand. Perhaps the' sangha avoided such practices because
they were so popular in the syncretistic sects that the Ch'ing govern-
ment had harshly proscribed and persecuted. This did not mean,
however, that Chinese monks regarded them as fraudulent or in-
effective. In 1918, when the planchette had become the “rage” in
Peking, the great T'ien-t'ai monk, Ti-hsien, came there to deliver a
series of lectures on the sutras. Presently he received a message from
a group of laymen to the effect that a City God who often commu-
nicated with them had said that he was attending Ti-hsien’s lecture
series, but that there were certain points that he could not under-
stand. Would Ti-hsien kindly come over and have a chat with him?
Some of Ti-hsien’s followers were opposed, because they regarded
the practice as heterodox. He went nevertheless. The City God was
terribly polite to him and explained (through the planchette) that he
took a great many ghosts with him to listen to the lectures and guard
the lecture hall. Ti-hsien’s exposition, he said, had been so effective
that many of the ghosts had been saved, but others, who had too
heavy a burden of bad karma to expiate, were asking what could be
done for them. Ti-hsien explained that on the 15th of every seventh
month his own monastery, the Kuan-tsung Ssu in Ningpo seven hundred
miles away, celebrated the Ullambana festival by performing a fang
yen-Kou to feed and save all hungry ghosts (see p. 185). “I don’t
know,” he said, “whether the effect of the ceremony can reach as far
as Peking.” The City God gratefully assured him that it could. Next,
the heroic divinity Kuan-ti axrived on the scene, but chose to speak
through the City God because he was afraid that his spirit-force was
so great that the medium would be unable to hold the writing stick.
He exchanged courtesies with Ti-hsien and said that in the future
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wherever the latter might be lecturing on the sutras, he, Kuan Ti,
would always be there to give protection. A transcript of this super-
natural conversation was published and greatly improved the prestige
of Buddhism throughout religious circles in Peking.3?

VARIATION IN THE CHARACTER OF MONASTERIES

A fact that should never be lost sight of in discussing Chinese
Buddhism is that the character of monasteries varied. Not only was
there a difference between those publicly and privately controlled,
between elite and proletariat, but there were also regional differences.
During the Republican period the model institutions lay almost with-
out exception in central China. In the rest of the country there was
widespread decay. One feature of the Buddhist revival was the res-
toration of decayed monasteries in the south and the establishment
of new ones in the north. These consciously took as their model the
religious centers of the lower Yangtze valley. Meditation was modeled
on Chin Shan; buddha recitation on Ling-yen Shan; ordination on
Pao-hua Shan. Monks were invited from these and other central Chi-
nese monasteries to serve as officers. They trained a new generation
of monks, some of whom eventually came to Hong Kong, where they
are among the most highly respected members of the sangha. (I re-
member attending a plenary mass in Hong Kong where northern
monks were performing at one altar and Cantonese monks at another.
The dignity and meticulousness of the northerners offered a contrast
to the Cantonese, who even as they chanted were smoking cigarettes,
yawning, and scratching themselves.)

Invitations to monks in central China came not just from monas-
teries that were established or restored but also from those that were
prosperous. Wherever the need was felt for prestige or a tightening
of the administration, a new abbot or prior might be invited from
Kiangsu and Chekiang, particularly from Chin Shan. Even foreigners
became aware that Chin Shan was the place where “all the abbots of
the larger monasteries go through their severe course of meditation
and asceticism.”® A lay informant who spent several years at Omei
Shan in Szechwan said that temples there would “snap up” any monk
who had done two or three years in Chin Shan’s meditation hall, and
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make him abbot—even though his talents were inferior. To a lesser
degree the same sort of prestige accrued from service in any of the
famous monasteries of Kiangsu and Chekiang. Nan-yiieh in Hunan
and Chiu-hua Shan in Anhwei also enjoyed good reputations. Two
Szechwan institutions, the Pao-kuang Ssu and Wen-shu Yiian in
Chengtu were considered to be exemplary by some informants, but
scorned by others as “free hotels.” Peking got very low marks from
everyone. Though it had many monasteries and numerous monks, it
was mainly at a few, little-known temples that the dharma was con-
sidered to flourish. '

According to one informant, monasteries in the outlying provinces
tended to be old-fashioned and preserved practices that had become
obsolete in central China. Uposatha days, observance of the summer
retreat, formal begging with bowls, gifts of money for traveling
monks, archaic monastic offices—such things seem to have been found
more often at some ordinary monasteries in Hunan and Szechwan,*!
whereas in Kiangsu and Chekiang they were to be found in Vinaya
centers or not at all.

Nor was the monastic system in central China adopted in toto by
the new monasteries that took it as a model. At the Chan-shan Ssu
in Tsingtao, for example, little emphasis was given to semesters.
Officers could resign and take office at any time, not merely on the
15th of the first and seventh month. A former proctor there told me
that he had no responsibility for chores, bathing, and cremations, all
of which were the duties of his counterpart in Kiangsu. Discipline
was so mild that he did not shout at offenders and, as for blows, he
had never struck anyone during his whole time in office. If he noticed
a monk talking in the refectory, he would walk over and say in a low
voice “Please don't talk.” At Chin Shan the same offender would have
been beaten or fined. One reason for these differences, he said, was
that the Chan-shan Ssu specialized in teaching the doctrine, not in
meditation. Such differences illustrate the danger of overgeneralizing
from the system at the model meditation centers that has been de-
scribed in the foregoing chapters.

Not every model was model in every respect. At the Kao-min Ssu,
otherwise so strict, monks were sometimes appointed to office who
had never spent a term in the meditation hall. A few were appointed
who had never even been ordained! This would have been unthink-
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able at Chin Shan, T’ien-tung, or T’ien-ning. My information comes
from a monk who was himself so appointed. Two years before his
ordination he became acolyte and personal attendant to the abbot,
Lai-kuo.*? According to the rules, as a novice he should not even have
been allowed to pass the night in the monastery. After a year he was
made clerk in the business office, although he was still unordained
and had not spent a term in the meditation hall. Yet the Kao-min Ssu,
more than any other monastery, was insistent on the purity of Ch’an
practice. It performed no rites for the dead, held no ordinations, had
no seminary or hall for reciting buddha’s name, and even expunged
the name of Amitabha from its liturgy. ‘

In general, observance of the rules was in inverse proportion to
contact with the populace. Urban monasteries usually had to depend
for their income on performing rites for the dead, so that not only
were the monks distracted by the pleasures of the city around them,
but they simply did not have time for religious cultivation. On the
other hand, at the distant places of pilgrimage like Omei Shan, they
had to spend much of their day acting as hotel keepers, and a little
of the dust of the world was brushed off on them by every traveler.
Strict observance of the spirit as well as of the letter of the rules
could most often be found at monasteries that had their own landed
income and hence did not depend on mortuary rites; that were not
an object of pilgrimage and did not welcome lay people to dine or
spend the night; and that were so large that the only alternative to
strictness was total disorder.
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Hereditary and Branch Temples

f there was variation in the character of the large

public monasteries (shih-fang ts'ung-lin), which
housed most of the elite—perhaps 5 percent of the sangha—there was
even more variation among hereditary temples (tzu-sun miao), which
were far commoner. When the Chinese layman had business to do
with monks, he usually did not go to a public monastery, since
the nearest might be miles away, but to the hereditary temple that
was probably “just around the corner.” He went there to order rites
for the dead, to pray for divine assistance, and to tell his fortune with
the bamboo slips. He also went there if he wanted to become a monk
himself or to have one of his children become a monk. In China
hereditary temples were the only channel through which it was nor-
mally possible to enter the sangha. Since they were privately owned,
usually by a “family” of monks, the sangha could not treat them as
its common property. Visiting monks could expect to be put up for
only three days.

The “family” that owned the hereditary temple was composed of
several generations of masters and disciples, all of them “heirs” (tzu-
sun). The literal meaning of this term is “sons and grandsons,” but
normally there was no blood relationship between any of the indi-
viduals involved. It was not like the present system in Japan where
priests marry and a temple is usually passed down by the father to
his son by blood. In China all these relationships were based on
tonsure. When a monk shaved the head of a layman, the latter thereby
became a novice (sha-mi), an heir of the monk’s temple, and the
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monk’s adopted son, termed in Chinese “tonsure disciple” (#i-tou
ti-tzu). Two tonsure disciples of the same generation in the same
family were considered “brothers” or “cousins” (shih hsiung-ti). They
had an obligation to keep up the worship of their “ancestors.” For
example, when their master died, they performed rites to secure him
a better rebirth, made regular offerings to his soul tablets, and swept
his grave at Ch'ing Ming. This will be explained more fully in Chap-
ter IX. It is worth noting here, however, that the system appears to
have been unique to Chinese Buddhism. In other religions disciples
are aware of their lineage, that is, the succession of masters that con-
nects them with some great teacher in the past; in Christian monas-
ticism the monks of a monastery are often thought of as members of
a family (the very word “abbot” means “father” in Aramaic); and in
some Hindu orders the disciples of the same master refer to one an-
other as gurubhai (an exact equivalent of shih hsiung-ti). But only in
Chinese Buddhism have family institutions been so substantially
translated from secular to monastic life—which is testimony, no
doubt, to the strength of familism in the Chinese way of thinking.
Even in traditional law the master and his disciples were considered
a family.

Most hereditary temples could also be called “small temples”
(hsiao-miao), even though they had a large number of residents or
extensive land holdings. I remember meeting a monk in Singapore
who impressed me by his aristocratic features and courtly manner
and by the fact that he wore a silk gown. He told me that he came
from a small temple in eastern Kiangsu. At the age of sixteen he had
his head shaved there and after three years of training went to be
ordained at Pao-hua Shan. His master believed that monks should
receive higher education, so that they might know more about the
world in which they were going to preach the dharma. Although his
own education was cut short by illness, his “younger brother” (shih-
ti) graduated from Tsinghua University and became abbot of a large
monastery in Peking. Soon afterwards their master decided to retire.
The only other brother was busy in Ningpo and so my informant was
made the temple’s new head monk (chu-ch’ih) or manager (tang-
chia).! There was no question of his brothers returning some day to
claim a share of his inheritance or authority. The temple was fully
and irrevocably his. He took two disciples himself, after getting his
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master’s approval. The four of them continued to live there until the
Communists executed his master in 1948 and he fled to Hong Kong.

His master was executed on the grounds that he was a landlord.
That would be hard to deny. The temple had 140 acres of paddy,
yielding rents of 67 tons of unhusked rice a year, enough to feed two
hundred persons. There was very little income from performing ser-
vices for the dead because with only a hundred families in the village
such services were seldom required. On the other hand, expenses were
low because the temple’s lay workmen were willing to work for a re-
duced salary, or in some cases for none at all, in order to earn the
merit of serving the sangha.

Part of what my informant modestly described as their “substantial
surplus” was used to beautify the premises. Part was given to the
needy families of the village. Part went to pay tuition fees at Tsinghua
University. Part was used to buy more land. It was out of surplus in-
come that the large holdings had been bought by successive genera-
tions of masters. With ten workmen to wait upon them, fine buildings
to live in, and few demands on their time, the four monks of this small
temple were able to lead a life of luxury and leisure. Not only were
they seldom called on to perform services for the dead, but, as at
most small temples, there was no regular program of meditation or
reciting buddha’s name. There were few visitors and little adminis-
trative work, as there would have been in a large public monastery.
There were not even morning and afternoon devotions. At hereditary
temples these were usually recited only on uposatha days, twice a
month, and daily during the last month of the lunar year. The reader
may wonder how the monks spent their time. According to my in-
formant they spent much of it in study, and I must say that he seemed
to be a most cultivated person.

He said that there were many small temples as rich as his in
Kiangsu. I have not heard of another where so large an income was
enjoyed by so few monks.2 But most small temples had the same at-
mosphere of relaxed informality. There was no proctor to shout at a
person or beat him if he broke the rules. In fact, small temples seldom
if ever had any code of rules that governed their activities like the
codes of Chin Shan or Kao-min. Furthermore, the monastic vows were
more lightly regarded. There was the saying:



132 Hereditary and Branch Temples

When I sleep, may it be in a public
monastery

It is impossible to practice the religion
at small temples.

One hears far more stories about monks at these institutions enjoying
meat, wine, and women. But leisure rather than immorality was their
universal characteristic. Monks could go to bed and get up when
they pleased and eat what they felt like. The latter was particularly
appreciated by elderly monks, who might suffer from a poor digestion
or bad teeth. The elderly were also happy not to recite devotions;
many of them were short of breath. But some were men of learning
and virtue, well qualified to teach and train the novices who lived
with them.

Unordained novices could not be trained at public monasteries.
They were not even supposed to spend a night there. As we noted
earlier, the guest prefect would not admit them. This rule was en-
forced at some of the model monasteries, but less rigorously else-
where. Informants have mentioned several cases where a novice,
accompanied by his master, was allowed to stay in a wandering monks
hall. At the Kuang-hsiao Ssu, Kiangsu, and the Kuan-tsung Ssu near
Ningpo, novices were regularly enrolled in the seminary, on the
grounds that they were students rather than visiting or resident
monks. It was felt that since their heads had not been shaved on the
premises, the key principle was not in danger.

The danger was that nepotism based on tonsure would vitiate the
public character of a monastery. Hereditary temples were handed
from generation to generation of heirs in a “tonsure family.” Any pub-
lic monastery that permitted tonsure relationships to flourish might
end up being handed from generation to generation in the same way
and thereby become hereditary too. This was one reason for the rules
against shaving heads, against training novices, and against even let-
ting them spend the night. Another reason was that the presence of
untrained novices in a public monastery impaired the good order of
processions, meals, and ritual. Where hundreds of monks were in-
volved, every one of them had to know his part well.

Statistics indicate that monasteries and temples with monks in resi-
dence had, on the average, five monks apiece (see Appendix I). This
average must reflect the existence of a large number of temples hav-
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ing only one apiece, as well as a small number having dozens. There
was probably a dip in the graph between one and five. This is be-
cause casual donations at a small temple were seldom enough to sup-
port more than one person, while to perform rites for the dead at least
five persons were required to man the liturgical instruments. It might
be possible for a temple with two or three monks to call in two or
three more from the neighborhood, but it was more reliable to have
a full complement in residence.

The residents of the typical small temple would usually include a
“grandfather master” (shih-kung) who might have already handed
the burdens of management to one of his disciples. If so, the latter
was the head of the temple, either for life or until he too chose to re-
tire. Some of his brothers had probably gone off to enroll in a medi-
tation hall or take office at public monasteries. They could return at
any time, but in practice many of them became involved in separate
careers and might acquire their own small temples. The brothers who
remained at home, including the manager, would have taken disciples
themselves, and this third generation, some of them already ordained
and some of them novices in training, would usually comprise the
majority of residents.

In any case the total number of residents was small. Hence they
kept house ad hoc. There was no hierarchy of officers serving by se-
mester. The only office was that of the manager. If he told a monk to
entertain a party of guests, it did not make this monk—in any formal
sense—a guest prefect, and the next time a different monk might be
asked to do the job.

Usually the buildings and land were registered in the temple’s
name, but the rights of ownership were to be exercised by the man-
ager as an individual. Although he had to follow his master’s wishes
in handling it (if his master were on hand to express his wishes), it
was much easier for him to sell institutional property than it was for
the abbot of a public monastery. Thus an unscrupulous person could
usually make more money as head of a small temple.

In some cases the rights of ownership were not exercised by the
manager, but by a group of laymen who had built the temple and
then endowed it or supported it from year to year. Such a lay family,
clan, or village was known as the “mountain owner” (shan-chu) and,
in fact, the property might be registered in their name. Whether it
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was or not, the rights they exercised were unknown in other Buddhist
institutions. They could decide, for example, who was to be the man-
ager and insist on the expulsion of monks that they did not care for.
They could ask to be served a vegetarian feast from time to time.
They had to be addressed respectfully as “uncle” or “elder brother”
by the monks who lived there. What they principally expected of the
monks was the regular worship of the family or clan tablets that were
hung in the halls of rebirth and longevity. In other cases such a tem-
ple’s raison d’étre was to provide security and comfort for some mem-
ber of a rich family who had decided to become a monk or nun.
According to one source, lay ownership was especially common in
south China.® In the country as a whole, it seems to have been ex-
ceptional. Most temples were established with funds collected from
various lay supporters, who retained no control over them once they
were built.

Sometimes the building site might come from a large monastery as
a token of gratitude to a monk who had served it well. The Ch’i-hsia
Ssu near Nanking, for example, had over the years provided the land
for about ten hermitages scattered about its slopes.* All of them were
independent of its authority but not of its generosity. They received
annual gifts of rice and oil. The siteland still belonged to the Ch’i-hsia
Ssu. If any hermitage became the scene of gross offenses against the
monastic rules, then the abbot of Ch’i-hsia could consult with “the
elders of neighboring monasteries” (chu-shan chang-lao) since joint
action was necessary to expel the offenders. According to the abbot,
this happened rarely if ever.

BRANCH TEMPLES

Such independent institutions as these hermitages must be dis-
tinguished from the “branch temples” (fen-yiian) or “sub-temples”
(hsia-yiian) that might also lie on the slopes of the mountain, but
were more often to be found in the neighboring village or city or
sometimes much farther away. Branch temples were wholly subor-
dinate to their parent monasteries. Chin Shan had two branches, for
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example. One of them was about three miles off with only a couple
of monks in residence. The other was at a distance of about twenty-
five miles, with seven or eight monks. Chin Shan owned and con-
trolled them both, though it had no control over the three hereditary
temples situated on its own hillock.

At each of Chin Shan’s two branches the abbot appointed a man-
ager (tang-chia). There were no other officers. The manager did all
the day-to-day administration and consulted the abbot only on ex-
ceptional matters. He did not have the title of manager with respect
to Chin Shan, but only with respect to the branch temple. He did hold
senior rank, however,® and: he was loyal to the traditions of Chin
Shan, seeing to it that its rules were enforced. No novices could have
their heads shaved or undergo training. Although devotions were not
recited daily, all the monastic vows were strictly observed. Actually
there was little problem of discipline, since most of the residents were
quiet, elderly monks who had been given places there by Chin Shan
because they were not strong enough to endure its rigorous schedule.
They had not reached the secretarial rank that would have entitled
them to a private apartment and did not have a small temple they
wanted to return to. Many had been menial officers working in the
kitchen. In the branch no work was required of them (there were lay
workmen ), but they had a general responsibility for looking after the
graves of the ancestral abbots of Chin Shan, whose ashes were buried
on the premises. Thus these two small temples combined the role of
home for the aged with cemetery custodianship.

Wandering monks were not allowed to stay there (kua-tan) except
by special permission of the manager. One reason was that the supply
of rice was only sufficient for the regular residents. The smaller of the
two branches was wholly subsidized by the parent monastery, while
the larger one had a little income of its own, derived from 120 acres
of forest and from a few fields. When this proved insufficient, it re-
ceived a subsidy too.

The term “sub-temple” (hsia-yiian) was used particularly for the
office of the village agent (see p. 27) and for the resthouses often
erected at convenient points along the way if the road up to the mon-
astery was a long one. The term “branch temple” (fen-yiian) was
applied to the buildings maintained by many a large monastery in a
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metropolis like Shanghai or Nanking, where officers could stay when
they went to the city on business or to preach. In between their visits,
the resident manager served as the monastery’s representative, not
only to arrange for the purchase of supplies and sale of produce but
also to keep in contact with the lay disciples and supporters who had
soul tablets at the parent monastery or customarily asked it to per-
form Buddhist services. If some building or restoration project was
under way for which extra financial support was required, the man-
ager could let this fact be known. The urban branch, like the others,
could also serve as a place for rest or retirement. Jo-shun, the abbot
of the Ch’i-hsia Ssu near Nanking, built a branch temple in Hong
Kong as the place to which he could, and did, retire to spend his last
years.

Although a branch or sub-temple was wholly owned by its parent
monastery, the title to its land and buildings might be registered in
its owni name. This was the case for the larger of Chin Shan’s two
branches, the Shao-lung Ssu. Its deeds were made out to “Shao-lung
Ssu,” not to Chin Shan. But they were kept at Chin Shan so that there
could never be any question as to who the real owner was.

Some branch temples were built overseas to spread the dharma
there and to raise money among overseas Chinese. An outstanding
example is the Chi-le Sse at Ayer Itam in Penang, which is said to be
the largest Buddhist temple in Malaya. It was established in 1891 as
a branch of the Yung-ch’iian Ssu at Ku Shan near Foochow. Its suc-
cessive heads were appointed by the abbots of Ku Shan from among
the leading monks there, or in some cases the abbots concurrently
headed it themselves. But, perhaps because it lay in a foreign coun-
try, it appears to have been loosely controlled. Its head monks were
termed chu-ch’ih instead of the more usual tang-chia (see note 1). I
have been told that the second head did not send in the regular finan-
cial reports that were expected of him. He was criticized for this
when he returned to Ku Shan, but because he had had great success
in raising money to expand the premises, he was allowed to continue
in office.

At this point the reader might find it useful to see a tabulation of
the differences between the public monastery, the branch, and the
hereditary temple.
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Public Monastery

Named-ssu®

20 to 1,000 ordained
monks

Less accessible to
populace

Property of whole
sangha

Headed by:

fang-chang, who was
chosen by consul-
tation and could
not be tonsure
disciple of
predecessor

He served 1-2 terms
of three years

Unlimited stay for
wandering monks

Devotions twice a

day
Code of rules
“48 offices and ranks”
Office held by

semester
No shaving of heads

No training of novices

Held ordinations
Many operated

seminaries for
ordained monks

Income from 1) land,
2) performing rites

for dead

Branch Temple

Named ssu, an,
ching-she, yiian,
mao-p’eng, etc.

1 to 20 ordained
monks

More accessible

Property of parent
monastery

Headed by:
tang-chia, who was
chosen by fang-
chang of parent
monastery

He had no set term

No stay, or limit of
three days

Devotions two days
a month

Code of rules
No offices and ranks

No semesters

No shaving of heads
No training of novices
No ordinations

No seminaries

Subsidized by parent

monastery
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Hereditary Temple

Named, ssu, an,
ching-she, yiian,
mao-p’eng, etc.

1 to 30 monks and
novices

Most accessible

Property of tonsure
family

Headed by:
tang-chia or chu-
ch’ih, who was
chosen by prede-
cessor from among
tonsure disciples

He served until he
died or retired

Limit of three days

Devotions two days a
month?

No code of rules
No offices and ranks
No semesters

Specialized in shav-

ing of heads

Specialized in train-
ing of novices

No ordinations

No seminaries

Income from 1) per-
forming rites for
dead, 2) donations
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This table oversimplifies the facts in order to show what was typical.
Not every institution conformed to type.

HYBRID INSTITUTIONS

Both in the city and the countryside many temples were public in
certain respects, but hereditary in others. They might have forty or
fifty monks and a large complement of officers who served by the
semester. Visiting monks could stay as long as they wished. Perhaps
there was a regular program of meditation or buddha recitation. On
the other hand, as in the hereditary temple, the heads of novices were
shaved and they were trained for ordination. Control was closely held
within a single tonsure family. The abbot and the higher officers were
all related to one another by ties of tonsure. Such institutions were
usually called “hereditary public monasteries” (tzu-sun shih-fang
ts'ung-lin).

A few monks deny that there was such a thing as an “hereditary
public monastery.” What they mean is that they disapprove of the
term and the anomalous practice that it represented. There is no
doubt that such things existed, and were, indeed, probably far com-
moner than the orthodox, purely public institutions. But because they
were smaller and less elite;few of their former residents can be found
abroad today. Indeed, I have had to depend in each case on a single
informant, so that the resulting information is unsatisfactory. There-
fore I have decided to relegate it to an appendix (Appendix V'). The
example that will be offered here is not a perfect hybrid, not half and
half, but weighted more toward the public than the hereditary. None-
theless it commends itself to our attention by the number of good in-
formants available and by the fact that it played an important role in
modern Chinese Buddhism. I refer to the Yung-ch’iian Ssu on Ku Shan
near Foochow. This famous monastery, built in the tenth century, was
the largest in Fukien province. Foreigners as well as Chinese often
went there for an outing. They would take a boat down the Min
River estuary and then go by sedan chair up the 1500-foot ascent.
Since it was the parent monastery of the Chi-le Ssu in Penang (see p.
136), overseas Chinese from Penang and other points in Malaya
came to be ordained there as did many Buddhists from Taiwan. An
ordination was held every spring.® During the Republican period
there were three to four hundred monks in residence. The produce
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of its farmland was usually enough to feed them, and supplementary
income came from rites for the dead and donations by visitors. Photo-
graphs taken of Ku Shan in 1929 show its vast complex of buildings
in an excellent state of repair.® It had a meditation hall where three
periods were held daily, stepped up to twelve periods in meditation
weeks. But the atmosphere was not strict. There was no formal en-
rollment and monks could enter and leave the hall as they pleased.
“Compared to Chin Shan,” said a former resident, “it was pretty
sloppy (ma-ma hu-hu).”

Besides the meditation hall there was a large library and a scrip-
tural press with thousands of printing blocks. Those who cared to
could immerse themselves in the study of the sutras. If they were in
the wandering monks hall, they could stay for as long as they liked
(kua hai-tan). The three-day limit found in hereditary temples did
not apply. Nor was control of the monastery closely held. According
to my informants, the new abbot never inherited his post as a tonsure
disciple of his predecessor!® and high officers were not heirs of a
single tonsure family. Yet despite these eminently public character-
istics, Ku Shan was called “half public, half hereditary.”** This was
because it permitted the shaving and training of novices. It also per-
mitted the sale of monastic titles. In some ways it had become less
like a monastery than a cooperative apartment house.

These innovations went back to the abbotship of the Venerable
Miao-lien (died 1907). Once upon a time, when the need for money
arose, he decided to raise-it by selling the titles of “rector” and “guest
prefect” to any monk who was willing to put up a sizable lump sum.
Along with the title the purchaser acquired the right to a private
apartment of his own, where he could live until the end of his days,
eating the monastery’s rice free of charge. He was not obliged to
assume any duties, or even to attend devotions in the great shrine-
hall. His time was his own. More than that, he had the privilege of
taking disciples. To shave their heads he would withdraw to the Ho-
shui Yen, a small sub-temple perhaps half a mile off.!*> Thus he com-
plied with the rule against tonsure in a public monastery. Ho-shui
Yen belonged to Ku Shan, but it was not within its walls. Afterwards
he would bring them back to live in his apartment and undergo train-
ing for their ordination, which they would also receive at Ku Shan.
If they were less than sixteen years old when the next ordination was
held, they would wait until a later one.
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In the ordination records no reference would be made to the fact
that their heads had been shaved in the Ho-shui Yen. Instead, every
document would show that tonsure had taken place at the master’s
hereditary temple, which the disciple might never have set foot in.
This was called “borrowing a name,” a very common procedure in
Chinese Buddhism. After they had been ordained, some disciples
would enter the meditation hall for a year or two. Later they might
go elsewhere to engage in training and study (tsan-hsiieh); or
perhaps hold office at Ku Shan itself.

The privilege of taking disciples was not restricted to those who
had purchased a title. Except for the rank and file, all residents of
Ku Shan could do so, nor were they required to seek the abbot’s per-
mission first. Taking disciples was their personal affair. Since they
were not all members of a single tonsure family, as they would have
been at a purely hereditary temple, there was no filial obligation to
consult the senior family members.

According to an informant who held office there 1926-1928, Ku
Shan then had sixty to seventy titular rectors and eighty to ninety
titular guest prefects. The former had paid $100 each for their title,
the latter $50-60 (Chinese currency). Considering the fact that they
could count on board and lodging for life, it was quite a bargain!
They were understandingly indignant when the Venerable Hsii-yiin,
chosen abbot in 1929, cancelled their sinecures without compensation.
Hsii-yiin also put a stop to the tonsure and training of novices. Ku
Shan was thereby restored to the state of a purely public monastery.!®

Its unregenerate state may have flouted the rules, but it produced
(perhaps by chance) two of the most eminent monks in modern
China. Hsii-ylin, who reformed it, was himself one of its products.
He had been tonsured and ordained at Ku Shan under Miao-lien,
supposedly in 1858-1859.1 Yiian-ying, who headed the Chinese Bud-
dhist Association and served as abbot of many famous monasteries,
was tonsured and ordained there about 1897.1%

I do not know how many other monasteries had this particular
variety of hybrid system. According to one informant “the bad prac-
tice of selling monastic titles did not exist outside Fukien province.”
But certainly the shift from public to hereditary was an omnipresent
threat in Chinese monasticism. Impersonal, public control was always
being infiltrated by elements of nepotistic, hereditary control. Mention
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has been made of the abbatial acolytes of the Kao-min Ssu (p. 128).
They were not only the acolytes of the abbot, but also his tonsure
disciples, and he had shaved their heads within the very walls of that
strictest of public monasteries. Nominally he was considered to have
done so at his own hereditary temple, and appearances were further
preserved by avoiding hereditary terms of address (they always called
him “abbot,” never “master”¢). But it was still a sorry departure from
the traditions of the Kao-min Ssu. How had it come about?

Many, many years earlier, when Lai-kuo was first abbot, a tenant
farmer asked him to shave his head. Lai-kuo refused, saying that such
a thing was impermissible at a public monastery. That night the ten-
ant kneeled until dawn outside the abbot’s quarters. Lai-kuo still re-
fused. But the retired abbot intervened. He was impressed by the
tenant’s piety and told Lai-kuo to shave his head in spite of the rule.
The retired abbot could not be disobeyed, and so the rule was broken.
From that time on there was no basis for refusing others who made
the same request. Often Lai-kuo had as many as ten unordained
novices, all his own tonsure disciples, serving in the sacristy and other
parts of the monastery.’” A shift toward the hereditary had begun.
In one sense, it had been under way for a long time, for at all the
large Kiangsu monasteries the abbotship was closely held within a
dharma—not a tonsure—family. This will be explained in the next
chapter.






CHAPTER V]
The Abbot

he early monastic communities in India were not
monasteries, but avasas. The avasa was a loose
collection of monks living within fixed boundaries, sometimes within
an enclosure. They carried on their religious exercises individually.
There was neither collective worship nor collective meditation. The
only regular collective act occurred twice a month on uposatha days
when all the residents of the avasa were obliged to recite the Prati-
moksa rules together and confess their offenses. Irregularly they
gathered to ordain, to receive the distribution of robes, and to decide
any question affecting the welfare of the community. However, as
the monastic system grew, the avasa came to include a communal
bath, latrine, storeroom, kitchen, refectory, and so on. Laymen en-
dowed it with land to supply food. A staff of monastic officers arose
to manage the various sections. There was still no single officer in
over-all charge; there was no abbot.! Every important decision from
the appointment of officers to the distribution of a monk’s personal
effects after he died, was made at a meeting of all the ordained monks
who resided in the community. Any one of them could introduce a
motion. If all the rest were silent, it meant that the motion had car-
ried. If there was discussion, it usually led to unanimity. But if a dif-
ference of opinion could not be resolved, a vote was taken, sometimes
with wooden tallies.
Dr. Sukumar Dutt favors the theory that this direct democracy was
derived from the customs of North Indian tribes who “were conver-
sant with free institutions like voting, meeting, popular tribunals, and
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collective legislation.”> In any case complete and direct democracy
was consistent with the Buddha’s injunction that his disciples should
depend on no one but themselves in the search for truth, and in his
refusal to appoint a successor as head of the sangha.

This anti-authoritarian tradition of Buddhism in India was con-
veyed to China. There too no single monk headed the sangha. There
was nothing equivalent to pontiff, cardinal, or bishop. The highest
ecclesiastical officer was the abbot,? and although this in itself was
a step away from the direct democracy of early Buddhism, much of
the democratic spirit was preserved. At public monasteries in China
all important decisions were supposed to be reached by consultation.

CONSULTATION

Theoretically each monastery was autonomous. Not only was there
no higher ecclesiastical authority, but the sangha as a whole claimed
to be outside the jurisdiction of the State and all its representatives,
from the district magistrate to the emperor himself. This claim was
only partly honored. Monks were exempt from taxation, conscription,
and the corvee, but the legal codes of successive dynasties restricted
many of their activities, such as taking disciples, ordination, building
temples, and preaching in public places. The government also ap-
pointed a hierarchy of monks to adjudicate violations of discipline
and to act as intermediaries between the sangha and the State. How-
ever, during the late Ch’ing dynasty these monastic officials played a
largely nominal role and the restrictive laws in the code were usually
ignored unless their violation affected public order, in which case the
magistrate could apply their full penalty. Under the Republic a new
set of restrictive laws was passed, but they were even more sporad-
ically“applied than under the Ch'ing. The intermediary role of mo-
nastic officials was assumed by the Buddhist associations, which turned
out to have little more effective authority.

In practice the autonomy of monastic institutions was almost com-
plete. Yet because of the concept that every public monastery
belonged to the whole sangha, the abbot consulted other abbots when-
ever an important or delicate problem arose. Such a problem, for
example, would be a dispute about the choice of his successor or the
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expulsion of a monk who denied having broken the monastic rules.
Generally speaking, whenever the abbot foresaw the possibility that
he or his associates might be accused of prejudice or self-interest, he
preferred to secure the approval of the elders of neighboring monas-
teries (chu-shan chang-lao). This might be done by going to call on
them individually; or they might be invited to meet at the monastery.
In that case their deliberations were not governed by any parliamen-
tary rules of procedure, nor was a vote necessarily taken. The purpose
was to determine the “sense of the meeting.”

THE AUTHORITY OF THE ABBOT

Consultation was considered equally desirable within the monas-
tery. To the casual observer the abbot’s authority might seem to be
unlimited. As we saw in Chapter I, he appointed all the senior officers
and conferred all the higher ranks. He could dismiss any officer for
incompetence or reward him for meritorious service by giving him a
private apartment to retire to. It was he alone who had the right to
sentence a monk to expulsion for breaking the rules—and he could
promulgate new rules. The monastery’s income was spent as he de-
cided. Every important problem was referred to him for decision. Yet
he would seldom decide an important problem without consulting his
predecessors (the retired abbots), the senior officers, and, if the prob-
lem was sufficiently important, the elders of neighboring monasteries.

There was usually at least one former abbot in residence. If he liked
power, he could retain so much of it that his successor was little more
than a figurehead and his own role was like that.of the late Dowager
Empress. But even if he wanted to divest himself of all the cares of
office, he would be consulted on important questions as if he were the
grandfather in a large Chinese family. Indeed, the manner in which
decisions were reached within the monastery shows as much the in-
fluence of the Chinese family system, with its deference to collective
age and wisdom, as the tradition of direct democracy brought over
from India.

At Chin Shan, for example, there were three apartments for retired
abbots (t'ui-chii liao), but when the last abbot held office, only one
of them was occupied and the occupant was his immediate prede-
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cessor. “According to the ancient rule,” he told me, “it was not obliga-
tory for the abbot to consult his predecessor, but I always got his
approval for important decisions because he was of the senior gen-
eration (cR’ien-pei). I would also consult the other officers. I had no
desire to be autocratic.”

If monastic property was involved, consultation became obligatory.
No permanent property of the establishment (chang-chu wu),
whether it was an acre of farmland or a set of the Tripitaka, could
be alienated without the consent of the senior officers. Once a month
and at the end of the year, all the accounts, including the abbot’s,
were read off by the persons in charge of them and collectively ap-
proved when the senior officers met. Personal use of public funds,
whether by the abbot or anyone else, was thus closely guarded
against.

This severely limited the perquisites that the abbot enjoyed. At the
T’ien-ning Ssu, for example, he had to pay out of his own pocket for
any candles issued to him above the established quota of eight ounces
a month. There is a story of one Chinese abbot long ago who went to
the business office and asked for some ginger. The clerk, Yang-ch’i by
name, told him that ginger was for equal distribution to everyone and
not just for the abbot. This anecdote gave rise to saying that “Yang-
ch’’s ginger stays hot ten thousand years.” The fact remains, however,
that at many monasteries the abbot’s quarters were spacious, even
luxurious, and that some of his meals were prepared in his own pri-
vate kitchen, particularly when he was entertaining visitors. He often
received an extra share of fees from rites for the dead and it was to
him more than to anyone else in the monastery that lay devotees made
personal donations.* In the Buddhist world, at least, he enjoyed lofty
status. When he retired, he was assured of a comfortable apartment,
probably larger than average, and when he died, his tablet was placed
in the ancestors hall where the offerings were the most punctilious.

We might therefore suppose that the post of abbot was sought after.
In fact, it was usually not. This was because the better the monastery
and, therefore, generally speaking, the larger the abbot’s perquisites,
the more onerous were his duties. His first duty was “to lead the monks
in religious exercises” (ling-chung hsiu-hsing). Before dawn he was
waiting for them in the shrine hall to take part in morning devotions.
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He was expected to preside over the two main daily meals in the re-
fectory. Most onerous of all, the rules required that he attend four or
more meditation periods a day: the morning period, the noon period
and all the evening periods (see Appendix III). At least once (in the
evening fourth period) he gave an Explanation. During the early after-
noon he was supposed to be available for tutorials (ch’ing Kai-shih).
On every important ceremonial occasion he was expected to preach
the dharma. During the summer retreat it was often he who lectured
on the sutras. In addition he had the administrative responsibilities
already described. No wonder that many monks, when they were
asked to take over a large monastery, stole off at night and that others
died in office.?

The apportionment of the abbot’s time between religious exercises
and administration varied from monastery to monastery and from man

27. The abbot kneels before his private altar. P’i-lu Ssu, Nanking.
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to man. He could, if he wished, delegate nearly all the daily adminis-
trative work to his subordinates. At the Tien-ning Ssu, for example,
the sacristan (i-po) entertained important visitors and made arrange-
ments with them for Buddhist services. Money and accounts, else-
where kept under the abbot’s close supervision, were handled entirely
by the business office. The seminary was in charge of a specialist in
teaching. The abbot was therefore free to devote most of his time to
leading the monks in religious exercises. He attended not just the four
obligatory periods, but all periods in the meditation hall. At night he
did not leave the hall until the precentor had completed his inspection.
Only for the most serious reason would he take time off during the
day, and in that case, he had to ask for leave like anyone else. For

28. The abbot preaches the dharma in the dharma hall. He holds the
crooked stick (shuo-fa kan) that is an emblem of his authority to preach.
P’i-lu Ssu, Nanking.
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example, if he was unable to attend morning devotions, he would send
a sacristan to ask the proctor for “shrine-hall leave” (tien-chia) or
“sick leave” (ping-chia). If an important lay patron invited him for
lunch, he asked for “street leave” (chieh-chia). It should be pointed
out, of course, that when an abbot “asked for leave,” there was no
question of it being denied. He was simply informing the sections con-
cerned that they should carry on without him. This could be important,
since the monks in the refectory, for example, could not begin eating
before he arrived.

There may have been a tendency on the part of my informants to
exaggerate the hardships that they underwent in office, partly in order
to correct the popular idea that they reveled in luxury and power.
The abbot at Chin Shan told me that he only missed an obligatory
period in the meditation hall if he had to entertain important visitors.
Other business was taken care of by his subordinates. But a monk who
sat in the hall during his abbotship stated that visitors and other busi-
ness kept him away more than half the time. Informants from the Kao-
min Ssu say that the illustrious Lai-kuo during his early years as abbot,
when he was still young (the dates mentioned were 1919-1931), regu-
larly attended the four obligatory periods, but that when he passed
the age of fifty or sixty, he did not have enough strength to do this and
still fulfill his administrative obligations.

If the abbot was to be absent from the monastery for more than a
few hours, he might leave it in charge of a deputy abbot (tai-li fang-
chang, hu-li fang-chang), who was usually the rector. Alternatively, he
might prefer to leave religious responsibilities to the rector and ad-
ministrative responsibilities to the provost, without naming any single
deputy over-all. Sometimes an abbot was elected who had to spend
most of his time elsewhere (see p. 172), and in that case the deputy
abbot he appointed was a good deal more than a deputy.

The abbot was important not because he exercised absolute author-
ity, but precisely because he had to rule without it. Therefore the only
monks qualified to hold this office were those who would be able to
win the voluntary support of senior officers and the respect of the
rank and file. They also had to have a following among the laity.
Lay donations and, in times of trouble, lay protection were important
to the monastery. But the reverse was also true: the monastery was
important to laymen. This was because, unlike its counterparts in the
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West, it also served as the parish church. Laymen came to attend rites
for the dead, to receive religious instruction, and to take the Five
Vows. The abbot presided not only over monastic life, but also over
pastoral care. His influence on the laity as well as the sangha could
be immense. During the past half century a small number of eminent
abbots lectured tirelessly on the sutras to growing audiences; ad-
ministered the Three Refuges to thousands of lay disciples; and col-
lected enough donations not only to revive old monasteries and build
new ones, but also to start schools, orphanages, and clinics.

On the other hand, an unsuitable person in the position of abbot
could be disastrous. If he was merely weak and incompetent, the
senior monks could guide him. But if he combined unscrupulousness
with administrative ability, he could gradually get rid of the “old
guard,” fill the top posts and ranks with his own henchmen, and milk
the monastery for his personal profit. Discipline would suffer and lay
support would drop off. If he and his clique retained control for sev-
eral generations, the monastery might fall into ruins. The choice of
abbot was therefore the single most important event in the administra-
tion of Chinese monasteries.

QUALIFICATIONS

To be chosen as abbot a monk needed more than the charismatic
qualities of leadership that would enable him to govern by consent and
to attract donations from the laity. He had to have five specific qualifica-
tions. The first was administrative experience. Preferably he had held
office in all four sections of the monastic establishment: sacristy, busi-
ness office, guest department, and meditation hall. Next, he was ex-
pected to be expert in the Vinaya and faultless in his observance of
the rules and etiquette of monastic life. After all, it was he who set
the example. Third, he should have a thorough grounding in Buddhist
texts and doctrine and the ability to teach them, as well as a general
literary competence. If he made mistakes in writing characters or
could not pick his way through the pitfalls of classical Chinese, he
might make the monastery a laughing stock. Fourth, it was desirable—
though by no means necessary—that he be well connected. If he was
on good terms with eminent monks, they could be persuaded to come
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to the monastery and share his burdens. If he had already attracted
lay followers who were very rich or very powerful, there would be
obvious advantages.® Last and most important of all, he had to be
willing to serve. The monk who was best qualified in other respects
was usually an older man who wanted to devote his remaining years
to the religious exercises that would prepare him for death. He had no
interest in status and a positive distaste for the tiresome administrative
details of monastic housekeeping. If he knew his Buddhist texts, he
wanted to devote all his time to teaching them. For him the abbotship
was nothing but a burden, an unwelcome duty, to be accepted only
because the welfare of the sangha required it. This has been partic-
ularly true in the last fifty years, when so many monasteries have been
threatened with confiscation of their property by an unfriendly gov-
ernment or with destruction in the course of civil wars and the Japa-
nese invasion.

Thus the qualifications on the basis of which an abbot was chosen
were mutually exclusive. It was very hard to find the right man. Most
of my informants, in fact, looked upon the post the way the full pro-
fessor looks on being chairman of the department. As the abbot of the
T’ien-ning Ssu remarked: “The higher type of person (kao-shang ti
jen) did not want to be abbot. He wanted to practice religious cultiva-
tion (hsiu-ch’ih).” The result was that the candidate chosen did not
always fulfill all the five qualifications listed above. At Chin Shan, for
example, neither Tz'u-pen nor Jung-t'ung (see p. 159) had ever served
in the “outer sections.” They had served only as instructors in the
meditation hall. Their forte was religious cultivation. T'ai-ts’ang, on
the other hand, had never held any office in the meditation hall. His
work had been almost entirely in the business office, and his forte was
administration.

SELECTING ABBOTS BY CONSULTATION

It was possible for an abbot when he was retiring to consult no one
at all, to pick his successor single-handedly, and to install him in the
presence of witnesses on the appointed day. But usually the residents
of the monastery would look askance at such an autocratic procedure.
They might refuse to accept their new head, and, if he did not resign,
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take the case to court and have him replaced with someone they had
chosen in the usual way, that is, through consultation and compromise.

Most of the features of the monastic system in China discussed so
far have been clearcut. This has made it easier to explain. It is very
difficult to explain how abbots were elected, particularly to readers
who may be accustomed to think that an election is only fair if it
follows some form of parliamentary rules. It is tempting to make a
comparison with the Quakers, whose “sense of the meeting” seems
equally hard to define. But it is my impression that the Quakers are
more insistent on unanimity than Chinese Buddhist monks, and are
willing to spend more time on the persuasion of those who dissent.

The manner of choosing abbots varied with the province and the
type of monastery. It was a question of precedent and local custom.
Here we are not discussing small hereditary temples, where control
passed from tonsure master to tonsure disciple, but institutions large
enough to have an abbot, that is, a fang-chang. Generally—very gen-
erally—speaking, the system worked as follows. The abbot was sup-
posed to serve at least one term of three years (the same as the district
magistrate). When he decided to retire, he would talk over the choice
of his successor with the retired abbots, with the rector, and with the
other instructors and senior officers. Perhaps he took them aside one
by one before he called any general meeting. He might be “pushing”
his own candidate; or he might be at a loss to think of any candidate
who was both qualified and willing to serve. Once he and his asso-
ciates agreed on someone, they might talk it over with the elders of
neighboring monasteries; or they might not. It would depend on how
sure they were of the wisdom of their choice. They would be more
likely to seek outside counsel if they could not find any suitable candi-
date at all. Candidates could either be monks then in residence or
living elsewhere. The only restriction (in public monasteries, at any
rate) was that none of them could be a tonsure disciple of the abbot
who was retiring. They might not be told that they were being con-
sidered for office, lest they steal away at night as soon as they heard
the news, in order to avoid unwelcome responsibility.

During this process of consultation, it was not uncommon to canvass
the lay patrons of the monastery, particularly if their patronage was
essential. In theory, they had no say whatever in the conduct of in-
ternal affairs; in practice, they might exercise considerable influence.
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Opinions might be sought from the local gentry and possibly even
from friendly officials.” The latter, however, were not consulted offi-
cially, nor was any formal approval sought from groups like the Bud-
dhist Association.®

No one among those consulted, inside or outside the monastery, had
an absolute power of veto, but if they expressed a cogent objection, it
would be taken into account. If they were important enough to the
monastery, even their personal dislikes would be considered.

In many institutions this was all there was to the process of choosing
an abbot. The candidate who received the general approval of those
consulted was notified and, if he accepted, he was installed on the
first auspicious day.® Alternatively, according to one or two informants
he might first go through a period of apprenticeship, perhaps for as
long as a year. It was also possible for the abbot to make up his mind
privately about his successor, train him, and only then begin to secure
the approval of his colleagues.

If the process of consultation failed—if, that is, it resulted in a
deadlock or if no suitable person could be found who was willing
to serve—then a vote was held with all resident monks taking part.
If the vote resulted in a tie, then lots were drawn. But at some monas-
teries it was customary to hold a vote in any case. There the role of
the abbot and elders was merely to nominate one or two of the candi-
dates. Additional candidates could be nominated from the floor. At
still other monasteries there was the same system of nominations from
the floor, but no ballot. Instead the selection was entirely by lot.

SELECTION BY LOT

This was done notably at the T’ien-tung Ssu near Ningpo. The
details of the procedure there were said to be as follows. First the
senior officers would decide on one or more candidates through con-
sultation. Then they would call a meeting of all the monks of the
monastery. If they had chosen only one candidate and if, when his
name was announced at the meeting, no one nominated a rival candi-
date, that was the end of it. Silence indicated assent just as it did in
Buddhist India. But usually the elders nominated several candidates
(two or three, for instance) and more nominations came from the
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floor. Any resident had the right to propose a name, including even
the menial officers and the rank and file. If serious objections were
voiced to a nominee, or if the nominee was present and expressed his
unwillingness to serve, his name would be withdrawn. Finally, when a
slate had been agreed on, all the names would be written on slips of
paper and placed in a metal tube before the image of Wei-t'o, the
guardian of monasteries. Incense would be lit and all present would
recite “Homage to the bodhisattva Wei-t'o, who protects the dharma.”
Then, as they looked on, ready to detect any sign of fraud, a senior
officer appointed by the abbot would shake the metal tube and pick
out one slip with a pair of chopsticks. It would be recorded and re-
placed and then he would shake the tube again and make a second
drawing. This was repeated until the same name was drawn out three
times in a row. That was the name of the abbot to be. He could not
refuse to serve because it was Wei-t'o who had chosen him. Although
many of the candidates nominated by the senior officers were out-
siders, living at some other monastery, care was taken not to nominate
anyone unless he was free to serve. According to my informants, when
the successful candidate got the news of his election, he invariably
accepted. J

The nomination of outsiders was prima facie evidence that the elec-
tion was genuinely public (shih-fang) and had not been “cooked up”
by a controlling clique within the monastery. Hence T’ien-t'ung was
regarded as a model for election by lot. A good reputation was also
enjoyed by the Ying-chiang Ssu in Anking. Elsewhere there was con-
siderable variation in method. At Ting-hu Shan in Kwangtung Prov-
ince, for example, divining blocks were used. These were quarter-discs
of wood with one side flat and one side rounded. If two of them were
dropped so that the round side of one and the flat side of the other
landed upward, then it signified divine approval.’® A senior officer of
Ting-hu Shan would propose the name of a candidate and then throw
the blocks repeatedly over his back. The candidate who got the largest
number of auspicious throws—preferably ten in a row—was elected
(if I understood my informant correctly).

At the P’u-chi Ssu in Hunan (see Appendix V), not only was the
abbot chosen by lot, but the senior officers were chosen with him. On
the slips were written titles rather than names. They were drawn by
the candidates themselves and the person who got the slip marked
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“prior” became the prior. It was not necessary to draw three times in
a row: once was enough. The Pu-chi Ssu was an hereditary temple.
Any heir sponsored by three others was eligible to draw (although, of
course, he could be excluded if cogent objections were voiced to his
candidacy).

As usual, my sample is large enough to show the range of different
practices, but not their relative incidence. In certain provinces one or
another practice predominated, as in the case of Kiangsu and Hunan,
which will be discussed below. Elsewhere, according to my infor-
mants, abbots were usually chosen by consultation alone. It was rare
to ballot or draw lots. At almost every monastery, however, the in-
coming abbot was the dharma disciple of his predecessor.

TRANSMISSION OF THE DHARMA

Dharma transmission is a complicated practice the details of which
I have described in a long article.!! There is no point in repeating
them here. What I shall try to do, therefore, is to explain the main
principles (which are looser than I once thought) and to give fresh
illustrations of them.

The word “dharma” has many meanings. Among other things it
means the norms of righteous conduct; the laws that govern the uni-
verse; the components into which all phenomena can be analyzed.
Hence it means Buddhist doctrine or truth. To transmit the dharma
means to transmit an understanding of the truth. The first transmission
is said to have taken place on Vulture Peak when the Buddha was
given a flower and asked to preach the dharma. He simply held out
the flower. One of his disciples, Mahakasyapa, smiled. The Buddha
then said: “I am the owner of the eye of the wonderful dharma, which
is Nirvana, the mind, the mystery of reality and non-reality, and the
gate of ‘transcendental truth. I now hand it [the eye] over to Maha-
kasyapa.”? Later he handed him his robe and begging bowl. This
incident, perhaps invented by the Chinese, became the model for a
special relationship between master and disciple, in° which an under-
standing of the dharma was wordlessly transmitted from one to the
other “by a direct imprint of mind on mind.” The Chinese eventually
worked out a genealogy tracing the transmission, generation by gener-

i
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ation, from Mahakasyapa to Bodhidharma. Bodhidharma arrived from
India in the sixth century C.E. and became the first Chinese patriarch,
that is, the first patriarch of the Ch'an sect of Chinese Buddhism.
Within five generations after Bodhidharma the lineage began to
branch out. Instead of acknowledging only one disciple, Ch’an masters
began to transmit the dharma to several. Thus sub-sects arose within
Ch’an. The sixth patriarch, Hui-neng (638-713), was apparently the
last to receive his master’s robe as a token of the fact that he had
received the dharma. At some later time, perhaps only within the last
three centuries, the custom arose of getting a written attestation in-
stead. This was called a “dharma scroll” (fa-chiian). The text of the
typical scroll began with the story of how the Buddha held up a flower
at Vulture Peak and Mahakasyapa smiled. It then traced the line of
descent, giving the name of every successive Chinese master. Starting
with the founder of the sub-sect to which they belonged, every name
was assigned a generation number. For example, the Venerable I-hsiian
of Mount Lin-chi was the founder of the Lin-chi sect and so this sec-
tion of a Lin-chi scroll reads: “The first generation was the meditation
master Lin-chi I-hsiian. The second generation was the meditation
master Kuang-chi Ts'un-chiang. The third generation . . .” and so on.
The scroll ends with a statement like the following: “Master so-and-so
transmitted to me and I am transmitting to you as the fiftieth gener-
ation in the orthodox Lin-chi line and as the eighty-ninth generation
tracing back to the Buddha Sakyamuni.”

What was being transmitted here was an understanding of the
dharma. The scroll purported to prove that the understanding was
orthodox, since it came ultimately from the Buddha himself. Therefore
the person who owned the scroll was qualified to teach. The abbot of
a monastery was above all a teacher. So it made good sense for a
retiring abbot to transmit the dharma to his successor as a seal of the
transfer of authority. In effect, what was being transmitted was the
authority to teach.

The ceremony usually was held in the dharma hall (fa-tf'ang) im-
mediately after the new abbot took office. It completed the proceedings
of investiture. Sometimes, however, the retiring abbot transmitted the
dharma to his successor before the investiture or even before his suc-
cessor had been selected. Also, as we shall see in Chapter X, the
dharma was often transmitted from monk to monk without any refer-



158 The Abbot

ence to the abbotship of the monastery, but simply as a private trans-
action to signify approval or cement a personal connection. An abbot
who had taken a dharma disciple on this private basis might later
decide that no one else was better qualified to succeed to the abbot-
ship. If his colleagues agreed, the succession was so arranged. In such
a case there was no need to transmit the dharma to the disciple a
second time. Indeed at some monasteries, if an appointee had privately
received the dharma from any previous abbot, there was no need for
him to receive it again. He had the “seal” already.

Transmission of the dharma as a seal of office was the practice at
most Chinese monasteries, unless the dharma and the abbotship were
connected in other ways——ways‘that we shall now examine.

THE KIANGSU SYSTEM

In Kiangsu the dharma scroll, instead of being a mere seal of office,
determined the succession of abbots. Dharma relationships, instead of
being a matter of courtesy, outweighed tonsure relationships in estab-
lishing loyalties and, indeed, in shaping a monk’s career. The pecu-
liarities of the system may partly explain why during the Republican
period monastic Buddhism was stronger in Kiangsu than in any other
Chinese province—unless, as some of the reformers would assert, it
was strong there in spite of the dharma system, not because of it.

The first peculiarity was collective transmission. Whereas elsewhere
one master transmitted to one disciple at a time, in Kiangsu several
masters transmitted collectively to several disciples. All the masters
served successively as abbot at a certain monastery and then all the
disciples would serve as abbot there too. What had been transmitted
was thought of as the dharma of that monastery. Receiving it gave a
right and also an obligation to serve as abbot. This was the second
peculiarity of the system. It provided for dependable transfer of re-
sponsibility. An aging monk would not have to hang on in office be-
cause he could find no one who was willing to succeed him.

The reader may find the system easier to understand from an illus-
tration. Let it be Chin Shan, which, as in other respects, was the model
that others followed. Here is the genealogy of dharma transmission at
Chin Shan in this century.
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44th generation
Tzu-pen Yin-kuan
Ch’ing-ch’ian Yin-K'ai
Mei-ts'un Yin-hsiu
Tsung-yang Yin-leng
Jung-t'ung Yin-ch’e

AN S

45th generation
Ching-kuan Wei-tao
Yin-ping Wei-i
Shuang-ting Wei-kuang
name cancelled
Jo-shun Wei-te

GU LoD =

46th generation
Tai-ts’ang Hsin-jan
Miao-hua Hsin-
Pu-hsiu Hsin-
Hai-ting Hsin-
Yung-ch'ing Hsin-

S B9 [ (=

The 44th generation received the dharma about 1890 and they began
to serve one by one as abbot after the last member of the 43rd gener-
ation had completed his term. In 1910 they decided to transmit them-
selves. That year they took as their disciples the five monks next listed,
who were then given important positions. Since they were slated to be
abbots, they had to become familiar with the various departments. In
1912, for example, when Ch’ing-ch’iian of the 44th generation headed
the monastery, Yin-ping of the 45th was prior in charge of the busi-
ness office and Shuang-t'ing was guest prefect in charge of the guest
department.’® About 1915 Ch'ing-ch’iian decided to retire. Mei-ts'un,
however, was in Hangchow, where he had been invited to head the
Hai-ch’ao Ssu. For the time being he was unavailable. The abbotship
should therefore have passed to Tsung-yang, since he was the brother
next in line. But because Tsung-yang had taken part in politics and
worn lay dress, the rest of the “dharma family” refused to agree to
this. Denied office, Tsung-yang shut himself up for three years and in
1919 left Chin Shan to restore the Ch’i-hsia Ssu, a famous monastery
near Nanking that had been destroyed in the Taiping rebellion. The
abbotship of Chin Shan passed to the next in line, Jung-t'ung. Later
Mei-ts’'un returned and took over from him. This exhausted the 44th
generation.
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The 45th generation then began to serve, first Ching-kuan, then Yin-
ping, and finally Shuang-ting. There had been a fourth brother who
should have succeeded Shuang-t'ing, but he had shown himself to be
incompetent and his dharma was tacitly cancelled.!* He left Chin
Shan, presumably because of chagrin. The fifth brother, Jo-shun, had
gone off to help Tsung-yang restore the Ch’i-hsia Ssu. Therefore in
1945, all the rest having died, Shuang-ting alone transmitted to five
disciples and resigned immediately afterwards. T'ai-ts’ang succeeded
him. If it had not been for the Communist victory in 1949, the other
members of the 46th generation would be serving in turn and probably
by now would have transmitted to a 47th generation.

By transmitting the dharma to a slate of future abbots years ahead
of time, a monastery provided for orderly succession. The earlier the
transmission, the less worry about the future. If on the other hand it
was delayed until the last member of the generation was ready to
retire, there was the risk that he might die suddenly before doing so.
Yet last-minute transmission seems to have been fairly common.

In the article referred to earlier, I stated that for dharma disciples
of a Kiangsu monastery, “just as the right to become abbot was in-
alienable, so the obligation to do so was inescapable.” This was, in-
deed, what I had been told by several informants, but the abbots of
Chin Shan and the T’ien-ning Ssu later made it clear to me that the
system was much more flexible than this. If the dharma disciple was
considered to be incompetent or guilty of violations of the Vinaya, the
matter was discussed by all members of the “family” and perhaps with
the elders in the neighboring monasteries. They would decide whether
he was too old or too young, or did not have the confidence of the
monks, or would not be able to keep peace among them, or was in-
competent for any other reason. If so, they could either pass over him
or summarily cancel his dharma and his status as a disciple. Sometimes
a very young man would be passed over, but given the post when he
had attained greater maturity. Unless his dharma was cancelled, he
could expect to get it eventually.

Conversely, any disciple could refuse to serve and some did. Two
famous examples are Yiieh-hsia and Ying-tzu, who received the
dharma of the Tien-ning Ssu in 1906. When their turn came, both
refused to serve as abbot on the grounds that they wanted to devote
their time entirely to spreading the doctrine. Often a disciple, like Mei-




The Kiangsu System 161

ts'un in the 44th generation at Chin Shan, would be temporarily com-
mitted elsewhere, so that he served his term out of sequence. Some-
times a dharma disciple would simply go off, without leaving an
address. If he could not be found or if, when found, he was unwilling
to serve, the next younger brother took his place. If there were no
younger brothers and if the next generation was not mature enough
to serve, the dharma could be transmitted again by the older brothers
remaining.

These were all exceptional circumstances, however. The usual thing
was for members of the “dharma family” to serve as abbot in order of
their seniority. They were rather like a self-perpetuating board of
trustees, charged with the welfare of the monastery. Like a lay family,
or like the heirs of an hereditary monastery, they tended to act as a
body. When the time came to transmit the dharma, it was common
for every member of the “family” to be consulted unless he was un-
available or had shown no interest in “family” matters. The practice
varied from place to place. At Chin Shan and the Ch’i-hsia Ssu con-
sultation appears to have been particularly conscientious. If a brother
was absent, he was consulted by letter. At the T’ien-ning Ssu, on the
other hand, no attempt was made to get the approval of brothers who
had gone elsewhere. As the abbot put it, “only those in residence had
proprietary rights (chu-ch'iian) over the monastery.” Proprietary rights
also involved filial obligations, like sweeping “ancestral” graves at
Ch’ing-ming.

As we have just seen in the case of Chin Shan, once a monk received
the dharma, he was considered to be on trial and in training for the
post of abbot. If there were five brothers, they were like five heirs
apparent. At some monasteries it was the custom to recognize their
special status by giving them the title of prior (chien-yiian). Their
actual duties, however, might belong to other offices. As we saw in
the first chapter (see pp. 35-36), one of them might act as the senior
guest prefect in charge of the guest department, another as the sacri-
stan, while a third might hold the office as well as the title of prior.
This was the practice at Ch'i-hsia Shan and also the Liu-yiin Ssu in
Shanghai. It was not the practice at Chin Shan and the T’ien-ning Ssu.
There only one monk held the title of prior and he was the real prior;
that is, the acting head of the business office. In 1945, for example,
when T ai-ts'ang became abbot of Chin Shan as the senior brother of
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the 46th generation, the second brother became prior; the third be-
came associate instructor in the meditation hall; the fourth became
senior guest prefect; and the fifth became a subprior under the second
brother in the business office. Almost the same situation existed then
at the T'ien-ning Ssu, except that one brother headed the seminary and
another was studying at a university in Nanking. At neither monastery
was the word “prior” in use as a courtesy title—nor was the actual
prior necessarily a dharma disciple. At the Tien-ning Ssu that office
was long held by a monk who absolutely refused to receive the
dharma—"“and he never made a mistake of even a penny.”

The ceremony for transmission of the dharma was simple, but
solemn. After breakfast on the appointed day, the brothers of the
transmitting generation would take their seats on a raised platform in
the dharma hall (fa-fang). Wearing patriarch’s robes (tsu-i), they
sat in order of seniority, that is, 4-2-1-3-5 (if their back was to
the bottom of the page, left being senior to the right in China). A
venerable instructor would usher in the disciples-to-be, also wearing
patriarch’s robes, and have them take their places before the platform.
They too stood in order of their seniority, which had been decided
ahead of time on the basis of their competence and maturity. It was
an important decision, since the senior brother or ta fa-shih, would
probably become abbot fairly soon. After the disciples had fully
opened their kneeling cloths and made nine full prostrations, touching
their heads to the floor, they remained there kneeling while the eldest
brother of the transmitting generation gave a short address'® on the
significance of the ceremony. He then read out the dharma scroll in-
cluding the names of ancestral masters generation by generation from
Bodhidharma to his youngest brother. When he had finished, the dis-
ciples would make one more full prostration and rise. This concluded
the ceremony, for which the technical term was shou-chi.

At Chin Shan all this was witnessed by other members of the
dharma family and the elders of neighboring monasteries. Ordinary
officers and monks were excluded. It was a purely “family” matter
and even the elders would have been excluded if it were not thought
desirable to have outside witnesses. At the Ch’i-hsia Ssu, on the other
hand, all resident monks could attend and invitations were even sent
out to the local gentry. The Tien-ning Ssu exemplified the opposite
extreme, for it practiced “secret transmission” (mi-shou), modeled on
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the transmission from the fifth to the sixth patriarch. No one at all
was present except the participants.

Another and much more important variation was in the giving of
scrolls. Most monasteries, including some of the most famous (like
Tien-ning, Hai-ch’ao, Liu-yiin), gave every disciple his own dharma
scroll, copied out from a scroll belonging to someone in the previous
generation. Chin Shan and the Ch'i-hsia Ssu, on the other hand, gave
their disciples nothing at all. Unlike other monasteries, they had only
a “general scroll” (tsung-ti fa-chiian), which was permanent monas-
tic property. It was kept by the abbot and sheets were apparently
pasted onto it as new generations were added. If the disciple wished
to make a copy of it, he was at liberty to do so, but according to my
informants this seldom happened.

It must have happened, however, on at least a few occasions, be-
cause the Chin Shan dharma was borrowed for use by other monas-
teries, not only by Ch’i-hsia Shan, but also by the T’ien-ning Ssu and
the Hai-ch’ao Ssu, and later the dharma of these two was carried over
to the Hsing-fu Ssu in Ch’ang-shu and the Liu-yiin Ssu in Shanghai.
This is confirmed by the fact that the dharma names given to dis-
ciples of all these monasteries have the same generation characters
as at Chin Shan.'® In some cases we know the history of the “branch-
ing.” Venerable Ta-hsiao carried the Chin Shan dharma to the Tien-
ning Ssu during the Ch’ien-lung period. Venerable Yiieh-hsia carried
the T’ien-ning dharma to the Hsing-fu Ssu in 1917. Indeed, any monk
who had received the dharma of one monastery could carry it over
to another, whether it was a new institution that he was founding or
an old one that needed restoration or a better lineage.

If another monastery had a good lineage already, he could accept
its dharma too when he took over as abbot. There was nothing to
prevent a monk from becoming the dharma disciple of successive
monasteries, one here, one there. It did not matter if they were of
different sects. Sect, in this respect, was a matter of genealogy. Well-
known monks who served as abbot of one monastery after another
had many dharma scrolls. Usually they were all of the Lin-chi sect,
since this was by far the most widespread, but sometimes they had
Ts’ao-tung scrolls as well. There was competition among leading mon-
asteries to get bright young men to become their disciples and there-
fore have some assurance of their services in the future. The talent
of the Venerable Lai-kuo, for example, was recognized at an early
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age and both Chin Shan and the Kao-min Ssu asked him to accept
their dharma. He chose Kao-min’s and remained there forty years.

Most of the information given above on the Kiangsu system came
directly from informants who took part in it. It may not be amiss to
end with a published memoir that is certainly as frank as anything I
have gotten by word of mouth. It concerns the Liu-yiin Ssu in Shang-
hai. The fourth generation there had five brothers: Ta-i, Ch'an-ting,
Te-hao, Chao-kao, and a Korean monk. They transmitted to Tsung-
shan, Ta-pei, and Chih-Kuan, and the memoir begins when the last
—Chih-X'uan—was abbot.

In the spring of 1944, Ta-pei, the former abbot of the Liu-yiin
Ssu, had retired as abbot of the Tien-tung Ssu and was living
quietly at the Kuan-yin Ssu, Shih-hui Ch’iao, Shanghai, to avoid
being bothered by the Japanese. One morning at nine o’clock he
came to thé Chieh-yin Ssu. I had been one of his students . . . He
said that the then abbot of the Liu-yiin Ssu, Chih-k'uan, was ready
to retire. They wanted to transmit the dharma to four disciples and
had decided on Hsin-ytian, Hsiu-chen, Ting-yao, and myself. Rev-
erend Ta-pei wanted me to accept. “This is a friendly act that we
three dharma brothers have resolved on. You four come from the
Liu-yiin Ssu. How can you refuse?” he said. He first asked the four
of us to be assistant instructors (tang-chu), and then a day would
be chosen to “transmit the dharma.” A few days later a time was
fixed to hold a simple ceremony for dharma transmission in the
dharma hall. The three retired abbots—Tsung-shan, Ta-pei and
Chih-kK'uan—mounted the dais and handed dharma scrolls to us
four. In actuality this kind of “dharma transmission” has become a
formality in the Ch’an sect. It is a million miles away from the
dharma transmission by the direct imprint of mind on mind. This
kind of dharma transmission is simply a traditional formality of
genealogical succession. Afterwards abbot Chih-k’'uan again picked
a day for the senior dharma brother to take office as head of the
Liu-ytin Ssu and for Hsiu-chen, the next brother, to take office as
prior. Ting-yao and I separately took responsibility for the sub-
temples as titular priors [of the parent monastery].'”

THE HUNAN SYSTEM

In respect to the selection of abbots, monasteries in Hunan—and
probably in Szechwan and several other provinces—were divided into

three categories: public (shih-fang), dharma-type (fa-men), and he-
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reditary (tzu-sun). At a public monastery any monk could hold any
office. At a dharma-type monastery only its dharma disciples could
serve as abbot or as a senior officer. At an hereditary monastery this
was restricted to heirs, that is, to monks whose heads had been shaved
there.

At all three kinds of monasteries the procedure for choosing an abbot
consisted of consultation, ballot, and drawing lots, but the franchise
varied. When the abbot of a public monastery, for example, decided
to retire, he would hold a caucus with the senior officers. They would
try to pick a candidate who was already resident, but if none of the
residents were qualified, they would look abroad. Their candidate’s
name would then be presented to a plenary meeting of all the monks
of the monastery, including even those in the wandering monks hall.
Unless other nominations were made, this candidate became the new
abbot. Other nominations could only be made by officérs, but when
the election was held, everyone present could vote. We have not yet
seen how voting was done in a Chinese monastery, and the details of
the practice in Hunan, though not necessarily typical, may be of
interest.

First, two examiners, two callers, and two recorders were nominated
from the floor; they could be proposed by anyone and, unless there
was opposition, this meant that they served. Then paper ballots were
distributed, bearing the names of the rival candidates. Everyone
placed a circle after the name of the candidate he favored, but did
not sign his name. The ballots were collected and checked by the
examiners, read out by the callers, and listed by the recorders. If the
result was a tie or if a candidate refused to serve, then lots were
drawn before Wei-t'o’s image as described above (p. 155). All this
sounds as if it had been inspired by Robert’s Rules of Order, but con-
ceivably its roots lie in India.®

At large hereditary temples a ballot was somewhat less likely to
occur because the principal qualification for the abbotship was se-
niority in the tonsure lineage. A large hereditary temple might have
hundreds of heirs (tonsure disciples). They were divided into “houses”
(fang). These were not buildings but genealogical divisions. They had
no function in the daily life of the monastery. If, for example, the
founding monk had four disciples, then there were four houses, which
continued until a new subdivision occurred. Seniority was by gen-
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eration. The most junior member of one generation was senior to
the most senior member of the next as illustrated by the chart.
Some heirs died without having taken disciples, while some moved
away permanently, forfeiting their places in the lineage (both in-
dicated by double underlining on the chart). If nevertheless the
lineage fanned out so that it became unwieldy, limitations might be
placed on shaving the heads of more disciples. At a meeting of the
whole “family” it would be decided that no one should take more than
one disciple; or perhaps different quotas would be assigned.

Normally, however, the lineage was of a manageable size. When the
abbot wanted to retire, he would decide which monk with the neces-
sary competence stood next in line. Sometimes he consulted the senior
officers. He seldom if ever consulted lay patrons or the elders of
neighboring monasteries. This seems to have been very much of a
“family matter.” On the other hand, even if he reached his decision
single-handedly, he could not flout the rules of seniority. He was not
free to pick any heir that he happened to like. However, it was not
always clear who was senior and stood next in line. If an heir had
left the monastery temporarily, had he forfeited his place? When did
leave of absence become a change of domicile? Competence to serve
was also, of course, very much of an arguable question.

After the abbot had picked a candidate, he presented his name to
a meeting of all the resident heirs,!® any one of whom could nominate
a rival candidate (and this gave senior officers their chance if they
had not already been consulted). If there was no rival nominee, the
abbot’s candidate was considered elected. Otherwise a ballot was held
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exactly as at public monasteries, except that only heirs could elect
and be elected. A tie was resolved by drawing lots.

The system at dharma-type monasteries in Hunan was the same as
at hereditary monasteries, with the sole difference that the franchise
was restricted to dharma disciples rather than heirs. In contrast to
Kiangsu, the dharma was widely held and individually transmitted.
That is, any disciple of a dharma-type monastery could transmit its
dharma to anyone he chose.?’ There was neither consultation nor col-
lective transmittal, although as a matter of courtesy he was supposed
to get the approval of his own dharma master or, if the latter was not
available, of his dharma brothers. Therefore the number of dharma
disciples was very large. For example, the abbot of the Chu-sheng
Ssu on Nan-yiieh used to transmit the dharma to all members of the
graduating class of the seminary there—about sixty persons in 1944.
Naturally most of them made their career elsewhere, but some stayed
on. There were openings for them at the Chu-sheng Ssu, because at
this type of monastery in Hunan all senior officers had to be dharma
disciples, just as at hereditary monasteries they all had to be heirs.*
The order of seniority was also the same as at hereditary monasteries:
“houses” were arranged by generation. When an abbot resigned, he
chose as his successor the monk standing next in line with the neces-
sary competence. Because the dharma tradition was slightly more
“public” than the tonsure tradition, he was more likely to consult his
colleagues; and at the plenary meeting held to approve the nomina-
tion, other names were more likely to be proposed. In the latter case,
a ballot was held at which all dharma disciples (but no one else)
could vote.

Hunan appears to have differed from other provinces in that these
three categories of monastery are said to have been mutually exclu-
sive. At public and hereditary temples, the dharma was not trans-
mitted at all—not even as a seal of office (or so my informants said)
—and at public and dharma-type monasteries the abbot could never
be succeeded by his own tonsure disciple. The largest monasteries in
the province seem to have belonged to the dharma type: examples
are the Chu-sheng Ssu on Nan-yiieh and the Jen-jui Ssu and Fo-kuo
Ssu at Heng-yang.
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KUEI-YUAN SSU

The Kuei-yiian Ssu in Hanyang, Hupeh, was rare among Chinese
monasteries in that it dispensed altogether with consultation and left
the choice of abbot directly and entirely to the bodhisattva Wei-t'o.
It was unique (so far as I know) in that every monk ordained there
was offered its dharma. An ordination was held each winter and im-
mediately afterwards many of the hundreds of ordinees became
dharma disciples, each receiving a dharma scroll and having his name
entered in a dharma register (chieh-fa pu). When an abbot’s three-
year term was up, all the names in this register would be copied onto
slips and placed in a tube before Wei-t'o’s image. The abbot himself
did the drawing. The first name to be drawn three times in a row be-
came his successor. If this individual had gone elsewhere (as he
usually had), he would be traced and brought back. Even if he were
young or incompetent, he still served. Competence, as if by magic,
appeared with investiture. One informant, who visited the Kuei-yiian
Ssu in 1947, found that the abbot was only eighteen years old. An-
other recalled that in the early 1930’s the choice fell on a monk who
was then serving as a stoker (fa-huo) at the Ling-yin Ssu in Hang-
chow. He was so stupid that he had the nickname “Big Stoop,” but
as soon as he took office, people found that he was able to preach the
-dharma and do everything else expected of an abbot. “It was the
bodhisattva who helped him,” as my informant explained.

If the elections at the Kuei-yiian Ssu were rigged, why would any-
one like “Big Stoop” have been elected? But if they were honest, how
could anyone at all have been elected? With hundreds of slips in the
tube, if all were properly shuffled each time, how could the same slip
be drawn three times in a row? Mathematically speaking, the chances
were infinitesimal. Yet this is what always happened according to all
the monks I have talked to about it. One informant was present at
another monastery, the Yiin-men Ssu in Kwangtung, when a new abbot
was selected by lot there in 1952. The Venerable Hsii-yiin, who was
retiring, had written from Peking and ordered that each of the seventy
to eighty permanent residents be given a lot. The drawing continued
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for two days while they all stood on the porch of the Wei-to Tien
and watched. On the third day at about 3:00 p.m. one name came out
three times in a row. Who was it? It was Fo-yiian, to whom Hsii-yiin
had transmitted the dharma the year before and who was the ablest
of all the candidates. Indeed, if he had not been chosen, “things would
never have worked.”

“That was a little odd,” I said to this informant, “and very much of
a coincidence. How was it that the man with the best qualifications
was chosen?”

He laughed a little nervously, I thought, at the word “coincidence”
and replied: “The choice was made by Wei-t'o.”

In 1930 the abbot of the P'u-chi Ssu in Hunan (see p. 155), was
chosen by lot from among fifty-four candidates. Because he had been
ordained only three months before, he demurred. A second drawing
was held, this time among seventy-eight candidates. Again he drew
the slip..In 1935, when his term had ended, he drew the abbot’s slip
a third time. Truly a remarkable coincidence!

SELECTION OF THE WORTHY

Except for the case in which the abbot of an hereditary temple,
without consulting any of his colleagues, handed his office to his
tonsure disciple, it was possible to call any of the methods discussed
above “a selection of the worthy” (hsiian-hsien). But reform-minded
monks, who disapprove of most of the usual methods, assert that only
one monastery in China practiced “selection of the worthy” or, to be
more explicit, “public selection' of the worthy” (shih-fang hsiian-
hsien), and that was the Tlien-tung Ssu near Ningpo (see pp. 154-
155). At Tien-t'ung the scope of consultation was broad and usually
included the. elders of neighboring monasteries. Outsiders ‘were usu-
ally among the candidates and lots were usually drawn. The success-
ful candidate was never the tonsure disciple of the retiring abbot, nor
did he receive the dharma from him.. Everything was public and noth-
ing was private.

Most monks give the term hsiian-hsien a much broader meaning.
To them it means any selection of abbots in which consultation or
balloting or lots played any sort of a role. For example, at a Kiangsu
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monastery when the dharma was transmitted to a new generation, the
consultation involved was considered to make this a “selection of the
worthy.” Indeed I have even heard the term applied to the procedure
at hereditary temples in Hunan, where, although the abbot was suc-
ceeded by his own tonsure disciple, consultation and balloting played
a role in deciding which tonsure disciple it was to be. To suggest that
any tonsure disciple could be “worthy” aroused the indignation of the
reformers. In their view not even a dharma disciple could be “worthy.”
We shall soon see a sample of their indignation.

TERM IN OFFICE

Prip-Mgller states that the abbot’s “tenure of office is limited to
three years and re-election is not supposed to take place.” I have
never heard of a monastery that had such a rule. It is true that the
usual term was three years, but tenure was not limited to this. The
abbot could serve as many terms as he cared to or he could resign at
any time, provided a successor was available. In a few monasteries
(like Kuan-tsung and T'ien-t'ung) the customary term is said to have
been not three years, but five. In some places there was a theoretical
limit of two terms (according to some informants); or three terms
(according to others). I have been given different information on all
these questions, but there was one point everyone agreed on: a capa-
ble abbot was welcome to serve as long as he wished. Usually he
wished to retire as soon as possible, but he might go on serving until
he had completed some construction project that he had undertaken.
The limitations to his tenure were practical. Was he doing a good
job? Could a successor be found? If he was doing a poor job, either
his conscience would prompt him to resign voluntarily (although re-
signing before the end of three years involved a certain loss of face)
or he would be asked to resign or he would be impeached. On the
other hand, if no qualified successor could be found, he was expected
to go on serving indefinitely. Sometimes he grew desperate.

An example of this desperation is provided by the Venerable Ch'an-
ting, an eminent monk who had served successively as abbot of the
Liu-ylin Ssu in Shanghai, the Kuan-tsung Ssu in Ningpo, and the
Tien-tung Ssu nearby. In about 1931, on his retirement from T’ien-
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t'ung,?® he was invited to go to Liaoning to become the first abbot of
a large new monastery, the Leng-yen Ssu, that had been founded
there partly under his inspiration. At the end of his three-year term,
he decided to return to Shanghai, but no one suitable successor could
be found to take his place. He served another term or two. Then he
insisted that a successor be found, whether suitable or not. But as it
turned out, the new abbot was hopelessly unsuitable. He could not
keep the monastery going and Ch’an-ting had to resume office. He
began to feel desperate, to the point where his health was affected.
He got chronic dysentery, and after a year he was so ill that he could
not get up from his bed. By now it was 1944. The war and the Japa-
nese occupation were adding to the burdens of office. He wrote letters
to three old colleagues, imploring them to come to his rescue. But, as
one of them told me, “I had no interest in taking over the Leng-yen
Ssu. It was useless from the point of view of religious cultivation.”
But he went anyway. Three days after he arrived, Ch’an-ting was out
of bed, eating normally, and after three weeks, my informant took
over as abbot. It was another two years before Ch’an-ting returned to
Shanghai. It had not been homesickness that had made a wreck of
him, but the treadmill of abbotship.?4

CONCURRENT SERVICE

The difficulties of finding men qualified to serve meant that there
was often intense competition to secure those who were. In 1935, for
example, Yiian-ying completed a five-year stint as abbot of the Tien-
t'ung Ssu.?® No less than six monasteries then asked him to come and
be their head. He finally accepted Ku Shan because it was his “old
home” (he had been tonsured and ordained there). But earlier on, in
1928-1930, Yiian-ying had concurrently headed the Ch'ung-sheng Ssu
and Fa-hai Ssu in Foochow and the Ch’i-ta Ssu in Ningpo, while
most of the time he had actually resided at a small temple he owned
in Shanghai, where he was president of the Chinese Buddhist Asso-
ciation. Usually concurrent service meant that one or more monas-
teries .were left in the hands of a deputy abbot. Ku Shan was left in
the hands of a deputy abbot in 1948, when Yiian-ying was elected
again. Hsii-yiin left deputies in charge of the Nan-hua Ssu and the
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Liu-jung Ssu, while he himself lived at the Yiin-men Ssu, during much
of the period that he headed these monasteries.?

The reason that abbots had to serve in several places concurrently
or long beyond their time for retirement was not only the shortage of
good men, but also because—let it be emphasized again—the best
men did not want to be abbots at all. What they wanted was to prac-
tice religious cultivation (hsiu-ch’ih). The Kiangsu system was prob-
ably designed to counteract this reluctance. Once a monk had accepted
the dharma of a monastery, he usually felt a certain obligation to serve
as abbot—not, as we have ‘seen, an absolute obligation, but strong
enough so that he was likely to be ready when needed to fill the va-
cant seat. The system would appear to have given greater stability to
the monastic administration. But this was not the way it was always
looked at.

CRITICISM OF DHARMA ABBOTSHIP

Several of the most eminent monks of the Republican period were
opposed to any connection between the dharma and the abbotship.
Hsii-yiin refused to receive or transmit the monastery dharma as
abbot of Ku Shan and later as abbot of the Nan-hua Ssu, the Liu-jung
Ssu, and other monasteries. T’ai-hsii did the same at Nan P’u-t’o, as
did T’an-hsii wherever he held office. One informant, who was an asso-
ciate of Hsii-yiin, has told me that in his own view transmitting the
abbotship along with the dharma led to malpractices. Private interests
came to take precedence over public interests. Sometimes even money
changed hands. These objections are stated eloquently by T an-hsii.
Toward the end of his autobiography we find a section entitled
“Transmitting the dharma without transmitting the abbotship,”*
which is translated below.

I consider that the system of public selection of the worthy should
be practiced everywhere and that it is impermissible for a public
institution to be privately handed from person to person on the
basis of personal feelings. As to the system of transmitting the
dharma, the masters of former times did so by an imprint of mind
on mind: everyone who achieved enlightenment got an attestation
of the fact in the form of such an imprint. Only then could they
have confidence in their own enlightenment. The ancestral master
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Bodhidharma, for example, was the twenty-eighth patriarch in India
and the first in China. In India from the Buddha Sakaymuni to
Bodhidharma, transmission was always by the imprint of mind on
mind. In China from Bodhidharma to the Sixth Patriarch, the Ven-
erable Hui-neng, it was also by the imprint of mind on mind, but in
addition the robe and bowl were transmitted from person to person
as a token of trust. Before the Sixth Patriarch, although a great
many enlightened disciples handed on the dharma and transmitted
the robe and bowl, they had to wait for the right person, and the
robe and bowl were transmitted to only one disciple. After the Sixth
Patriarch, because more people developed the good roots of faith,
the robe and bowl became an object of dispute so that only the
dharma could be transmitted and not the robe and bowl. But today
dharma transmission is taken lightly and people consider that it is
not worth treating as anything important.

Actually, however, transmitting the dharma is a difficult business.
One must have clarity of perception to be able to recognize the
right person among all the masses of humanity. If you do not know
the right person and give the dharma to anyone who comes along,
it will probably become a butt for jokes. There is no need to discuss
those who really know their own mind, see their own nature, and
transmit by an imprint of mind on mind. What I am going to talk
about is this modern business of transmitting from generation to
generation with dharma scrolls. This is something that deserves
serious reflection. At present the system in a majority of large mon-
asteries (tsung-lin) is for the post of abbot to be transmitted along
with the dharma (scroll).?® There are three or perhaps five dharma
disciples (fledgling abbots) who, having received the dharma, be-
come the future heads of the monastery. If one of them is carelessly
chosen, it can lead to many irregularities. I have been pondering
this for decades, and I believe that private transmission of dharma
and abbotship is one of the main reasons why large monasteries
throughout the country have gone into a decline and have been
unable to keep going over the long term. Furthermore, it is a defect
in our religious practice. Nearly all the persons who head monas-
teries and temples (lao ho-shang, fa ho-shang)*® in order to have
someone succeed them and also because they want to get hold of
people with talent while they are available, transmit the dharma
well ahead of time to several disciples who become the heirs ap-
parent® that we have today. When the time comes for the abbot
to retire, one of these heirs apparent takes the post right over. Of
course no one can object to transmitting the Buddha’s dharma and
discharging monastic business. However, in this case there are a
great many defects.

The first is that for persons who transmit the dharma favoritism
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displaces objective choice. Originally the Buddhist clergy advo-
cated the idea of kinsmen in the dharma, making the dharma the
basis for kinship. But the result has been that certain abbots, when
they transmitted the dharma, have done so for the sake of personal
feelings, which they have made the basis for kinship rather than
finding it in the dharma. Such connections arising from personal
feelings are built either on the concept of common locality and
ancestry or on the concept of friendship between neighboring tem-
ples. This has been the foundation for an imperceptible change to
secret consultation with private benefits in view, and for the forma-
tion of this and that clique and sect.

The second defect is as follows. When an abbot transmits the
dharma, he may not have a clear understanding of the people [to
whom he transmits]. Frequently his senior disciple and the other
disciples each transmit to four or five disciples of their own. Natu-
rally, in terms of spreading Buddhism, this is something that should
be done. But later on, because every disciple has a dharma scroll
in his hands, he thinks that he is legally a fledgling abbot and that
the abbotship is his duty and right. On the one hand, the old abbot
has transmitted both the dharma and the post; on the other hand,
the new abbots have received both the dharma and the [right to
the] post. Therefore when the time comes for the post to change
hands, you want to seize it, he wants to seize it, with the result that
there are disputes among the disciples and between the disciples
and the abbot—to the point where they go to court and fight like
wolves. Some slip into office surreptitiously and some get kicked out
summarily, so that it becomes a great joke and the religion is dis-
graced. But these two defects may be said to be slight in com-
parison to the third and greatest defect.

When an abbot is going to transmit the dharma to the next gen-
eration, he employs three criteria. 1) He wants to pick young men
who are not as old as he is. 2) Their virtue, prestige, and qualifica-
tions must all be less than his own. 3) In every matter they must
follow his directions. Generally this is what the criteria for dharma
transmission come down to with extremely few exceptions. The
abbot of the senior generation transmits this way, the next gen-
eration does so too, and so does the third. With this sort of trans-
mission, each generation is a falling off from the one before. This
has meant that religious establishments of every school have lost
their religious traditions before the dharma has been transmitted
too many times. Look at the great number of large monasteries
throughout the country which originally were public in character,
with a bell and board, but which through repeated transmissions
have become hereditary temples. Although there is still a dharma
scroll for transmission downwards, it is simply master transmitting
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to disciple’—nothing but a formality. A very large temple may
only have two or three people living in it and no outsider can call
them to question. On the contrary, if there are any monks of real
virtue, advanced in years and religious accomplishments, they will
certainly be left “out in the cold.” No one will take any notice of
them. Either they are in charge of some place of their own or they
practice religious cultivation as hermits. At the same time, because
of the dharma lineages of the various schools, although they see that
many establishments are on the decline, they are prevented from
saying anything. For a great many years now the gradual decline
of famous old monasteries has been brought about under the in-
fluence of this kind of transmitting the dharma and abbotship to-
gether. At present there are only a very few large monasteries in
the country that really do not transmit the dharma, and that prac-
tice the system of public selection of the worthy. These places can
keep going over the long term. Everywhere else it is a different
matter.

T’an-hsii, the author of this reproof, did not make a profession of
reform like T ai-hsii. On the contrary, he was a conservative, widely
respected, for whom the purpose of reform was to preserve the best
in Buddhism, not to innovate. Nonetheless, we should remember that
he spent most of his life trying to revive Buddhism in North China,
where many monasteries were in the state of decay that he mentions.
He apparently had little opportunity to observe the successful oper-
ation of the dharma system at the large monasteries in Kiangsu—
monasteries that hardly fit his description of having “two or three
people in residence.” He had few links with Kiangsu abbots and it
may be that when he visited there, he was treated as an outsider, so
that even though he found monasteries obviously flourishing, he re-
sented the monopoly of the power by a small group of local monks.
It is also possible to see here a Buddhist echo of the widening move-
ment against familism and filial piety.

Whether or not T’an-hsii is right in attributing the decline of mon-
asteries in the north and south to transmission of the abbotship along
with the dharma, he is certainly right in saying that this practice was
widespread and that it represented a shift from public to hereditary,
or at any rate, a narrowing of the circle of authority. It was another
step in the progress of Buddhism away from the Indian Buddhist
ideal of universal, direct democracy and toward the Chinese ideal of
the family as the model for all social organizations. But the analogy
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of monastic life to family life should not be pushed too far. It is true
that the Kiangsu abbot looked upon his predecessors as ancestors,
oversaw the regular offerings to their tablets, and went to sweep their
graves at Ch’ing-ming; and that in all parts of China neighboring in-
stitutions had “family connections” based on tonsure and dharma. But
I have the impression that none of this went quite as deep as the
analogues in natural family life. I think that in China Buddhism re-
tained much of its original insistence on the equality and indepen-
dence of monks. Chinese social forms were adopted within the
monastic system to make it more familiar, more livable and easier to
administer, but they did not alter the essential loneliness of the
monastic life.






cHarTER V]]

Rites for the Dead

uddhist doctrine, let it be said again, lies outside

B the scope of this book and the competence of its

author, but we have again reached the point where a word about

doctrine is needed to introduce the discussion of practice. No one can

understand the rites for the dead without first understanding what

was believed to happen to a man after he died. The difficulty is that

there were many inconsistencies in the two systems of belief, one of

Buddhist and one of Chinese origin, that enjoyed many centuries of
easy coexistence in China.

It is sometimes said that at the hands of the Chinese, Buddhism
degenerated largely into ancestor worship—as though in its original
form it had paid no heed to ancestors. But this was not the case. In
the ancient India of the Aryans, the son was required to make periodic
offerings to his father, who like all his ancestors had gone to dwell
forever in Pitrloka, “the realm of the fathers,” under the protection of
the benevolent deity, Yama. Descendants who made ancestral offer-
ings in the right way could expect to be rewarded with riches, chil-
dren, and long life.

The theory of rebirth, of which there is no trace in the Vedas, had
not yet been formulated. It was mentioned in the Brahmanas, de-
veloped in the Upanishads, and by the time of the Buddha it was
generally accepted. It affirmed that after death every man became a
preta (literally a departed person) and remained in this intermediate
state until his funeral rites were completed, whereupon he was “born
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again here as a worm or as a moth or as a bird or as a tiger or as a
lion or as a fish or as a boar or as a man or as some other being in
these states, according to his karma, according to his knowledge.”
The son hoped, of course, that his father had been reborn in heaven,
in which case filial offerings would prolong his sojourn there. This
gave the son an additional reason for making them.

This system was preserved by the Buddhists when they adopted
the theory of rebirth, which they changed and articulated. One of the
changes was to systematize possible reincarnations into five and later
into six “paths” or planes of existence: gods, men, asuras, animals,
pretas, and creatures in hell. All of the last four paths were punish-
ment: only those reborn as gods or men had enjoyed at the time of
their death a net balance of good karma.

Yama, who in Vedic times had presided over the happy realm of
the fathers, was transformed by the Buddhists into the lord of hell and
the superintendent of punishment there. Pretas, who had previously
been persons in the intermediate state between rebirths, were now
considered to be in a separate path, only one level higher than hell.
The sufferings of anyone reborn as a preta were appropriate to his
evil deeds: the former slanderer was reborn with an ulcerated mouth
exuding a foul smell. The former backbiter was doomed to keep eat-
ing the flesh of his own back. The man who had killed another with
a slingshot blow on the head was battered by 60,000 iron arrows on
his own head three times a day. Most pretas also suffered the tortures
of Tantalus. When they were thirsty and went to the river, it turned
to blood. When they sought refuge from the heat in a shady place, it
became like a furnace. The variety of their deformities and frustration
is painted with alarming detail in the Petavatthu, an early Buddhist
collection of preta stories.

The devout Buddhist layman in India had no way of knowing
which of his ancestors had become pretas after death. But he could
relieve any that had by providing them with food. The Buddha is
quoted as saying “the pretas subsist on food that they obtain in the
pretaloka or that is offered to them by their friends, associates, rela-
tives, and blood relations. If a preta for whose sake the offering is
made does not perchance come to receive and enjoy it, then another
preta who is expecting such an offering profits by it.”> This carried on
the much earlier Vedic tradition of offerings to ancestors in the “realm
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of the fathers.” But as the preta theory later evolved, such offerings
came to be regarded as unreliable, or at any rate as much less reliable
than offerings to the sangha. This was because the preta to whom
food, drink, or clothing was offered might have no way of accepting
it. If his evil deeds weighed heavily upon him, food would turn to
pus and water to fire. He could only be helped by transfer of merit,
in particular the merit that arose from donating a feast or a building
to pure monks. Such merit could be transferred to his account, alle-
viate his sufferings, and perhaps release him from the pretaloka for a
better rebirth.? The stated purpose of the Petavatthu was “to estab-
lish the superior merit of making gifts to the Buddhist Holy Order and
their efficacy as a means of releasing the pretas from their state of
woe.”™

The word “preta” was and is ambiguous. Anyone who had died
could be called a “preta,” which never lost its original sense of “the
departed.” Thus the Buddha said that parents normally desired to
have children in the expectation that children would make offerings
to them when they (the parents) became pretas.® Everyone was due
to become a preta in this sense, and even today in Ceylon the dead
can be so termed. So the practice of offerings to pretas has been filled
with ambiguity and uncertainties from the earliest times. When such
offerings were made by a Buddhist in ancient India, he was caring
for his departed ancestors wherever they were. Perhaps they were
pretas in the sense that they were in an intermediate state between
rebirths. Perhaps they were pretas in the sense that they had already
been reborn in the pretaloka and were suffering for their evil deeds.
To cover either contingency he would not only offer them food and
drink, but also make gifts to the sangha and dedicate the merit there-
from to relieve and release them.

CHINESE CONCEPTS OF THE AFTERLIFE

Before the introduction of Buddhism the Chinese had only hazy
notions of what happened to the individual after death. Their cos-
mology had not six planes, but three: heaven, the human world, and
the subterranean. Like the early Aryans, they believed that death
was permanent: there was no such thing as rebirth. After death the
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various elements of the personality dispersed in several directions.
The heavy, animal element (p'o) stayed close to the corpse and
gradually sank down to the Yellow Springs. The lighter element (hun,
which I shall translate as “soul”) stayed close to the tablet, that is,
a wooden plaque perhaps eighteen inches high and three inches wide,
inscribed with the name of the deceased and certain other particulars.
Here the soul would take up residence, feed on the offerings made by
filial descendants, and receive their reports of family news. If a man
had been particularly virtuous in life, his soul would take up residence
in heaven, from which it could return to the tablet whenever neces-
sary. All the deceased, but particularly those in heaven, had the power
to help their descendants. They helped if offerings were dutiful,
whereas if offerings ceased, they became “orphaned souls” (ku-hun),
much to be pitied, and perhaps to be feared. Particularly an object
of fear was the vengeful ghost (li-kuei), that is, the ghost of a man
who had been unjustly executed or killed before his time—as in war,
accident, or plague—or who had been improperly buried. He might
take his revenge indiscriminately on all who crossed his path. The
welfare of the family and the community depended, therefore, on the
care of the spirits of the dead.

The impact of Buddhism upon people with such a belief is easy to
imagine. Previously the worst worry had been that one’s late parents
might be hungry and irritable. Now the possibility arose that they
had been condemned to the fires and indignities of hell, or were
wandering about the earth as pretas, not merely hungry for offerings,
but unable to eat them because their throats were as small as the eye
of a needle and everything put in the mouth turned to pus or blood.
The thought was almost too horrible to be entertained by a filial child,
but what if it were true? Buddhism introduced these fears just as
China was falling into the turmoil of the Six Dynasties, when many
Chinese must have been wondering whether the troubles of the
family and the State were not due to some shortcoming in the service
of the ancestors.

Buddhist ideas of the afterlife did not displace indigenous ideas
but complemented and fused with them. Pretas, for example, were
strikingly similar to orphaned souls. They were forever wandering
through the world, waiting to be fed, “behind the boundary wall of
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the old homestead, where crossroads meet, even by doorposts.”®
Whereas in India they had not been considered dangerous (because
they were too preoccupied with their own suffering), the Chinese
imputed to them the potentiality of the orphaned soul for taking re-
venge on those who had failed to nourish it. Rather naturally it was
the preta’s tantalizing hunger that most impressed the Chinese, who
gave them the name of “hungry ghosts™ (e-kuei).

Some Chinese realized that hungry ghosts had fallen into their
lamentable state because of their own misdeeds, whereas the orphaned
souls were the victims of neglect But the two categories became con-
fused, just as the realm of the hungry ghosts became confused with
hell.” According to the Petavatthu their realm was separate and dis-
tinct. In China it became hell itself or an antechamber thereof, from
which they issued forth to wander, particularly in the evening and
in the middle of the seventh month. High-born pretas were considered
actually to hold office in hell, working as jailors and executioners for
Yama (Yen-lo), its terrible judge and king.

As early as the fourth century c.E. the Chinese began to accept the
idea that it took forty-nine days to be assigned a new life in one of
the six paths.® But this did not bring them to abandon the practice of
offering food to the dead for years and even for generations after they
had died. Like the Aryans, the Chinese preserved the cult of ancestors
as though rebirth had never been heard of.

Their approach, while it might seem to be inconsistent, was actually
that of a prudent man dealing with the unknown. There was no way
to be sure which version of the afterlife was correct. On the chance
that it was the Chinese version, the filial son made regular offerings
at his father’s tablet, reported all important family news, and thanked
him for help received. On the chance that it was the Buddhist version,
he had rites performed immediately after his father died to help him
toward a better rebirth in forty-nine days. But suppose these rites
were unsuccessful; suppose that despite them his father had been re-
born as a hungry ghost or in hell. Once again there was no way to be
sure. On the chance that the worst had transpired, the duty of the
son was to have more Buddhist rites performed to secure a second and
better rebirth for his father at the earliest possible moment, and to
relieve his sufferings in the meantime. It would have been unfilial
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to suppose that his father had deserved to be reborn as a hungry
ghost, but it would have been even more unfilial to neglect the appro-
priate measures if he were one.

This desire to do everything possible for the deceased, so that no
matter who was right—Confucians, Buddhists, or Taoists—he would
get maximum protection, fostered the development of an extraordi-
narily rich assortment of posthumous rites in China. Their history lies
outside our purview, but they eventually became the most conspicu-
ous feature of Chinese Buddhism. The general term for them today is
“delivering the souls of the dead” (ch’ao-tu wang-hun).

Deliverance is considered possible in three ways. First, monks per-
form rites that cancel out the bad karma of the dead by transferring
to their account the good karma accumulated by bodhisattvas and by
the monks themselves. Second, they instruct the dead in the dharma
in order to dispel the ignorance that may be holding them back from
a more favorable rebirth. Third, in the case of hungry ghosts, since
their sufferings make it difficult for them to focus their attention on
the dharma, monks begin by alleviating their hunger with food. This
food has a dual character. While from a compassionate Buddhist
point of view it relieves their suffering, from the traditional Chinese
point of view it reduces the danger of their becoming angry. Since
the anger of ghosts is apt to be indiscriminate, the whole community
is benefitted.?

Most rites for the dead in China are supposed to be universal rather
than exclusive. Their object is to feed, instruct, and deliver as many
hungry ghosts as possible, and sometimes to do the same for souls
being tortured in hell. The merit arising therefrom is transferred to
the account of the particular dead person for whose benefit the cere-
mony is being held and whose soul tablet is usually on the altar. If
he happens to be a hungry ghost himself, he is doubly benefitted, but
the merit transferred reaches him wherever he is, in whatever path
of existence. This provides a rationale for performing rites long after
the forty-ninth day. Even if he has already been reborn as a child in
a neighboring city, he still receives the merit arising from the rites:
the net balance of his karma is improved. Therefore to hold such rites
for a person a year or two after he has died does not imply that he
is a hungry ghost. What a thought!

Many Chinese, including even many devout Buddhists, have not
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bothered to put their ideas about the afterlife into such logical order.
I recall, for example, meeting a very well-educated mainlander at the
gate of a Buddhist temple in Taiwan where he had paid to have his
family tablets installed for the Festival of the Hungry Ghosts. He had
never heard that rebirth occurred after forty-nine days. In general, he
said, he was unfamiliar with the theories that underlay offerings to
the dead. Yet he was on his way to make those offerings and gave
me an expert’s lecture on the different kinds of hell money, some of
which he was buying. Like him, many Chinese seem to regard the
whole gamut of Buddhist services as simply one form of filial piety.
They may become very angry if anyone suggests that they are offer-
ing incense, rice, and fruit at the altar because they think their parents
have been reborn on a lower plane. Their parents are, of course, ling-
ming—virtuous spirits who reside in heaven and descend to their
tablets to receive filial offerings and reverent reports of family news.
Why then do they pay the monks to recite sutras? Because it is a cus-
tomary form of filial commemoration, they say. No one can be called
“superstitious” for engaging in filial commemoration.

ANNIVERSARY RITES

There were two varieties of rites for the dead: elaborate ceremonies
performed on some anniversary® of death and routine offerings made
before the tablet on the 1st and 15th of every lunar month. We shall
deal first with the special rites, among which the most picturesque
was “the release of the burning mouths” (fang yen-k'ou). This was a
Tantric ritual lasting about five hours and always held in the evening
when it was easier for hungry ghosts to go abroad. The presiding
monks wore red and golden hats in the shape of a five pointed
crown.!® Before them was a collection of magical instruments—mir-
rors, scepters, spoons, and so on. The monks assisting them—usually
six to eighteen!’—were equipped with dorjes and dorje bells (which
sounded, when rung together, rather like a team of reindeer). In the
first half of the ceremony the celebrants invoked the help of the Three
Jewels. In the second half they broke through the gates of hell, where,

* Here and below, for want of the right word in English, I apply “anniversary”
to rites that took place from one day to one year after death.



31. A “release of burning mouths” is performed by three presiding monks
and eight assistants. Note the brocaded altar hangings (chuang-yen) with
auspicious phrases. Taiwan.

32. One of the presiding monks, wearing a Vairocana hat, gives the
mudra (magic hand gesture) which disperses those demons who attach
themselves to sacrificial vessels and consume the food intended for the
ghosts of the deceased. Taiwan.
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with their instruments and magic gestures, they opened the throats of
the sufferers and fed them sweet dew, that is, water made holy by
reciting a mantra over it. They purged away their sins, administered
the Three Refuges, and caused them to take the bodhisattva resolve.
Finally they preached the dharma to them. If all this was properly
done, the ghosts could be immediately reborn as men or even in the
Western Paradise.?

The merit arising therefrom accrued to the deceased persons whose
relatives were paying for the ceremony—and who, of course, might
also have been among those directly benefitted. Fang yen-K'ou were
not only performed for the benefit of particular persons, but as a com-
munity service on the 15th of every seventh lunar month, the Festival
of Hungry Ghosts, when most of the populace joined in various kinds
of observances on behalf of the dead.

33. A mother and her children offer incense and prostrate themselves at
the temporary altar of rebirth set up for a Festival of Hungry Ghosts. The
wall is covered with paper soul tablets of the deceased, while the more ex-
pensive wooden frame tablets are set up below. The deceased will receive
the merit transferred after the “release of burning mouths” being performed
for the festival. On the floor lie bags of paper ingots, waiting to be dis-
patched to them by fire. Taiwan.
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Less picturesque but no less beneficial was the reciting of a penance
(pai-ch’an), which drew on the inexhaustible store of merit of buddhas
and bodhisattvas to cancel the bad karma that the deceased had ac-
cumulated. There were many varieties of penance, some extremely
curious in origin. Consider, for example, the Water Penance (Shui-
ch’an). It is said to have been composed by a T’ang dynasty monk
named Chih-hsiian. Early in his career he showed some kindness to
a foreign bhiksu who had fallen ill in the Chinese capital. In grati-
tude the latter, before departing, told him that if he were ever in
trouble he should seek him out in Szechwan. Later Chih-hsiian won
great renown. He was given the title of “national teacher,” and the
emperor himself used to come to hear him preach. Before long a boil
developed on his knee that had the semblance of a human face. There
were eyes, nose, and a mouth, which could talk. He found this in-
tolerable, so he went to Szechwan and sought out the foreigner, who
was living in a mountain temple there. When he had explained his
problem, the foreigner told him to bathe in a spring at the foot of the
mountain, the waters of which had the remarkable quality of washing
away the karma of injustice. He was about to begin washing when
the boil asked him to stop. It explained that the two of them had been
mortal enemies hundreds of years before during the Han dynasty. It
had -been unable to take revenge for the injuries it had then received
because the monk had been a monk, leading a pure life, for the last
ten reincarnations. Now that the emperor’s patronage had turned his
thoughts to fame and profit, revenge was possible. Despite this plea
Chih-hsiian washed in the spring, whereupon the boil disappeared,
along with the temple. He built a new one there and wrote the Water
Penance. Most of it is an exposition of the doctrine of karma, but each
section begins with a hymn in which the author refers to his own
peculiar experience.

These were not the only kinds of mortuary rites. If monks simply
recited buddha’s name, it was considered to give rise to merit. There-
fore, after someone died, they might be asked to recite buddha’s
name for a week (fo-ch’i) and then transfer the resulting merit to his
account. They might also be asked to chant sutras, which not only
gave rise to merit, but constituted a form of instruction. The soul of
the deceased would be summoned to his tablet (and attracted by
offerings) to hear the Ksitigarbha Sutra or the Diamond Sutra or the
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Amitabha Sutra. The latter was particularly effective in turning his
mind toward the Western Paradise, where it was hoped he would be
reborn.

All the rites described above were called “Buddhist services” (fo-
shih or ching-ch’an).’® They would be performed according to a
schedule that varied with the wealth and piety of the bereaved and
with the customs of the region. If a family could afford it they were
performed day and night: otherwise on the third, fifth and seventh
days after death and on several of the seven “sevenths” during the
first forty-nine days. ‘

For example, on the first seventh a text like the Surangama or Lotus
Sutra might be chanted to instruct the soul of the deceased. On the
third seventh the monks would offer a penance or recite buddha’s
name during the day, while in the evening they performed a fang
yen-K'ou. In Peking it was the practice on the fifth seventh to burn a
paper boat, piloted by Kuan Yin, but in south China this might have
already been done two weeks earlier.™

34. A paper boat with Kuan-yin at the tiller is ready to ferry to the
Western Paradise all the souls who are saved by the “release of burning
mouths,” a paper performance of which, presided over by Ti-tsang, is going
on inside the cabin. Hong Kong.
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In central China the ordinary family might be able to do no more
than to ask the monks to the house the first night. They would chant
a short text, like the Amitabha Sutra, and then circumambulate around
the corpse, reciting buddha’s name and keeping time with a hand
chime and small wooden fish. They would recite for an hour, then rest
for an hour, and so alternately recite and rest until dawn. This meant
that the family did not have to keep the vigil themselves. Usually the
corpse had not been encoffined and, as one monk told me, in summer
there was often a bad smell.

Once the forty-nine days were over and the permanent wooden
tablet was installed on the family altar, services continued to be per-
formed on certain anniversaries, particularly the hundredth day after
death and the first and third years. Beyond three years, which was the
traditional period of mourning, rites were seldom held.?®

The larger the number of monks participating in Buddhist services,
the greater was the amount of merit available for transfer, assuming,
of course, that they had lived by the rules and kept up their religious
practice. The number might be five, seven, twelve, twenty-four, forty-
eight, a hundred and eight, or a thousand. Since the soul could come
to its tablet regardless of where the corpse was lying, the services
could either be performed in the monastery or at home. Poor families
might not have the space to set up an altar and accommodate the
monks. Rich ones sometimes turned part of their houses into a temple
for the occasion. It depended on the circumstances and the region.’®

The tour de force among rites for the dead was the “plenary mass”
(shui-lu fa-hui), common in central China, rare in Peking. It was very
large, very long, and very expensive. Lasting seven days and nights, it
included different kinds of services at seven different altars, often
going on simultaneously: recitation of buddha’s name, chanting of
various sutras, offering of penances, and the release of burning mouths.
Each had to be performed by the number of monks prescribed in the
missal, while all the monks in the monastery turned out to march in
the serpentine processions reciting buddha’s name (pu-fo).

The purpose of the plenary mass was to save all the souls of the
dead on land and sea (hence the term shui-lu), but as usual the merit
arising therefrom was credited to the account of the deceased relatives
of the family that was paying for it. They paid a great deal. For ex-




Anniversary Rites 191

ample, at Chin Shan the price was $1,200 (Chinese currency ). At least
sixty monks took part, drawn from those living in retirement, from the
meditation hall, from the hall for reciting buddha’s name and, if there
were still not enough hands, from the wandering monks hall. Except
for the precentor, most officers were too busy to assist. Up to ten
plenary masses, lasting seventy days in all, were performed each year
at Chin Shan, usually during the second and third, eighth, and ninth
lunar months, but never during meditation weeks. After the Japanese
occupation there were none at all, reportedly because no one could
afford it. Yet Chin Shan’s charges were not exorbitant. Whereas at
small temples a reduction in price could sometimes be negotiated,
large monasteries charged up to $5,000 (Chinese currency) and might
be unwilling to bargain.!” In Hong Kong during recent years plenary
masses have been held at several of the larger temples and the charge
has run to the equivalent of US $3,000—a charge so high that some-
times it has been shared by a syndicate of several families.

Although as much as half the charge represented profit for the mon-
astery, there were heavy expenses to meet: paying for the monks who
were called in to take part (the fee, tan-ch’ien, for each monk ran from
fifty cents to one Chinese dollar a day); serving everyone three vege-
tarian feasts; and preparing elaborate paper figures. Among these
were the celestial horses that were burned to notify the Jade Emperor
(a Taoist divinity who reigned over the Buddhist heaven of desire)
that he should descend and partake of the feast and release the hungry
ghosts from hell so that they could partake too.

Other paper figures were burned by the lay donors of the mass. As
during many such rites they set fire to paper houses, servants, and
even automobiles so that their late relatives might have use of them.
It may be hard to see what use a Cadillac would be in hell, and, of
course, once a man was condemned in the courts of hell, he would
find it of very little use. But even the worthiest citizen had to go
through these courts, which lay a considerable distance apart, and his
son naturally wanted him to be as comfortable as possible. Therefore
he also provided his father with money for incidental expenses, like
gifts for infernal officials. Like so many officials, those in hell were
venal. There was a good chance that the deceased could buy his way
out, or at any rate get his torturers to “loosen the screws” a little.









38. A hell bank note of the kind burned by the package in the inciner-
ator. Hong Kong.

nether world. Into it lay people tossed banknotes, coins, and ingots,
all of paper. The banknotes were usually in high denominations and
issued by the Bank of Hell.® The coins were disks of silver cardboard
sometimes imprinted with the head of President Yiian Shih-Kai (like
real silver dollars); or sheets of yellow paper impressed with the
shapes of copper cash, each with a hole in the middle. But it was the
ingots that really counted. There were both gold and silver ingots
made of paper.tinfoil in the appropriate color. If one visited a temple
before-a Buddhist service, one usually saw female relatives of the
deceased—or women hired by the temple—sitting around a table fold-
ing sheets of tinfoil into little hats—the shape of the heavier ingots in
traditional China.'® Even one such ingot, representing fifty ounces of
gold or silver, ought to have been persuasive in dealing with infernal
officials, but their rapacity was presumably greater than officials on
earth and so thousands of ingots were folded for every large rite. To
make sure they reached their destination they were placed in roomy
paper bags (pao-fu p’i), yellow for those who had died within three
years, red for those who had died earlier. Sometimes one whole corner
of the temple workroom would be stacked to the ceiling with them.
On each bag there would be written with a brush the name of the
deceased and his native place as well as the name of the sender. It
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was important that the sender be identified so that he would be given
credit by the recipient.

Not all the paper burned by laymen was so mercenary. One of their
favorite offerings, for example, was the Mantra of Rebirth (Wang-
sheng chou). It was printed on a single sheet in Chinese and Sanskrit,
then folded up like a fan, and tossed into the incinerator in large quan-
tities. Also burned were sheets of paper imprinted with pictures of
scissors and bolts of cloth, which were intended to represent clothing.
It was the thought that counted.

None of these things were usually bought from the temple, but
rather from a paper shop, which sold them in packages of fifty or a
hundred. (When I have bought such packages, they have usually been
short a few sheets. Not all rapacity is confined to helll) Monks might
write the addresses on the bags of ingots, but otherwise they took little
part in the dispatch of paper offerings. Their attitude was at least
tolerant and many believed in the practice. I remember one monk
telling me that when he forgot to address some bags of ingots during a
Buddhist service several years ago, the ghost appeared to the family
of the deceased in a dream and complained that his remittance had
failed to arrive. Such stories were widely regarded as everyday con-
firmation of everyday facts. Quaint as they may sound to some readers,
they were prompted (like all the practices described in this chapter)
by the most universal human feelings: fear of death and love and fear
of parents.

Rites for the dead were sometimes referred to collectively as “white
services” (pai-shih), since white was the color of mourning in' China.
Rites for the living were called “red services” (hung-shih). The living,
too, could benefit from each offering of a penance, since it washed
away their bad karma and so “annulled disasters” (hsiao-tsai). Thus
in order to bring rain monks recited the “Penance of Three Thousand
Buddhas,” so-called because it was meant to obtain the transfer of
enough merit from past, present, and future buddhas to cancel out
the bad karma that was causing the drought.2® Appropriate penances
could also be recited to bring an end to illness, haunting, or war. Even
for the red services performed on birthdays or on the opening of a
temple, it was appropriate to recite a penance, since it averted dangers
as yet unseen. Perhaps the most universal feature of red services was
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the worship of the buddha of medicine, Bhaisajyaguru (Yao-shih fo),
who presides in the East just as Amitabha presides in the West. When
I have attended the birthday of a leading monk or layman, we circum-
ambulated reciting “Homage to Yao-shih Fo who annuls disasters and
lengthens the life span,” after which came a hymn to the incense
(hsiang-tsan) and a vegetarian feast.

If services were being performed for a man who had died at a great
age, the atmosphere was naturally less mournful than if he had died
before his time. Sometimes, according to one informant, it was more
like a red than a white service, since the family felt that thanksgiving
was in order for the blessings their late relative had enjoyed. In Peking
on such occasions the monks might even be asked to sing popular
songs, which added a certain piquancy to the festive mood.

ATTITUDES TOWARD RITES FOR THE DEAD

Foreign writers on Chinese Buddhism have portrayed the sangha
as divided into two camps: those who performed Buddhist services
with the enthusiasm of greed or superstitious ignorance; and those
who did so as a disagreeable necessity because they depended on it
for livelihood. Prip-Mgller remarks: “To the more spiritually-minded
monks, masses like these, full as they are of superstition and exorcism,
are an abhorrence, but for the monasteries and temples they provide
a splendid source of income, which they cannot afford to do without.”**
R. F. Fitch states that: “Intelligent priests will most seriously attack
this practice in private conversation, but one has not heard of any
who had the courage of their conviction so as to try to break the
practice.”®® One Kiangsu monk estimated to me that twenty percent
of the sangha are skeptical about the efficacy of rites for the dead.
They consider that our next rebirth is inexorably determined by the
good and bad karma we have accumulated. The rest of the sangha,
he said, feel that while the future is largely up to each individual, he
can be assisted by the transfer of merit, particularly within the first
forty-nine days after death when his case is, so to speak, still open.

It is true that in recent decades, at least, the better monasteries have
refused to send their monks to people’s houses or to hold the smaller
rites (like penances) within their own walls except for the most im-
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portant patrons. A few monasteries have refused to hold any Buddhist
services at all. The code of rules for the Kao-min Ssu states that it is a
“ts’'ung-lin whose perpetual work is meditation and religious study. No
major or minor Buddhist services whatever will be accepted.”® Ac-
cording to an informant who spent several years there, this rule had
been observed since Lai-kuo took office as abbot early in the Repub-
lican period. For an important lay patron or a resident monk who had
died, Lai-kuo would arrange a plenary recitation of buddha’s name
(p’u-fo), but rather than reciting the name of the buddha Amitabha,
the monks would recite the name of Sakyamuni. In no case would the
Kao-min Ssu perform plenary masses, penances, or “release of the
burning mouths.”

A few other monasteries are reported to have had the same rule, as
for example the Chu-sheng Ssu on Nan-yiieh and the Jen-jui Ssu in
Heng-yang (both of Hunan). The reason usually given was that rites
for the -dead would have disturbed the peaceful routine of the mon-
astery and impaired the single-minded devotion to religious exercises.
But there is a possibility that the prohibition was a relatively new
phenomenon, inspired by the winds of reform. Already in 1912 some
conservative monks were coming to feel that the commercialization of
such rites reflected poorly on the sangha. There was also a tendency
to look down on those monks who spent their time going out to per-
form them in people’s homes. They were popularly referred to as
“monks on call” (ying-fu seng) in contrast to those who spent their
time in the monastery on meditation and study (the hsiu-hsing seng).
The “call monks” formed the majority of the clerical proletariat. Their
ignorance of texts and doctrine did not impair their usefulness in the
eyes of the populace, but in Buddhist circles it tended to attach a
certain stigma to rites for the dead.?*

This did not necessarily mean that the clerical elite were skeptical
of the efficacy of these rites. At Chin Shan a plenary mass was held
every year®® in which only unpaid volunteers took part. Hence it was
called a “volunteer plenary mass” (fa-hsin shui-lu). Any resident of
the monastery had the right to install two paper tablets in the Pure
Land Altar for the seven days it lasted. One of the tablets would be
for laymen (usually his parents) and the other for a monk (usually
his tonsure master). There was no charge for this. All expenses were
paid by the establishment: incense, candles, paper figures, and three
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missal feasts. There were always sixty to seventy monks who were
willing to put in an exhausting week without compensation, and all
the resident monks took the opportunity to put up tablets. If they had
considered the rites ineffective would they have done so?

THE COMMERCIALIZATION OF RITES

The issue was not the effectiveness of rites, but their commercializa-
tion. This was exemplified at some of the large urban monasteries that
did not have income from land and hence had no choice but to give
priority to Buddhist services, which at some of them became “big
business.” For a first-hand and perhaps somewhat embittered descrip-
tion of this we shall hear from a monk who spent a year at the Fa-
tsang Ssu in Shanghai. This temple was housed in a new building in
the French concession, looking from the outside like any other house
in the block. When he was living there in 1938, it had over a hundred
monks in residence. Here is what he told me about it.

That was a place that really made money conducting Buddhist
services. From morning to night, from the beginning of the year to
the end, there were plenary masses. I was one of the ordinary
monks. During the day I recited a penance—one penance took the
whole day—and in the evening a fang yen-K'ou. There was no time
to rest. If you wanted to rest, you had to ask for leave, and this was
very hard to get. If, for example, you said that you were sick, you
would be told that since you could not recite penances, you should
go to the buddha recitation hall and recite buddha’s name. There it
was possible to sleep—and still get your 25¢ a day [Chinese cur-
rency]. Laymen were willing to pay for this because the merit gener-
ated could be transferred to the deceased, just as in the case of a
penance. Regardless of the type of work performed, the monastery
charged one dollar per monk per day for daytime work, of which
the monk got 25¢; for an evening’s work the monastery charged $2,
of which each celebrant at the lower table got 40¢, while the three
who presided got 80¢. So in the course of twenty-four hours the
ordinary monk could make 65¢. But at that time 65¢ was a reason-
able amount of money. We made a little more when we went out to
perform services in people’s homes—walking around the corpse on
the first night, for example. They had to pay $1.50 per monk per
night for this, out of which we got 50¢ apiece. Except when we
were in people’s homes, the monastery provided our food. We were
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not paid directly, but given bamboo slips each day. We kept these
until the end of the half month, and then got a lump-sum in accor-
dance with the slips we had accumulated.

If one was willing to stay there for many years and put up with
the misery of the work, one could become an officer of the monastery
and really make money. The abbot, the retired abbot, the manager,
the guest prefect, the precentor, the proctor, and other high officers
would each get a bamboo slip for each of the services performed in
a given day, so that if ten groups of monks performed services, the
abbot would get ten slips, whereas the monks participating would
only get one apiece. The monastery used to cheat its patrons. They
were laymen and did not understand. There should have been ten or
twenty monks performing at each service, but because business was
so good, there were not enough to go around and they would be
divided into small groups—as few as three or four monks. Another
way in which patrons were cheated was by pretending that the
monks in the great shrine-hall were reciting a penance for only one
family of worshippers. If the Wang family came they would be
shown the monks reciting there and told that it was for the Wangs,
and if the Chang family came they would be shown the same monks
and told that it was for the Changs. When the monks left the shrine-
hall to transfer merit in front of the tablet of the departed, they
would do it first before the Wang tablet and then before the Chang
tablet, each in its own hall for the occasion. The monastery used to
make an enormous amount of money.

Ordinarily one could not leave the premises—except to perform
Buddhist services at people’s homes. It was like living in a prison.
There was a meditation hall, but it was not a real one; it was just
used for Buddhist services. There was no meditation. Life was
harder physically at the Fa-tsang Ssu than it was at Chin Shan, but
one made more money. It was like being in business.

The monk who told me this belonged to the rank and file. He never
served as an officer. His account reveals the same attitude toward the
“higher-ups” that one finds among enlisted men in the army. Though
most of what he said was confirmed, certain important details were
contradicted by another informant who spent a year in the Fa-tsang
Ssu at about the same time (1938-1939). Because he was well con-
nected, he was given an apartment to live in and the rank of thurifer.
He denied categorically that every high officer received one credit for
each Buddhist service held, whether he attended or not. “That way
officers would have made a terrible lot of money,” he said. “How could
the establishment have paid them?” What actually happened, he went
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on, was that one credit for each service was given to all the officers
collectively. At the end of the month the total was divided up among
them in equal shares as a solatium. Thus if there were ten officers and
fifteen services a day, each officer received one and a half credits.
“That other monk you were talking to remembered it wrong. He didn’t
know about it because he was never an officer himself.”

According to this second informant the Fa-tsang Ssu was one of the
three strictest monasteries in Shanghai. True, its work was almost en-
tirely performing Buddhist services, but how else could it have sur-
vived? It had no land. The situation was different at the Liu-yiin Ssu,
where he had held office for many years. The Liu-yiin Ssu received
enough grain rent from farmland south of Shanghai to feed its resi-
dents four months of the year. Therefore it was able to operate a
meditation hall where thirty to a hundred monks followed the same
rules and schedule as at Chin Shan. They normally took no part in
rites for the dead, which were manned by other residents in much the
same way as at the Fa-tsang Ssu.?¢

During his years as visitors” prefect*” this informant had often had
the duty of dealing with the public, taking their orders for Buddhist
services, keeping them company while these were under way, and col-
lecting payment afterwards. He said that a typical conversation with a
donor (f'an-yiieh) might run as follows:

Donor: “My father’s sixtieth birthday is on the 18th and I would like
to have a service performed.”

Visitors’ Prefect: “Would you like us to perform a one-day Longev-
ity Penance or to recite the Longevity Sutra® for a dayr”

Donor: “T'd like you to recite the Longevity Sutra.”

Prefect: “How many monks (shih-fu) do you want to ask?”

Donor: “What is the minimum?”

Prefect: “With us here the minimum is seven.”

Donor: “What is the maximum?”

Prefect: “That’s as you like—108, for example.”

Donor: “This time I am afraid I cannot afford to ask too many.”

Prefect: “Twenty-four, then, or twelve?”

Donor: “With twenty-four, how much would I have to give?”

Prefect: “The monks are now getting 40¢ apiece.”

Donor: “Per day?”

Prefect: “That’s what the monks get; our temple takes one dollar
in all”

Donor: “All right, make it twelve monks. Then we will want to eat
a vegetarian meal (ch’ih-chai).”
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Prefect: “Do you want to have superior dishes or ordinary ones?”

Donor: “I want superior ones.”

Prefect: “Preparing them on your behalf would be $12 per table.”

Donor: “There would be thirty of us, which would be three tables.
Let me see, the total would be about $50.”

Prefect (perfunctorily): “Amitabhal”

When arrangements were being made for services and a feast at a
large urban monastery, monks did not feel the same reluctance to talk
in terms of fixed tariffs as when they were entertaining pilgrims in a
country monastery or a place of pilgrimage. But in the latter, too, Bud-
dhist services might be an important element of the monastic economy.
According to one monk, they were the largest single source of revenue
for the Pure Land center at Ling-yen Shan® near Soochow, although
the rents from its 500 acres of farmland must also have been consider-
able. At P'u-t'o Shan, the sacred island off the Chekiang coast, they
were ‘the main income,” yielding an estimated two million Chinese
dollars a year to the many temples there, which sometimes could not
keep up with the demand.*

INCOME FROM TABLETS AND URNS

As we noted at the beginning of this chapter, it was the traditional
Chinese belief that a filial son was obliged to make offerings of food
before his parents’ tablets and report all family news, while according
to Buddhist belief he was obliged to provide food, instruction, and
the transfer of merit to assist them toward a better rebirth. The former
obligation he usually carried out himself in the family shrine at home.
The latter obligation was one that he seldom had either the time or
the competence to undertake. Therefore he would purchase the right
to place additional tablets for his parents in a monastery where the
monks would act for him in perpetuity. On the Ist and 15th of the
lunar month, and on Ch'ing-ming, the Festival of Hungry Ghosts,
and the Winter Solstice (or, in some temples, every day of the year),
they would make an offering, recite an appropriate text like the
Amitabha Sutra, and transfer the resulting merit to the account of the
deceased. The offering provided nourishment and the recitation an
opportunity to hear the dharma. Since a soul could travel great dis-
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tances instantaneously, there was no reason why it should not have
several residences, at each of which it could enjoy the care of the
monks, receive the merit generated, and thereby qualify sooner for a
favorable rebirth. I know a layman who had one set of tablets for his
parents at the Nan-hua Ssu in Kwangtung province (as well as their
ashes in a columbarium), a second set at the Kao-min Ssu in Kiangsu,
and a third at home.3! The first cost him $100 and the second $200
(Chinese currency). Elsewhere the price went up to $400-500. The
payment was always in a lump sum, which could be used by the
monastery to purchase income-producing property. The tablets were
green or dark blue and were usually installed in-a “hall of rebirth”
(wang-sheng t'ang).3? The largest and most costly were placed in the
center and had elaborately carved frames with paintings or photo-
graphs of the deceased. The least expensive arrangement was merely
to have the name of the deceased added to a collective tablet at the
cost of about $50.

Some monasteries also had a “hall of longevity” (yen-shou t'ang)3?
where one found another kind of tablet, painted red and put up during
a person’s lifetime. Here prayers were recited and merit transferred in
the morning of the same days that services were performed in the hall
of rebirth after noon. The objective was to lengthen the life of the
persons whose names the tablets bore. They were commonly erected
by filial sons for their parents. Just as Amitabha, who confers rebirth.
in the Western Paradise, presided over the hall of rebirth, so Bhaisaj- .
yaguru (Yao-shih), the buddha of healing and of longevity, presided
here. Although prayers were said (like the Yao-shih kuan-ting chen-
yen), no offerings were made, since, after all, these people were still
alive.

Sometimes the tablets in the hall of longevity were convertible. They
would be painted green, but covered with a strip of red paper on
which there would be a text like: “Seat of long life and emoluments
for devotee so-and-so (husband) and so-and-so (wife), patrons of this
temple, on whom may Buddha’s radiance shine.” When they died, it
was a simple matter to move the tablet to the hall of rebirth and lift
off the paper, exposing the usual text for the dead: “The lotus seat of
rebirth for so-and-so and so-and-so, deceased father and mother, fol-
lowers of the Pure Land.” No additional payment had to be made for
this conversion. Tablets were not always placed in the halls of longev-



204 Rites for the Dead

ity and rebirth. They might be at opposite sides of the hall of merit
(kung-te ¥ang) or the ancestors hall (#su-fang), which respectively
housed the tablets of worthy monks and of abbots. In small temples
they could be found in the principal shrine-hall, those for the dead in
the west and those for the living in the east. Small temples probably
depended more on income from tablets than the large ones. They did
not have the space or personnel to perform such profitable services as
the plenary mass. Furthermore it is my impression that the size of the
hall of rebirth was not in ratio to the size of the institution. Large halls
with many tablets were probably as common in small temples as in
large, and provided a higher proportion of the lower income needed
to support the few resident monks.

I have heard of a monastery in Manchuria that operated a profitable
cemetery, although my informant admitted that this was exceptional.
A more common source of income, although not as common as the hall
of rebirth, was the colombarium (pu-tung ta)23* where ashes from
the crematory were stored in urns (ku-hui tan). In some cases this
too was arranged by lump-sum payment, while in others there was an
annual charge. One small temple in Wuhan, for example, had a colum-
barium with two thousand urns, for each of which it received the
equivalent of US $1.60 a year. They provided its largest single source
of income. When relatives came to do reverence on the birthdays of
the deceased, many of them would pay a little extra to have a short
service read while they offered incense and prostrated themselves. On
these occasions the urn itself played the role of the tablet. The name
would be pasted up on it and it would be placed on the altar of Ti-
tsang inside the columbarium. In this particular temple there were no
‘permanent wooden tablets in the hall of rebirth, but only the tempo-
rary paper plaques put up for Buddhist services.

The Lung-ch’iian Ssu in Peking offered a different -kind-of service.
Many people who died in the capital came from other parts of the
country, to which their bodies had to be shipped back for burial. It
was customary not to inaugurate shipment until an auspicious day,
which might not come for months or years. The Lung-ch’iian Ssu was
ready to store the coffins in the meantime, each in its own room, for $3
a month (Chinese currency). Long rows of coffin warehouses lay be-
tween the monastery and the exemplary orphanage it ran, which will
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be described in the next volume—and which the coffins may have
helped to support.

A word of caution is needed, perhaps, at the end of this discussion
of rites for the dead as a source of income for Buddhist monks. There
is danger of losing sight of the substance of the work in analyzing its
financial context—just as there is when discussing medical practice as
the source of income for physicians. From a Chinese Buddhist point of
view, even the most perfunctory rites, performed by the most com-
mercially minded monks, probably gave some relief to creatures suf-
fering in the lower paths of existence, no less than the physician who
is more interested in fees than healing may still heal. Rites for the dead
were essentially compassionate, regardless of the money that changed
hands in connection with them. Such, at least, was the orthodox, con-
servative viewpoint.
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The Economy of Monasteries

ites for the dead were the principal source of in-
come for the most numerous category of Chinese
Buddhist institutions, that is, the small hereditary temples that dotted
the town and countryside. But these small temples also received a
steady flow of donations, and a few of them owned land. The relative
economic importance of rites, donations, and land varied with the
category, size, and locale of the institution. A large public monastery
that was located at a center of pilgrimage might depend mostly on
donations and own no land at all. A large public monastery elsewhere
might discourage pilgrims, depend mostly on land, and even have a
rule against rites for the dead. But it would still receive donations,
which were, in one form or another, a universal phenomenon.

DONATIONS FROM BEGGING

In a Buddhist context the word “begging” may suggest a brightly
robed line of monks making their way through the early mist to the
nearest village. They carry their begging bowls, which the villagers
will reverently fill with cooked food to be taken back to the monastery
as the fare for that day. This is the custom in Theravada countries
like Burma and Thailand. But in China begging has never had the
same cachet of sanctity as in civilizations of Hindu origin. The Chinese
tend to look on beggars simply as men who are not being supported by
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their relatives, presumably for some good reason, and who therefore
deserve only the most cursory support from the rest of the community.
Most of my informants, in and out of the sangha, said that they had
never seen or heard of Chinese monks begging for their food in any
form.

Nonetheless begging did exist. It was localized or specialized, but
the instances of it deserve attention, if only as exceptions to the rule.
For example, a banker who was brought up in a country district of
Chekiang told me that during his teens (that is, about 1900) he often
saw monks begging from house to house for uncooked rice. Such
a monk would come to the door and stand there, ringing a hand-chime
with his right hand and holding a staff in his left. His begging bowl
would hang at his chest from a kind of shoulder strap. Into it the
householder would put a little uncooked rice, and the monk without
a word would move on to the next house. An informant brought up in
Nan-Kang, Kiangsi, said that he sometimes saw the same thing as a
boy there in the late 1920’s. Prip-Mgller, writing in the 1930, says
that “each winter monks go out once in groups with their bowls, taking
with them a very large bowl. They go to all the shops in town and
beg for rice with which they fill the big bowl. The custom is now
seldom practiced, but is still to be found in the big monasteries of the
Lower Yangtze valley.” T have inquired about this from several monks
connected with big Kiangsu monasteries, who said they had never
heard of the practice.

In all these cases the rice was uncooked. From a second Che-
kiangese, however, I have heard of the house-to-house collection of
cooked food before Buddhist festivals. It had to be of good quality
and freshly prepared. The monks would take it back to the monastery
to be eaten by all the residents together. Money, however, was col-
lected along with the food, and the collection was restricted to
festivals. So here we still do not have the same daily collection of
cooked food—and food only—as in Theravada countries.

Begging for money and commodities was commoner in China than
begging for food. About a century ago in Foochow foreigners used
to see a procession of monks march slowly through the streets, some-
times silent, sometimes chanting. As they went by, shopkeepers and
pedestrians would make donations of cash, rice, or oil, which attendant
workmen carried back to the monastery for use over the ensuing
months.? I have been unable to find any informant who remembered
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such collective begging in eastern China, but I have been given an
instance from Szechwan. The Chin-shan Ssu (which had no connection
with the Chin-shan Ssu in Kiangsu, mentioned so often above), was a
large monastery in eastern Szechwan with a surplus of landed income
(see p. 239). Once a year in the 1920’s and 1930’s, after the winter
ordination, its monks would go begging in the neighboring town of
K’ai-chiang. Three or four hundred of them would walk in a single
file through the streets, each carrying his bowl and chanting “Homage
to the buddha Bhaisajyaguru, who annuls disasters and lengthens the
life-span” (the commonest chant for the welfare of the living). At
their head walked the precentor carrying an incense board as the
symbol of his authority in the meditation hall. Behind him came a
liturgical orchestra of five monks striking the hand-chime, wooden-
fish, cymbals, hand-gong, and drum. Because of the length of the
procession, their accompaniment was inaudible to those who walked
further back. So there had to be another orchestra for each section of
thirty to thirty-five monks, like extra locomotives on a long freight
train. The sections would chant one by one, giving the others a chance
to catch their breath. At the end of the procession came the abbot
wearing his patriarch’s robe of splendid brocade. Just ahead of him
walked two acolytes while just behind him walked a layman holding
a ceremonial canopy (pao-kai). Obviously the whole population of
the town turned out to enjoy the show, and many made donations of
money, rice, incense, medicine, dainties, or even such humble neces-
sities as needles. Heavy or bulky gifts were accepted by the twenty to
thirty lay workmen from the monastery who followed the procession.
Buddhism was looked on with favor in K'ai-chiang and a rich layman
might give as much as a picul of rice. But the size of the gifts mattered
little to the monks. They had enough of everything anyway and made
their begging procession simply to give the laity a chance for “sowing
good roots” (chung shan-ken) or, as we might say, for character-
building. This account of the procession comes from a monk who
spent seven years at the Chin-shan Ssu and annually took part in it.

Since it closely resembles the processions observed in Foochow a
century earlier, we might take it to be an instance of ancient customs
surviving longer in Szechwan than in the area of the treaty ports.
But Prip-Mgller quotes the rule of a famous Szechwan monastery, the
Pao-kuang Ssu in Chengtu, that “whoever goes out to beg for alms,
thus obscuring the law of retribution, will not be allowed to live in
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the monastery.” Different institutions in Szechwan seem to have had
different rules. In central China, at least, no form of begging was
practiced at the best public monasteries. The two instances from Che-
kiang mentioned above involved monks from local small temples. It
was also such monks who used to make house-to-house collections of
money in urban areas. One of them would come to the door, strike
his hand-chime, and chant a sutra, hoping to attract attention. Most
families put a few cents in his hand, but there were a few who disap-
proved of this kind of beggar and would post a sign at their gate: “No
gifts to Buddhist and Taoist monks (seng-tao wu-yiian).” According
to one informant, such mendicants were still common in Peking during
the 1920’s, but, he said, the times changed and as the people of the
city grew poorer, “dogs and beggars decreased.” The custom has not
entirely died out, however. I have seen Buddhist monks collecting
money in middle-class apartment houses in Hong Kong.

FUND RAISING

Solicitation for some special purpose (hua-yiian) was looked on
differently from begging with the bowl (#0-po). The person who was
asked to contribute toward the construction or repair of a monastery
building knew that his money was going into something visible and
permanent. Merit would continue to accrue to him so long as the
building was in use. It would be an ornament to the community. His
name would be listed among the donors on a commemorative tablet,
along with the amount of money he gave. So he would hardly look
upon the solicitor as a beggar.

During the Republican period well-known monks from famous
monasteries often made trips to distant parts of the country, where,
after proper introduction to rich Buddhist laymen, they would solicit
funds for a special purpose. In the 1920’s, for instance, the abbot of
the Kuan-tsung Ssu in Ningpo wanted money for the purchase of a
Tripitaka. He traveled north to Peking and there collected the neces-
sary $5,000 (Chinese currency),® among others from Premier Tuan

® From here on, unless otherwise specified, all figures will be in terms of
Chinese currency, that is, Chinese silver dollars (fa-yang). The official exchange
rate, which varied widely and was not an accurate indicator of purchasing power,
fluctuated between 54¢ and 22¢ (U.S. currency) in the years 1925-1934.
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Chi-jui.* In 1931 the Kao-min Ssu in Yangchow had plans for a new
pagoda. One of its monks went all the way to Mukden, where he had
considerable success soliciting among the local Buddhists.?

Monasteries did not always have to take the initiative in fund-
raising. Shryock tells of such a case in Anking, Anhwei. A rich citizen
of that town was visited in a dream by the goddess Kuan-yin. She
warned him not to sail on a certain river steamer as he had been
planning. He changed his plans and, in the event, the steamer was
rammed by a gunboat with a loss of hundreds of lives. Moved by
gratitude, he gave several thousand dollars to the Ying-chiang Ssu for
the repair of its pagoda.®

Some institutions depended on donors not for a special project, but
for current expenses. The Ching-lien Ssu, for example, a temple in
Peking, had three lay patrons who took turns in meeting its entire
budget during the 1930’s. The Kao-min Ssu, although it was a model
public monastery, received only enough grain rents to feed its monks
nine months out of twelve and, as noted earlier, it performed no rites
for the dead. To meet the resulting deficit, rich laymen in Nanking
and Shanghai regularly made donations (pu-shih). The Chan-shan
Ssu in Tsingtao was often visited by the lay Buddhists who had
helped to establish it and while they were there, many of them would
ask if there was enough rice in the storeroom. If there was not, they
would send up a few bags themselves or, if more was needed, pass the
word along to their fellow devotees. It was a precarious livelihood,
for the Chan-shan Ssu had no income-producing land at all, and aside
from donations, depended entirely on tablets and rites for the dead.

Particularly at urban or newly founded institutions which had no
endowments, it was important to cultivate lay support. This might be
done in all sorts of ways. One was to hold lectures on the sutras that
laymen might attend. A more traditional attraction was the temple
fair or theatrical show. Outside some temples in Peking and Shanghai
hundreds of booths were set up once a year (or oftener). Many of
those who came to shop for a bargain would also go into the temple
to make an offering. According to one source, Buddhist nunneries in
Peking used to put on plays “to amuse the gods.” Actors would be
hired, a mat-shed theater erected, and the nuns would wait on the
spectators. Profits helped defray the nunneries’ current budgets.” At
one Shanghai temple, it was possible for the devotee to have his own
buddha image installed in a room set aside for the purpose and
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regularly worshipped. The verger offered incense twice a day for a
fee of several dollars a month plus the cost of the incense. The devotee
might continue to worship similar images retained at home, thus
presumably getting “double credit” from the divinities for whom he
was providing so well.

DONATIONS FROM VISITORS

Even where a temple made no effort to attract patronage, there was
always a trickle of coin falling into the donations box or the palm of
the attendant. At a public monastery or large temple, the attendant
would be the verger. At a smaller place he was probably the monk
who owned it or a layman he had appointed. It was the attendant’s
job to look after the worshippers, among whom women usually out-
numbered men. One of the first thoughts of a Chinese woman when
she was worried about an unfaithful husband, a sick child, or any
other of life’s problems, was to visit the nearest or most appropriate
temple. This might be a Buddhist institution, though other kinds of
temples were often more numerous. Possibly she brought some fruit
along to place on the altar. In any case, she offered incense, sticking
three sticks into the incense burner. Then she knelt before the divinity
whose help she needed (Kuan-yin, for instance, in case of a sick
child ), her lips moving in silent explanation of her problem and prayer
for its solution. After praying she might leave at once, but she was
more likely to try to find out whether her prayers would be answered
and what the future promised her in general. This she could do by
“asking the slips” (ch’iu-ch’ien). Still kneeling before the altar, she
would deliberately shake a large cylinder of numbered bamboo slips,
holding it over on its side, almost horizontal, so that several of them
would begin to work their way out. Finally one would drop to the
floor. Now she would have to confirm it. She would cast divining
blocks, which were like a wooden kidney split down the middle, each
half having a flat and a round side. Only if they landed one with the
flat side down and the other with the round side down did it mean
that she had, most probably, drawn the correct bamboo slip.® She
would note its number and go over to a little booth at one side of the
shrine-hall, where the verger gave her a piece of paper with the same
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number. On this paper her fortune was printed, but in such oracular
and flowery Chinese that she would be able to make nothing of it—
even if she were literate. There would usually be an explanation
printed below, but this too she might find obscure, and so most people
would ask the verger to interpret it all. Whether he interpreted it or
not, he was given something for the use of the slips—usually the
equivalent of a few cents. Not only serious worshippers, but casual
visitors might have their fortune told or drop a coin in the donations
box.

At the busiest and smallest of small temples (which had only one
mouth to feed), donations and bamboo slips might provide an ade-
quate living. The larger the temple, the smaller the role played by
such casual income in the over-all economy. At the more orthodox
public monasteries there was seldom a donations box in front of the
main altar, where it would have introduced a jarring, commercial
note. It was to be found, if at all, on one of the side altars or in a
subsidiary shrine-hall like that of the four guardian kings.

DONATIONS FROM PILGRIMS

At the great centers of pilgrimage, donations came in other forms
and reached a different order of magnitude. Many of them were
received in connection with food and lodging furnished by the
monastery. At P'u-t'o Shan, for example, where there was little arable
land, this was probably as large a source of income as rites for the
dead. Pilgrims came by the thousand to worship its patron deity,
Kuan-yin. Since there were no hotels, all of them ate and lived in the
temples there. In return they gave as much money as they felt able to.
Some Westerners in China during the late Ch’ing dynasty have written
how they were charged a fixed tariff or had to haggle over the amount
that they would pay for lodging.? This was probably the result of their
attitude or the circumstances. In recent decades at most centers of
pilgrimage the payment was entirely at the pleasure of the visitor.?
The rich were expected to pay more and the poor less, but then the
rich were given sumptuous treatment while the ordinary pilgrims were
lodged in a dormitory. When the payment was accepted, it was
recorded in a donations book,!! often in the pilgrim’s own hand.
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Although the provision of food and lodging yielded a profit to the
monastery, there is some danger of seeing in it more commercializa-
tion than there really was. From the monastery’s point of view, it
was a duty to care for pilgrims. From the pilgrim’s point of view, he
was not merely paying his hotel bill, but supporting the sangha. He
wanted to feel that he had gained merit from his long journey. If he
only paid enough to reimburse the monastery for what he had received,
where was the merit? Therefore most pilgrims were ready to be

40. Crowds of pilgrims arrive at the quay on P’u-to Shan. Note the
waiting chair men. Chekiang.
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At centers of pilgrimage—or at any large monastery—the rich
worshipper who wanted to gain merit on a large scale could make a
contribution of cash or rice either “to thank the establishment” (hsieh
cWang-chu) or to furnish a vegetarian feast (she-chai or ta-chai). The
latter meant that superior dishes were served at his expense to all the
monks of the monastery, and sometimes to pilgrims as well, who ate
in a separate dining room. The merit arising therefrom would usually
be transferred to the account of a deceased relative of the donor. There
were three grades of feasts: to serve the best grade to several hundred
monks (inviting in those from neighboring monasteries) might cost
many hundreds of dollars, some of which was clear profit to the estab-
lishment. This was called a “thousand-monks feast” (ch’ien-seng chai),
although of course there were not necessarily a thousand monks
present. Donors of a vegetarian feast would arrange for a small gift
to be laid at the place of each monk (chai-ch’en). Usually it was a
gift of money (up to $1 or $2), but sometimes clothing and other
necessities were provided as well. One special reason for hoping to
gain merit by providing a vegetarian feast was the belief that some of
those who ate it might be arhats. Feeding arhats, of course, would
give rise to very great merit indeed.

CULTIVATION OF LAND BY MONKS

If a monastery owned land, some of its income was in the form of
grain rents, while some was in the form of produce raised by the
monks themselves. The ratio between these two kinds of income is
an important question, since only after settling it can one appraise
the changes in the monastic economy that have taken place since 1950.

Buddhists in the “new China” are forever quoting Pai-chang’s rule
for the large monastery: “Every day that you do not work, you shall
not eat.” Not only they, but others take this as evidence that after Pai-
chang’s reforms in the T'ang dynasty Buddhist monks became self-
supporting and raised their own food, working in the fields like the
farmers around them. If this were not the case, why would Pai-chang
have been castigated by his contemporaries for violating the Vinaya
on the grounds that farming involved the killing of insects and field
animals?® :
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This might seem to be an historical question that lies outside our
purview, but there are assertions that even in this century monks have
worked in the fields. Prip-Mgller states that “the smaller and nearer
part [of a monastery’s land] may be tilled by the monks themselves,
whilst the larger and more distant lots are as a rule sublet to tenant
farmers who pay an annual rent to the owner, mostly in kind.”**
C. K. Yang quotes a statement that the twenty-four Buddhist monks
of Ting hsien in Hopei, “farmed on the temple land in normal times,
while occasionally they went on calls to mourning families to conduct
services for the dead.”® On the other hand there is good evidence that
farm work by monks has long been exceptional. One of the justifica-
tions for a Ch’ing dynasty ban on building Buddhist temples was that
Buddhist and Taoist monks “do not till the land and do not engage in
trade, but dress and eat off the people.”® This ban was imposed in
1654. Still more ancient evidence is a phrase in the “five reflections,”
which monks are enjoined to keep in mind as they eat their meals
(see p. 62). The first of the five is: “Let me reckon how much merit
[T have] and ponder from whence this [food] comes.” This means,
according to my informants, that the diner should reflect how others
have toiled in the fields to produce what he is eating and that he should
dedicate to their account some of the merit he has accumulated through
religious exercises. There should be an exchange of merit for food.

When I have asked Chinese Buddhist monks themselves about
working in the fields, their answers have been unanimous: they never
did. They reject the idea that Pai-chang intended them to grow all
their own food. In their view his intention was simply that all monks
should be ready to do manual labor when it was required of them.
Furthermore, the intensive program of the meditation hall, which they
also trace back to Pai-chang, made full-time farm work impossible for
those who were enrolled in it.!” It was equally impossible for those
who were busy with the administration of a large establishment. Most
of the menial officers were committed to eight or ten hours a day in
the kitchen. Only if the whole monastic system had been changed (as
it was after 1950), could the monks have raised everything they ate.

There may be a way of reconciling the conflicting evidence. Almost
every rural monastery had a vegetable garden (¢s'ai-yiian) which lay
nearby. If there were hundreds of monks in residence, it had to be very
large and, by foreigners at least, might be thought of as a “field”
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(¥ien). At the larger institutions it was cultivated by lay workmen
under the supervision of the head gardener (yiian-t'ou), who did not
necessarily put his hand to the hoe himself. But the poorer the monas-
tery, the fewer workmen it could afford to employ and the more of
the manual labor had to be done by the gardener.

At the smallest of the small temples like the mao-p’eng the recluse
to whom it belonged would spend a good part of his time in his plot
of turnips and greens. Though Chinese monks themselves distinguish
sharply between the raising of grain in fields and the raising of
vegetables in a garden, outsiders might easily confuse the two activi-
ties. Then, too, there was the practice of monastery chores (chu-p'o).
As many monks as were needed would be assigned to manual labor
whenever and wherever it was required (pp. 18-19). This included
cultivation and harvesting of vegetables, but in an emergency (of
weather, for instance) it might also include cultivation and harvesting
in the fields that were normally worked only by the tenants. If the crop
was in danger, the monastery stood to lose its share. However, even
in an emergency the monks could only lend a hand on fields that lay
nearby. As we are about to see, in many cases the bulk of the land lay
dozens of miles away, and it would have been impractical for the
monks to go there. Then there were some institutions that regularly
cultivated nearby fields with hired labor. This was the case at Ch’i-
hsia Shan, at Chin Shan, and at Ku Shan near Foochow. It could well
give rise to statements that monks farmed their own land. In fact,
however, only one or two monks were involved in such cultivation
and all they did was to supervise the labor of others.!® So, while we
cannot say that there were no monks in China who raised what they
ate before 1950, it was certainly exceptional. In almost all cases where
monasteries owned farmland, they leased it out and lived on the rents.

LAND RENTS

In China as one moved from province to province, or even from
township to township, the form of land tenure changed, the system of
rent collection changed, the taxes changed, the weights changed. I
have collected materials to draw reasonably full economic portraits of
four landowning monasteries, three of them in Kiangsu. But even for
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those in Kiangsu the differences outweigh the similarities, so that
generalization about the monastic economy in this one province (let
alone the remainder of China) is dangerous. One can say little more
than that these and a few other rich monasteries each owned hundreds
of acres in widely scattered plots that were cultivated by tenants who
paid a fixed quantity of rice in winter and of wheat or barley in spring.

It is easier to generalize about economic trends. During the Republi-
can period the imbalance between land and population increased.
Population growth had passed the point where more hands meant
proportionately higher production. The old ways to supplement a
declining income (through handicrafts and cottage industries) were
being undermined by cheap foreign goods and urban industrialization.
Intermittent civil warfare from 1911 onwards not only damaged crops
and tools, but imposed higher taxes on a lower income—lower because
hostilities interfered with transport from farm to market, if not with
production itself. This depressed the value of land in some areas,
while in other areas land values were bid up by new urban capital
seeking a secondary outlet in the countryside.

The discontent that was therefore growing among the peasantry was
fanned and exploited by various groups who hoped to use it as the
motive power of political change. Landlords, especially Buddhist
monasteries (because of the antireligious movement that was launched
in 1922), found it increasingly difficult to collect their rents. This
difficulty rose a step in 1926, as the Communists moved into the
countryside, and another step in 1937, when the Japanese occupied
the urban centers, but left much of the countryside in the hands of
guerrillas. Thereafter, even more than before, the further land lay
from the city, the more difficult the landlord found it to collect his
rents and transport them safely to the market or warehouse. His
income varied not only with the time, but with the place.

Even for a given time and place we have little in the way of hard
facts. Not one of the monks that I interviewed was able to bring
ledger books along with him when he left China. The best memory
is liable to anachronisms and confusion when it recalls thirty years
of constant change. I have had to be satisfied with approximations.
Yet, paradoxically enough, these may be more reliable than what I
would have obtained if I had gone to the China mainland in the
Republican period to investigate monasteries as “going concerns.” At
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that time, I suspect, no outsider would have been given frank informa-
tion about monastic finances. Even now, when it all lies in the past,
I have sometimes been treated like a “revenooer” from Peking. A
former abbot of the T’ien-ning Ssu, for example, began our interview
by asking me how much I was being paid a month to study Buddhist
monasteries. I replied rather lamely that “we foreigners do not like
to talk about our income much.” Later in the conversation I asked
about his monastery’s landholdings. His answer was that since I
refused to talk about my pay, he would refuse to talk about their land.

Some people say that the T’ien-ning Ssu had ten thousand acres.
A layman who was brought up about fifteen miles away had an
impression that it owned half the county. The question was finally
settled by the abbot who headed the monastery before the Japanese
occupation and was the dharma master of the abbot just mentioned.
He told me that, in fact, it owned only about 1,300 acres. This would
still give it the largest landed income of all the Chinese Buddhist
monasteries I know about.!® Since it also carried on the most varied
and intricate financial operations, it deserves our attention on several
counts. But it seems appropriate that our first example of the monastic
economy should be Chin Shan, so that we may complete the picture
of that model monastery whose other aspects have already been
described at such length. We shall then discuss Ch’i-hsia Shan (since
it had some characteristics of a place of pilgrimage) and finally give
a brief account of one monastery outside Kiangsu province, the Chin-
shan Ssu in Szechwan. All this will involve a wealth of detail, but
where generalization is difficult, it seems best to use the “case method.”
The non-specialist reader may find that one case is enough and prefer
to skip from p. 228 to the end of the chapter.

CHIN SHAN

The Chin-shan Ssu in Kiangsu (that is, the Chiang-tien Ssu at
Chin Shan in Chen-chiang, usually referred to in this book as “Chin
Shan”) offered Chinese Buddhists a model of religious practice largely
on the basis of its land rents. Though it did not own as much acreage
as the T’ien-ning Ssu, its holdings were still considerable—some 4,800
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mou (hereafter we shall use the Chinese unit because, although usually
equivalent to about a sixth of an acre, it varied from place to place).
Only about two percent of these 4,800 mou lay in the monastery’s
home district of Chen-chiang. Indeed the best land was the farthest
away. This was the 1,400 mou in T ai-chou®® which was perhaps one
hundred kilometers” journey by the inland waterways. The leaseholds
there were large. Averaging about 35 mou, the tenants were able to
make a good living, and Chin Shan had excellent relations with them.
They paid their rents readily and in grain of such good quality that
the monks seldom had to have it run through the winnowing machine
again before weighing it (whereas in other areas tenants would try to
build up the weight with impurities). The monastery, for its part,
provided each of them with a large, ox-driven water pump and paid
for its maintenance and repair. But all other tools, here as elsewhere,
were owned by the tenants.

In T ai-chou, the village office was left locked between seasons. No
monk had to be stationed there as village agent. It was looked after
by two of the tenants who lived on either side of it and were loyal
and dependable. Every spring and autumn the prior would send his
staff to collect the rents, not only for Chin Shan, but on behalf of two
associated monasteries that also had land in the area. The rents they
collected would be stored there in the village office until prices
reached their peak in March or April, then sold.?!

There was quite a different situation in Yang-chung, about 40 kilo-
meters from the monastery. There Chin Shan had almost as much land
(1,350 mou ), but it was in smaller lots (3-10 mou per tenant). These
were too small either for the landlord to provide water pumps or for
the tenants to make a decent living. (The average farm household in
Kiangsu worked 17 mou.)?* Since the Yang-chung tenants were very
poor, they were also very troublesome, repeatedly balking at paying
the rents agreed to, and in 1928 refusing to pay them altogether. Be-
cause they were so troublesome (in 1913 they had even burned the
village office to the ground), a monk was kept stationed there as
village agent, whose duty it was to guard the monastery’s property
and to expedite the shipment of its grain.

The tenants to the northwest in Yangchow were also troublesome,
but since the holdings amounted to only 300 mou and could quickly
be reached by river steamer, there was only a lay “village foreman”
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rather than a monk. The same was true in I-cheng, equally accessible,
where Chin Shan had 1,400 mou.?® The tenants there were coopera-
tive and the monastery provided them with pumps. .,

Except for the land in Yang-chung, which was a grant from the
Ch’ing government, all these holdings had been gradually purchased
out of surplus income. Most of the choice acreage in Tai-chou, for
example, had been bought during the last years of the nineteenth
century. In the 1930’s purchases were still being made there, usually
at a price of over one hundred silver dollars a mou, on which there
was a transfer tax of about ten percent. With a disposable income worth
$20,000 a year, it is not difficult to see how Chin Shan, already rich,
grew richer.

Although it held no mortgages, much of its land (the 1,400 mou in
I-cheng, for instance) was under “perpetual lease” (yung-tsu). This
meant that the monastery only had the “right of ownership,” not the
“right of cultivation.” In other words, legally it could force tenants to
pay their rent, but not to vacate the property. Tenants, for their part,
could sell the right of cultivation to new tenants without getting Chin
Shan’s permission—despite the fact that Chin Shan was the registered
owner. The reader who is interested in the details of this system will
find them in Appendix VII.

Rental agreements in all cases were in the form of a written pledge,
that bore a date, but no term.* It ran until one of the two parties
wished to cancel it. In such a pledge, the tenant accepted the lease of
so many mou of land and agreed to pay a rent of so many tan*® of
paddy (unhusked rice) and so many tan of wheat or barley. In T ai-
chou the total production per mou ran about three tan of paddy in a
good year, of which the monastery took one tan. In other words, the
rent there was about a third of the crop. But it was not calculated as
such. Chin Shan had no share cropping leases anywhere.?® Hence a
tenant could not lower his rent by falsifying his production figure.
If he had leased ten mou for ten tan, he had to deliver the ten tan.
If he defaulted, the monastery was usually protected in one of two
ways. Either it had gotten a deposit on the rent (ya-tsu) or it could
look to the persons who had signed the rental agreement as guarantors.
If they too defaulted, it could call on the hsien government to enforce
collection. The agreement usually contained a clause in which the
tenant asked that in case of waterlogging or drought, the monastery
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inspect the fields, but since the monastery did not sign the agreement,
it was under no obligation to do so. On the other hand, its interest was
obviously in maintaining good relations wherever possible. If most of
the tenants in an area complained that natural disasters had made the
original rental excessive, the monastery would investigate and try to
make a fair adjustment.

By these methods Chin Shan in an ideal year collected about 4,000
tan of paddy from the autumn harvest. The T'ai-chou paddy was kept
there and sold, as we have noted; most of the rents from other areas
were shipped back to the monastery to be consumed by its 300-400
residents. Shipment was made on Chin Shan’s two boats, propelled
by oar or sail as the wind allowed. There was also a summer harvest
of wheat (hsiao-mai) and barley (ta-mai). About 700 tan of barley
were collected and sold in Tai-chou, while 450 tan of wheat were
dispatched to the monastery from I-cheng and elsewhere. Perhaps a
third of the latter was used to make bread (man-t'ou), noodles, and
dumplings, while all the rest was sold. The proceeds from the sale of
barley and wheat were enough to cover the taxes (t'ien-fu) that Chin
Shan had to pay on its land. These varied from district to district.
They were twice as high in I-cheng as in T’ai-chou though T ai-chou
yielded a higher income. Other monasteries too (the T’ien-ning Ssu,
for example) operated on the rule-of-thumb that secondary produc-
tion should normally cover the land tax.>?

In a poor year rents might drop to 2,000 tan of rice and in a
disastrous year (like 1928) Chin Shan demanded no rents at all in
some areas. But this did not mean that its residents went hungry.
There were normally 4,000-5,000 ¢tan of grain in the storerooms at the
monastery—enough to feed them all for three years. Even at the end
of the troubled 1940’s Chin Shan still had in store some 3,000 tan of
unhusked rice and 1,000 tan of wheat. Every year these would be
taken out and dried in the sun. The oldest paddy (perhaps four or five
years old) was consumed as cooked rice, while the new crop was used
for making congee, which was better for its fresh aroma.

Grain rents were not the only income Chin Shan received from its
land. Across a small creek it had 3,000 mou of brushland (#¢s’ao-ti),
on which grew a kind of reed (lu-ch’ai) that made excellent firewood.
It was harvested on shares by lay workmen under the supervision of
the business office. The monastery’s share was stored, some to be used
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in the kitchen as fuel and some to be sold in summer when the prices
were high.

Chin Shan received only negligible income from donations. There
were several restaurants outside the gate and it was to these that most
of the casual visitors would go for a meal after seeing the sights of the
monastery. They were not allowed to spend the night. There was no
donations box in the great shrine-hall. Coppers given to the verger
were considered his own income. The post was considered particularly
onerous and was usually assigned to a monk who needed the money.
As to revenue from rites for the dead, between 1924 and 1937 ten
plenary masses used to be held each year. The charge was $1,200,
which included installation and “perpetual care” of tablets in the shui-
lu tang (there was no wang-sheng tang).?® It was also possible to
have tablets installed there for a simple lump-sum payment of $100,
without any plenary mass. But very few laymen did this. Sometimes
years would go by without its happening.

While my informants were able to work out a fairly complete re-
construction of monastic revenues, they threw up their hands when it
came to disbursements. The abbot of Chin Shan, for instance, who
furnished most of the income figures given above, could recall only a
few scattered figures on the expense side of the ledger. This may be
partly because for twenty years (1924-1945) he was mainly in charge
of administering the landholdings, first as a subprior and then as the
prior. His concern was the debit not the credit side of the ledger.

The largest block of cash income, he said, was received in early
spring from the sale of grain in T'ai-chou. Some of it was spent at
once on supplies ( especially those needed for maintenance and repair).
Some of it went to pay the land tax. The rest was deposited with
money shops (ch’ien-chuang) in neighboring Chen-chiang. Chin Shan
had no traffic with public banks controlled by the government. It
preferred the customary way of doing things. Money shops paid
interest of one-half percent®® per month and, despite occasional failures,
were fairly reliable.

The money so deposited was kept to buy land whenever a good
bargain came on the market and to meet any unusual expenses. Most
of the day-to-day expenses were met by sale of wheat. Of the 450 tan
of wheat received in rent, about 300 tan were surplus and could be
sold in small batches as cash was needed through the year. Presumably
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Chin Shan suffered greatly not only from the inflation, but also
from the civil unrest that came when the Japanese occupied Kiangsu.
This was because it depended so much on its land, as the reader may
see from the following figures:

Estimated income of Chin Shan in a good year
before 1937

Sale of 1,500 tan of paddy @ 4 $ 6,000
Sale of 700 tan of barley @ 4 2,800
Sale of 300 tan of wheat @ 7 2,100
Sale of surplus firewood, cut on shares 2,000
Profit on ten plenary masses 5,000
Miscellaneous income 300
$18,2003°

These figures indicate that two thirds of Chin Shan’s cash income
came from its land. But land provided an even higher proportion of
its real income, since this would include the value of the 1,500 tan
of paddy consumed at the monastery and of a similar 150 tan of wheat.
With these counted in, nearly four fifths of its real income came from
its land, and most of the land lay at a distance.

This meant that its economy was particularly vulnerable. As civil
unrest grew, rents became difficult to collect and even more difficult
to transport, and the unrest had begun long before the Japanese oc-
cupation. We have already mentioned the trouble that started at
Yang-chung in 1928. That was a bad year in many areas. (There was
a drought in Tai-chou and a plague of locusts in I-cheng.) But the
harvest in Yang-chung was passable. Nonetheless the tenants there
refused to pay their rents. They claimed that the land belonged to
them and so did its produce. After they had withheld three crops over
a two-year period—the autumn rice crop, the summer wheat crop, and
a second rice crop—Chin Shan complained to the provincial govern-
ment. The government set up an ad hoc Tenancy Arbitration Com-
mittee chaired by Ho Yii-shu, head of the provincial Bureau of Agri-
culture and Mines. Though it included no one representing Chin Shan,
it quickly decided that the rents should be collected and sent in a
company of troops to do so. They demanded payment; the tenants
still refused. So after a brief skirmish the troops arrested a hundred
or more of them and held them until the grain was handed over to the
monastery. This was embarrassing for the monks, who regarded it as
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a “barbarous way of handling the matter.” In their view the tenants
were certainly troublesome, but that was because they were poor—
and because they had been stirred up by Communist instigators.

But it was not only Communist instigators that caused trouble like
this. It was the popularity of new ideas being espoused, theoretically,
by the government itself. As Fei Hsiao-tung wrote in 1938:

Recently the situation has been changing. The economic depres-
sion in the rural district has made rent a heavy burden on the
peasant and the income derived from the rent much more vulner-
able for the landlord. The peasants are more susceptible to new
ideas . . . “Those who till the land should have the land” is a prin-
ciple laid down by the late Dr. Sun Yat-sen and accepted, at least
theoretically, by the present government. A more extreme view is
spreading among the Communists and other Left groups . . . Peas-
ants unable to pay rent now feel justified in neglecting to do so, and
those who are able to pay will wait and see if they are compelled
to do so.3!

This corresponds perfectly with the information furnished by the
officers of landowning monasteries. New difficulties were added in
1937. The Japanese occupation forces controlled only the urban
centers. The countryside fell increasingly into the hands of bandits
and rival guerrilla bands. Bandits seized grain in shipment, and guer-
rillas imposed “taxes.” Nationalist guerrillas would collect the land
tax in a district and then Communist guerrillas would collect it again.
By about 1940 the taxes imposed on Chin Shan’s land in T’ai-chou
(its choicest 1,400 mou ) began to exceed the rents. For that reason the
monastery suspended rent collection there and let the tax-collectors
settle directly with the tenants. This cut off its largest source of cash
income.

Grain rent from other areas, which was usually consumed at the
monastery, also dropped off, although not so much as it would have if
most of Chin Shan’s holdings had not lain close to the principal water-
ways, which were secured by the Japanese. Only in Yangchow were
there collection difficulties. Income from the sale of firewood held up
well, since the brushland adjoined the monastery. But income from
rites for the dead ceased altogether. From 1937 to 1945 not one
plenary mass was said at Chin Shan. Laymen either did not have the
money or were afraid to make the trip to the monastery because of
bandits and guerrillas on the roads. The total income dropped to
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subsistence level. After victory in 1945, it partially recovered, but four
years later came the Communists and land reform.

CH'I-HSIA SHAN

Ch’i-hsia Shan was the monastery restored by Tsung-yang in 1919
(see p. 159). Although it ordained one or two hundred monks every
spring, it had no meditation hall. The atmosphere was not so strict
and old-fashioned as at Chin Shan. Both monasteries lay on the main
railway line between Nanking and Shanghai, but Ch’i-hsia Shan was
a much shorter walk from the station. Furthermore, it offered more
“sights”—interesting caves and carvings, and a pagoda connected with
the Sui Emperor Wen-ti. For all these reasons, it attracted a much
larger number of casual visitors than Chin Shan, although it was a
much smaller monastery (see Plate 4).

It had lost its farmland as well as its buildings in the T ai-ping
rebellion. The deeds had been burned along with everything else.
How could it prove ownership? So new landholdings had to be
gradually acquired in the thirty years after it was restored in 1919.
About half the acquisitions were made in the first decade and the
other half in the second and third. Some were donated: most were
purchased out of surplus income. In about 1939, for example, parcels
totaling 262 mou were presented by a nun, Hsiu-hui. Ch’i-hsia Shan
was trying to start its seminary then and needed additional rents to do
so. Hsiu-hui had been a rich laywoman who built and endowed a
small temple for herself with a great deal of land. Since she had more
than she needed and Ch’i-hsia Shan less, she donated some of her
surplus to promote monastic education.

Besides the 1,400 mou that it owned outright, the monastery held a
perpetual lease on 420 mou near Chiang-ning. This land had belonged
to Ch’i-hsia Shan before the T'ai-p’ing rebellion. When the monastery
was destroyed, the monks scattered and no one came to collect the
rents. The peasants continued to cultivate it, but “the land was without
a master.” This continued for several decades until the Education
Bureau of the Chiang-ning district took over the rents and ownership
to support the new school system. After the monastery was restored
in 1919, it applied to recover the land. The local authorities, of course,
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refused. But it kept trying and finally, with the help of Lin Hsiang,
the head of the Supreme Court,?? it won a compromise. The Chiang-
ning Education Bureau agreed to lease the land in perpetuity to
Ch'i-hsia Shan for a rent of $300-400 a year. The monastery, in turn,
received the usual rents from the tenants, which were worth $1,500-
1,600 a year. Thus in a good year it made a clear profit of $1,200, but
in a very bad year it would have to pay the Education Bureau out of
its own pocket. This shows what a monastery could do, even in un-
friendly times, if it had the right connections.

Ch'i-hsia Shan’s 1,400 mou were mostly in very small, scattered
parcels.?® This made it both troublesome to collect the rents and not
worthwhile to maintain any village offices. Fortunately two thirds of
the land lay within three miles of the monastery. The tenants delivered
the grain to its door. On the other hand, 266 mou lay outside the south
gate of Nanking about fifteen miles away and 271 mou lay in Tung-
ching, 25 miles up the Yangtze River beyond Nanking. Here the
absence of village offices where grain could be collected and stored
resulted in a very different collection system from Chin Shan. The
officers sent out to collect would try to sell the grain back to the
tenants. If the tenants would not buy, then local dealers were ap-
proached. One way or another it was disposed of on the spot and only
cash was brought back to the monastery. Much less cash was received
this way than if Ch’i-hsia Shan had stored the grain until prices reached
their peak in spring, but it was spared the expense and trouble of
maintaining village offices, which, according to the abbot, were only
worthwhile if one had 700-800 mou concentrated in one area.

The system of land tenure also differed from Chin Shan—a remark-
able fact in view of their proximity. In the area where the Ch’i-hsia
Ssu had its land, only a little to the west of Chin Shan’s, “tillage rights”
could not be bought and sold separately from the “rights of ownership.”
The landlord owned both surface and subsoil. He could expel a tenant
for failure to pay the rent. A fixed quantity of rent was specified in
leases, but it was apparently a little higher than for Chin Shan: 125
chin to the mou. On the other hand, abatement in a bad year seems
to have been more liberal. When monastery and tenant disagreed on
the percentage of abatement, the village head (ts'un-chang) would
arbitrate. He would suggest a cut of 20, 30, or 40 percent, and reason
with both sides in favor of it. Usually both sides accepted. (“It was
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always the landlord,” the abbot said with a sigh, “who came out with
the short end of the stick”—although I suppose that if I had interviewed
tenants rather than officers of the monastery, I would have heard the
opposite complaint.) Ch’i-hsia Shan never took any of its tenants to
court because none of them ever flatly refused to pay his rent as did
Chin Shan’s tenants in Yang-chung.

Also unlike Chin Shan, it used to make mortgage loans. It loaned
up to 50 percent of the market value of the piece of land. The bor-
rower paid interest in the form of either cash or grain. For example,
on the security of five mou, worth $500, a farmer would borrow $250
and pay interest of five tan of paddy per year. The interest rate was
thus the same as the rent: one tan per mou equivalent to about 8 per-
cent a year.** If the borrower could not pay back the principal when
it was due (usually after three years), he would either renew the loan
or offer to sell the land to the monastery. The monastery would have
to pay the difference between the market value and what it had
already advanced. Thus in the example we have just mentioned, it
would pay the borrower $250.

Why make this additional payment? The loan was in default. Why
not foreclose the mortgage and get title for nothing, as would any
self-respecting oppressor of widows and orphans in the United States?
Because, I was told, in China it could not be done that way. There was
no right of foreclosure (in these areas of Kiangsu province, at least).
The borrower had to receive full value for his property. The “hitch” was
that the value had not been specified in the loan agreement. So, when
the time came, the debtor and creditor had to work it out on the basis
of fairness and that indefinable thing called kan-ch’ing—“feelings”
(a sense, that is, of what each side owed the other on the basis of
favors exchanged in the past, or as we might say, “being human about
it”). Fuzzy and improbable as this sounds, it fits in with the rest of the
system, where so little was done by the letter of the law and so much
by custom and compromise.?®

Unfortunately the former abbot of Ch’i-hsia Shan could not recall
and would not estimate the income that it received in the form of
interest. Other forms, however, he was quite ready to give figures on.
In a good year, he said, the total grain rents received amounted to
about 1,200 tan of paddy, of which about 870 tan were required to
feed the two hundred residents of the monastery. The remaining 330
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were sold. From the summer harvest of wheat and barley about 100
tan were sold. In a poor year production per mou might be halved,
and rents would drop proportionately. The monastery would then
have to reduce its reconstruction program and perhaps buy rice with
cash it received from other sources. It did not have large stores of
grain like Chin Shan. '

In a good year the surplus paddy could be sold for about $1,300
and the wheat and barley for about $400. Much larger revenues were
based on side-line production. Brushwood (mao-tsao) from extensive
holdings of hillside land (shan-ti) was sold on shares. The farmers
who came to cut it would givé perhaps a half to the monastery, which
thereby avoided the trouble of close supervision of their work. Some
of this brushwood was used in the monastery kitchen and kiln. The
rest was converted to charcoal and sold. The kiln produced bricks,
tiles, and lime, of which part was sold and part was utilized in re-
building the monastery. Over twenty lay workmen were employed in
side-line production. They were given their rice and a small share of
the materials they produced, but no cash. Wages in cash as well as in
rice were paid to the hundred carpenters, masons, and tilers who
worked at Ch'i-hsia Shan for almost twenty years, restoring the monas-
tery to the size and splendor it had had before the T"ai-p’ing rebellion.
A good portion of their cash wages could be met from the sale of the
side-line products, which brought in $5,000 a year. Another $5,000
worth of these materials was used at the monastery, more than half of
whose real income went into rebuilding.

Ch’i-hsia Shan, as we have already noted, was a popular place for
an outing, particularly in the pleasant weather of spring and autumn.
Many visitors stopped for a meal, sometimes dozens in a day, some-
times hundreds. They were not presented with a bill, but usually
volunteered to pay about twice as much as the meal would have cost
in a restaurant. Since most of what they ate was produced in the
monastery fields and garden, their donations were largely clear profit
and amounted to about $3,000 a year. Donations on a larger scale were
made by Buddhist lay devotees for a variety of meritorious purposes:
to provide a vegetarian feast, “to show reverence to the monks,” “to
thank the establishment,” and so on. They totaled perhaps $2,000 and
reached their peak during the spring ordination, when lay people who
had ordered plenary masses were staying at the monastery. Three or
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four plenary masses were recited during the thirty-odd days of the
ordination ceremonies. The charge for each was $2,000, of which about
$800 were paid to the celebrants as their fees (tan-chien) and $200
went for paper figures, incense, and the like. Thus in terms of attract-
ing revenue ordination played the same role as the birthday of the
patron deity at a famous center of pilgrimage.®® Buddhist services
other than plenary masses, of which only a very few were held in the
course of the year, brought in $1,000 or so. About the same sum was
received as lump-sum payments for new soul tablets in the hall of
rebirth. Finally there were the coins dropped by visitors in various
donations boxes. They were opened once a month and usually found
to contain $80-120.

Estimated income of Ch’i-hsia Shan in
a good year before 1937

Income from property

Sale of 330 tan @ $4 $1,320
Sale of 100 tan barley and
wheat @ $4 400
Sale of brushwood, charcoal,
bricks, tiles, lime 5,000
Interest on mortgages
(arbitrary figure) 880
Profit on land leased from
Education Bureau 1,200
Total $ 8,800
Income from laity
Donations by patrons of restaurant $3,000
Donations by Buddhist devotees 2,000
Profit on three plenary masses 3,000
Profit on other Buddhist services 1,000
Payment for soul tablets 1,000
Donations boxes 1,200
Total $11,200
Grand Total $20,000

In giving these figures, I have tried to make the best of frequent
self-contradictions—or what appeared to be self-contradictions—in the
abbot’s testimony. Not too much reliance should be placed on any one
entry in the table just provided. Income from laity amounted to
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over 50 percent of cash income, but considering the value of products
consumed at the monastery, including $4,000 worth of grain, it
amounted to under 40 percent of real income. Like Chin Shan, Ch’i-
hsia Shan did not depend so much on lay support as on its own fields,
garden, and workshops. In a way, it was more self-sufficient than Chin
Shan, since it produced not only its own food, but a large part of the
building materials that were needed to maintain and expand its plant.
Nor was it so seriously affected by the Japanese occupation. Lay sup-
port did drop off: there were fewer visitors and no plenary masses. But
most of its landholdings were nearby and none were in guerrilla areas
like T’ai-chou. Its landed income scarcely declined at all.

TIEN-NING SSU

Of all the monasteries I know of, the one that was most severely
affected by civil unrest and foreign invasion was the one that had the
most to lose: the Tien-ning Ssu in Changchow. This monastery with
its 800 monks and 8,000 mou was the largest monastic establishment
in Republican China; or at any rate it is commonly described as such?®?
and I have heard of none larger. It had been destroyed in the T ai-
ping rebellion and was gradually rebuilt on its present scale in the last
decades of the Ch’ing dynasty. Much of the credit goes to Yeh-kai, its
illustrious abbot and meditation master, and to an overseer who served
under him. This overseer, Kao-lang, is said to have saved every copper
—even letting new buildings lie unfinished—in order to have money to
buy more land.

Except for its size the Tien-ning Ssu had little to attract visitors.
There was nothing remarkable in its scenery, art, or architecture
except, perhaps, for its hall of five hundred lohans. It lay in flat
country on the outskirts of Changchow, a large city on the same
Nanking-Shanghai railway line that ran past Chin Shan and Ch’i-hsia
Shan. Just in front of the main gate was a landing on one of the inland
waterways that form a network over that part of Kiangsu. Grain rents
could be easily unloaded from the monastery boats.

Besides its meditation hall, which was considered one of the four
best in China, the T’ien-ning Ssu had sections not found in other
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monasteries, as may be seen from the following list (in which the
figures probably represent peak rather than average enrollment).

1. Meditation hall with 130 monks

Hall for reciting buddha’s name with 35 monks

Scripture chamber (ching-lou) with 50 monks (see p. 103)

Seminary (fo-hsiieh yiian) with 150 monks

Hall for monks who were blind or otherwise disabled (an-le

tang) with 45 monks

6. Sanatorium (yen-shou tang, separate from the infirmary or ju-i
liao) with 20 monks, including outsiders in need of long-term
treatment

7. Halls for the aged (tung-ta yiian, hsi-ta yiian) with 60 monks
over 60 years old

8. Wandering monks hall (yiin-shui £ang) with 60 monks

SN

Add to these about 100 officers and perhaps 150 monks living in
retirement and we reach the figure of 800, besides which there were
200 lay workmen to be fed and housed—a total of a thousand souls.
Grain rents were sufficient to feed them and still leave 5,000 tan
of paddy for sale and 1,000 tan of wheat to pay the taxes. All of
T'ien-ning’s 8,000 mou lay in the adjacent hsien, but none of it close
to the monastery. Rents were collected by weight, not by volume as
elsewhere. They averaged 130 chin to the mou (1 tan 3 tou); less on
land purchased at an early date and more on land purchased later.
Rents were collected more rigidly than at Chin Shan and Ch’i-hsia
Shan. The business office paid no attention to complaints of flood or
drought. If a tenant wanted his rent reduced, he could apply to the
hsien authorities. It was for them to decide whether there should be
an abatement in a bad year. Unless they ordered otherwise, the T'ien-
ning Ssu went out to collect the amount of grain specified in the lease
—and no nonsense about it! It furnished its tenants no tools and did
not concern itself with their houses, water supply, and so on. If tenants
refused to pay, it would ask for help from the heads of townships,
districts, or villages (hsiang-chang, ch’ii-chang, li-chang). Under their
persuasion about 70 percent of the delinquents would deliver the
grain they owed. About 30 percent would not. Some tenants had not
paid their rent for years or for decades. Some had never paid it. The
T’ien-ning Ssu did not like to take them to court. For one thing, a
monastery was supposed to be a compassionate organization. For

S
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another thing, the courts favored the poor and would seldom rule
against them (according to the abbot). All the monastery could do was
try to evict the bad tenants and lease the land to good ones. In many
cases it succeeded, partly because the leases were not “perpetual” as
in I-cheng to the west and Changshu to the east.

Whereas other monasteries sold their surplus grain to dealers as
unhusked paddy, the T’ien-ning Ssu sold it as polished rice to indi-
vidual customers. Only what the latter could not absorb went to
dealers. Its customers were the patrons of the monastery (hu-fa) in
Changchow, who liked to buy its rice because it was very dry and
very clean. So annually these families would order what they needed
for the year (usually 30 to 50 ¢tan) and then send a chit whenever they
wanted to draw on the order. It would be freshly milled by the monas-
tery’s workmen. This meant more work and more equipment, but a
higher price.

Not only rent grain was sold at retail this way, but interest grain
too. The reader may recall that Ch’i-hsia Shan loaned money on
mortgages and received grain as interest. The T’ien-ning Ssu did the
same, but on a much larger scale. Its income from loans equaled its
income from land. In all, borrowers paid interest of 5,000 tan a year.
About half of this was called kan-tsu (“quasi-rent”) and was received
on loans made before 1912. About half was called huo-tien (“live
fields”) and was received on loans made after 1912. The reader who
is interested in the details will find them in Appendix VIII. With a
few exceptions, these loans were made only to tenants, secured by
land they owned apart from the land they rented from the monastery.
Because the monastery was sensitive to the accusation of usury, it was
satisfied with a low rate (15-16 percent per annum for the kan-tsu).
Many of the loans had been outstanding since the nineteenth century.
Delinquent interest was more difficult to collect than delinquent rent.
This was because, unlike the tenant, the mortgagor could not be
forced off ‘his land so that it could be rented to someone else. Though
the monastery held the deed, the mortgagor still had the title. In some
cases the local authorities refused to apply pressure. If so, the monas-
tery would take whatever it could get in principal and interest, and
write off the rest.

Besides its operations as landowner and money lender, the Tien-
ning Ssu was in the grain business. It loaned, bought, and sold paddy
and rice. Loans of paddy were short-term and restricted to tenants.



236 The Economy of Monasteries

If a tenant borrowed two tan of paddy this year, he would have to pay
back two tan four tou next year (which meant interest of 20 percent
per annum); or he could pay off the loan in polished rice or soybeans
or some other product to the equivalent value. When a tenant lacked
a market, the monastery was ready to provide one. It would buy his
paddy after the harvest (about October 23-November 7) for the going
price, perhaps $3 a tan, and store it until prices reached their peak
in spring, perhaps $4-5 a tan. Then it would be milled and sold to the
monastery’s customers.?® Loans and dealings in paddy each brought
in a net income of about $5,000 a year. Such business operations were
permitted by the Vinaya rules so long as they were carried out not
for personal gain, but for the advancement of the dharma.®®

Rites for the dead brought in another $10,000 a year. There was
no set charge for performing them. The charge varied with the cir-
cumstances and the donor. Often it was paid in oil or in rice. For a
plenary mass a donor might be expected to give 100-300 tan of rice,
worth $1,000-3,000. This is comparable to the fees at other monasteries.
I received the impression that minor rites for the dead (“releasing the
burning mouths” and penance services) were performed more readily
at the T'ien-ning Ssu than at Ch’i-hsia or Chin Shan. If so, it might
have been because of the monastery’s constant need to augment its
sources of income. Despite its vast holdings of paddy fields, it had no
-brush or hill land. It had to buy its firewood, which cost about $3,000
a year. Since there was no side-line production, it also had to buy its
building materials. The expense of maintaining a monastery that
housed a thousand persons was enormous. Aside from maintenance
there were the usual staples to be bought. Making beancurd alone
required 30,000 catties of soybeans. There was a payroll to be met.
All the teachers at the primary school it ran and some of the teachers
at its seminary .were laymen on salaries.

To meet these expenses, the only sources of income were land and
rites for the dead. Ordinary donations were negligible, since there
were few casual visitors. Not only did the monastery have little to
attract them, but it made no effort to entertain them. Time spent on
their entertainment meant less time for its proper activities. The T’ien-
ning Ssu did not look to others for support, perhaps because support
on the scale required for such a huge establishment would never have
been forthcoming. It supported itself.
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The abbot recalled that until 1937 its cash income ran from sixty to
seventy thousand silver dollars a year, and in the course of successive
conversations, he broke it down in different ways. His final breakdown,
which is the basis of the figures given above, was as follows:

Land rents $20,000
Interest on loans of money 20,000
Interest on loans of paddy 5,000
Dealings in paddy 5,000
Buddhist services 10,000

$60,000

These figures are even more approximate, I think, than those given
by the abbots of Chin Shan and the Ch’i-hsia Ssu. One reason is that
T’ien-ning’s economy was more in a state of flux and different phases
tended to run together in the abbot’s memory. There was a point
beyond which persistent questioning became offensive. What is clear
is that at an early date the senior monks grew skeptical about invest-
ment in land. The times were too unsettled. Too many unfriendly ideas
were in the air. Proposals that the government confiscate all monastic
landholdings had been broached repeatedly, starting in 1898. The
T’ien-ning Ssu was already a large landholder. Why make it even more
of a target for confiscation? In 1927 after the Northern Expedition,
said the abbot, Communists began to infiltrate the rural areas where
its land lay. They made propaganda and urged the tenants not to pay
their rents. “People’s attitude became bad.” Furthermore, lay Buddhist
patrons no longer had the same influence with the new government.*’
The monastery therefore began cutting down on land purchases and
new mortgage loans. After 1931 it made no purchases or loans at all,
except where the land involved filled a gap among the plots it had
already. It directed its efforts instead toward recovering principal on
loans in default. Whatever principal could be recovered was spent
partly for upkeep and current expenses and partly invested as work-
ing capital to finance its dealings in paddy. No money was deposited
in banks. Paddy was safer.

The consequences of Japanese occupation were even more serious
for the T'ien-ning Ssu than for Chin Shan. Income from rites for the
dead dropped off. Paper money had already ceased to be convertible
into silver and now inflation began.*! At the same time landed income
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—the usual safeguard against inflation—declined. The monastery’s
grain rents had to be brought by boat through narrow inland water-
ways over distances of up to thirty kilometers. The landholdings were
not so scattered as Chin Shan’s, but none lay in secure areas accessible
by secure routes. Bandits and guerrillas started to seize shipments.
Because of the administrative vacuum in the countryside, the Com-
munists, whose operations had once been clandestine, now came out
in the open. About 1941, monks sent out to collect the rents began to
be attacked. A subprior, a weigher, and a bookkeeper were murdered.
The total of the rents collected had been dropping at the rate of
perhaps 5 percent a year. Now it dropped more sharply. Rents ceased
to be enough to feed the monastery.

Some of the workmen were dismissed and monks worked in their
places (on the vegetable garden, for instance). A far more important
step, however, was taken by the former abbot, who had retired in 1938.
In 1941 he went to Shanghai, leased a building in the French conces-
sion, and set up a sub-temple, the Chuang-yen Ssu, in order to earn
additional income, especially from the rich Changchow families who
had moved to Shanghai “for the duration.” Forty-eight monks trans-
ferred to it. They performed penance services, “fed the burning mouths,”
and chanted sutras. Assisted by thirty lay workmen, they served an
average of forty tables of vegetarian food a day. At ten persons per
table, this meant four hundred “customers.” All the profits were re-
mitted to the parent monastery in Changchow, so that it would have
money to buy rice. The establishment of the sub-temple showed
resourcefulness. Since lay patrons could no longer come to the monas-
tery to have services performed, the services were brought to them.
Beating a wooden fish for a dollar a day was not in T’ien-ning’s best
tradition, but it was better than closing down the seminary or the
meditation hall.

Victory in 1945 did not restore order in the countryside around
Changchow. Communist influence remained. Tenants still had a “bad
attitude,” refused to pay their rents, and nothing could be done about
it. Income from land stayed low while the price of goods continued to
rise. But even now the monastery did not take the ultimate step of
stopping the admission of monks (chih-tan). It simply did its best to
find new sources of income. It had friends at three different banks
who allowed it to overdraw up to $60,000 without security. It would
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use the overdraft to buy more paddy at a low price in autumn, eat
some of it, and sell the rest at a high enough price in spring to repay
the loans.*? A deficit could usually be made up out of the profits from
the sub-temple. By such expedients the Tien-ning Ssu stumbled along
until the Communist victory in 1949.

The trend over the preceding decades is clear. Land rents and
interest grain declined from a surplus worth perhaps $40,000 a year
to the point where they did not cover consumption. Income from
dealings in paddy grew from probably less than $5,000 a year to a
much larger figure. In one conversation the abbot said that they
amounted to $20,000. The monastery had to depend more and more
on its activities as a trader. This was not a welcome change. As the
abbot said, “being in business—buying and selling—is a thing that
the clergy ought not to do.” But most of the monks at the T’ien-ning
Ssu took no part in the commercial activities that fed them. In the
inner parts of the monastery, behind high walls, they were enabled
to continue their religious work as usual.

CHIN-SHAN SSU

Our last example of the monastic economy is classically simple. The
Chin-shan Ssu in K’ai-chiang, Szechwan, stood on a steep mountain
shaped like the character chin (hence its name). Around it stretched
a rich valley and in this valley were some 6,000 mou of the monas-
tery’s farmland, mostly acquired by its founder, Te-an, in the Ming
dynasty. The abbot could stand on the terrace and survey his domain
—none of which lay far from the base of the mountain.

The lease arrangements were quite different from those in Kiangsu.
The whole rice harvest went to the monastery except for a quantity
large enough to feed the tenant and his family through the year. But
the tenant kept the winter harvest of miscellaneous grains for his own
use. According to custom, all crops sowed after the sixth month were
his. Since the average plot was large, his share of the paddy was
presumably a small one,** yet he was assured of his livelihood. The
system seems to have worked well. My sole informant on the Chin-
shan Ssu, who lived there from 1927 to 1933, serving as a subprior
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in the last two years, had never heard of a tenant refusing to pay his
rent.

Under this system the landlord had more of a stake in the crop. In
case of natural disaster it was the landlord’s share, not the tenant’s,
that dropped. Therefore if the harvest was threatened by wind or rain
or any other agricultural emergency which the tenants had not hands
enough to cope with, the business office of the monastery would dis-
patch as many monks as were needed to help. Once the harvest was
in, the monks would stream down from the mountain and carry the
bags of grain back up to the storeroom. What could not be eaten was
sold.

It was from this monastery.that monks used to make an annual
begging procession through the streets of the neighboring town (see
p- 209). But income from donations was small. There were no forms
of side-line production, no mortgage loans, no dealings in paddy, and
no rites for the dead. The monastery lived almost entirely on its grain
rents, which were more than sufficient to maintain its two or three
hundred residents. The surplus was used to buy more land.

CONCLUSIONS

The four monasteries discussed above were very rich. My informants
have attributed comparable endowments to only seven others.** But
there must have been many more. The chances are that any monastery
with over 200 monks and not in a metropolis or a center of pilgrimage
had better than 1,000 mou of farmland. I have heard of at least twenty
such monasteries.

The richest were financially independent of the laity. They did not
need income from rites for the dead. Yet most of them were ready to
perform these rites, partly because it was customary and compassionate,
and partly in order to cultivate the friendship of the influential laymen
who ordered them. No matter how rich a monastery was, it needed
friends to whom it could turn for protection from hostile officials. In
fact, the richer it was, the more it needed them.

In contrast to this small group of heavily endowed institutions, most
public monasteries in China depended more or less directly on lay
support. They had some landed income, but seldom enough to main-
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tain the number of monks they had in residence. Willy-nilly they had
to depend on performing rites for the dead, caring for tablets, and
attracting pious donations. We have already had occasion to note that
the Kao-min Ssu in Yangchow received only enough grain rents to feed
its monks for nine months of the year and depended on donors for the
rest of its budget. The grain rents of the Nan P’u-t'o Ssu in Amoy were
enough for only three months. Otherwise it depended 40 percent on
Buddhist services and the installation of soul tablets, and 60 percent
on pious donations from lay supporters. Overseas Chinese were par-
ticularly generous when they visited this, the most famous monastery
of their home city. Another case in point is the Ling-yin Ssu near
Hangchow. It had almost no farmland but enjoyed a very large income
from services and donations. Visitors from Hangchow gave rice, which
the monastery would send workmen to collect, while devotees from
farther off gave money. Two smaller monasteries in Hangchow are said
to have gotten financial support from the local Buddhist Association,
and this happened elsewhere too.*

Large monasteries on “famous mountains” and other centers of pil-
grimage depended, as we have seen, on donations received from lay-
men who stayed or ate there. Large monasteries in a metropolis (like
Shanghai and Nanking) sometimes had a good income not only from
rites, but from urban real estate. Others (especially in Peking) were
at a low ebb and had to support themselves in part by letting out their
empty rooms.

Smaller, hereditary temples whether in city or countryside were far
more dependent than the larger institutions on rites for the dead. Many
were simply in the funeral business. Of course there were exceptions
like the very small, very rich hereditary temple in Kiangsu described
in Chapter V (pp. 130-131).

Regardless of size or location, there were few sources of income
other than rites, donations, and land. The T’ien-ning Ssu was excep-
tional. I have yet to hear of any institution, large or small, that func-
tioned as a pawnbroker like Buddhist monasteries during the Tang
and Sung dynasties, or made money by auction sales, lotteries, or
mutual financing associations.¢

The two most important conclusions to be drawn from the facts at
hand are: 1) The economic status of a majority of large Buddhist
institutions deteriorated in the first half of this century and 2) they
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came to depend more than ever on lay support. The Ch’ing dynasty
had protected their property. Under the Republic what protection the
government gave was local and sporadic. Vacant buildings were often
confiscated by the authorities and monastic rights to land ownership
or rent were violated by peasants against whom the monks had little
recourse. In particular, the Japanese occupation and the Communist
infiltration of the countryside dealt harsh, sudden blows to landown-
ing monasteries. But even without the Japanese and the Communists,
the tide was running against them. Repeated moves toward govern-
ment confiscation of all monastic property failed only because Bud-
dhism had friends in high enough places to block an idea that was
popular with the bureaucracy as a whole. Would they have been able
to block it forever? Even if they had, the monasteries faced the threat
of land reform. Sun Yat-sen’s ideal of “land to the tiller” was being
slowly implemented and it made no distinction between a lay landlord
whose rents brought luxury to a few, and a monastic landlord whose
rents made it possible for hundreds of people to practice religious
austerities. Legislation passed in 1930 protected the tenant against
eviction for nonpayment of rent (he could not be evicted unless he
was two years in arrears) and it limited rent to 37.5 percent of the
crop. Even when the lease expired, he could not be evicted unless
the landlord was ready to operate the land himself (impractical for
a far-off monastery). If the landlord wanted to sell, the tenant had
preemptive rights. Since this law was never widely enforced, it had
less effect on monasteries than the unrest in the countryside, though it
did make land a less attractive investment. In 1942 the earlier law was
revised to provide for redistribution of land. The government would
purchase it for cash and bonds and sell it to the tenants on an install-
ment plan.*” Implementation was delayed by the civil war, but it
probably would have come eventually. So even if there had been no
Communist victory in 1949, it seems likely that the large monasteries
would have been left holding paper instead of land, and faced with
the choice of going into business like the T'ien-ning Ssu or reducing
their activities, closing down their meditation halls, abridging their
retirement system, and becoming essentially places for entertainment
and funerals.

At the very time that monastic Buddhism was losing its economic
base, lay Buddhism was burgeoning. Increasing support from lay
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cHAPTER | X

Entering the Sangha

he Chinese term chu-chia is derived from the

T Sanskrit pravrajya, “going forth.” It means “to leave
the home,” “to renounce lay life.” Since the word chia means “family”
as well as “home,” there is also the idea of renouncing the family. In
a civilization that was based on family relationships, it is hard to
imagine a greater offense to public decency, as the enemies of Bud-
dhism were always ready to point out. Yet what really happened was
that a new family was acquired as the old was renounced. A Chinese
could only “leave the home” by accepting a monk as his master. That
monk became his “father.” Fellow disciples became his “brothers.” Not
only were all the kinship terms borrowed from lay life, but family
institutions and attitudes were borrowed too. A disciple often inherited
his “father’s” temple and was expected to look after his grave and soul
tablet like a filial son.

All this was based on tonsure. That is, the master-disciple relation-
ship was established when a monk shaved the head of a layman, who
thereby entered the sangha. In Theravada Buddhism no one entered
the sangha until he received his first ordination, that is, until he took
the ten vows of the novice. But in Chinese Buddhism tonsure entailed
no vows and was clearly distinguished from ordination, which usually
came years later in his career.
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MOTIVATION

In view of the strength of familism, what would lead a Chinese to
renounce his family? What were the motives for becoming a monk?
This is a question on which, according to C. K. Yang, there is no statis-
tical data.! Even if there were such data, it would be suspect because
motivation is always so difficult to establish. I remember being told
by an eminent abbot that he had renounced his family when he was
nineteen years old because the middle school he had been attending
closed down after the Republican revolution. He spoke of his disap-
pointment to a relative who happened to be a devout Buddhist.

“Why don’t you become a monk?” the relative suggested.

“All right,” said the young man in an ofthand way.

“Do you really mean it?” said the other.

The young man reflected that to give such an offhand answer was
disrespectful and so he paused for a long time to reconsider. Finally
he said: “I really do, I really do.”

Finding that this explanation was rather unsatisfactory, I mentioned
it to a Buddhist friend, who told me not to accept things at their face
value. Perhaps the real reason, he suggested, had been disappoint-
ment in love. How could an eminent dharma master, now in his seven-
ties, talk about a boyhood love affair? I should not expect a frank
reply to such a question. Furthermore, even when a monk intended
to be frank, perhaps he himself did not understand the true nature
of his motivation.

This comment seems quite valid. Although I have collected many
case histories on reasons for taking the robe, I have reservations about
them. This is not merely because motives are hard to establish, but
also because of the nature of my sample. Four fifths of the informants
had held high office in mainland monasteries and most of them had
had the foresight and initiative to flee the Communist persecution of
Buddhism in which they, as office-holders, would have suffered the
most. In other words, they were an elite. This could partly explain—
but only partly—why their motives for entering the sangha were not
the ones commonly ascribed to monks by most of the Western authori-
ties who have addressed themselves to the problem so far. According
to these authorities, monks were usually sold into their vocation as
children by impoverished parents or joined as adults in order to get an
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easy life. Huc, for example, states that the Buddhist priesthood “is
compelled to recruit itself in a singular manner. The Bonze who is
attached to a pagoda buys, for a few sapecks, the child of some in-
digent family, shaves his head, and makes a disciple of him, or rather
a servant.” Later, as Huc explains, the disciple becomes his heir and
procures his own disciple in a similar way. “In this manner is perpetu-
ated a race of Bonzes.”

Hackmann states: “The monastic communities are mainly recruited
from the ranks of children who are designated for this life by their
parents in early youth and are brought to the monastery. Only com-
paratively few monasteries have any important influx of grown men.
Not infrequently the children destined for the monastic life by their
parents are given in exchange for a money indemnification . . . In
cases which were personally known to me, twenty-five Mexican dollars
were paid for a child, of which the value at that time was about forty
shillings. A similar statement is given in Milne’s Life in China, p. 132.”

J. B. Pratt, who was a less biased observer than either of the mis-
sionaries just quoted, believed that the religious motive for taking the
robe was rare. “The very great majority of Buddhist monks were
either put into the order by their parents or chose the religious life as
an easy and sure way of getting a living.”*

One can hear the same generalization from the lips of many Chinese
—and one can also hear it about Buddhist monks in Theravada coun-
tries. But we are seldom told on how large a sample it was based, or
how the sample was selected, or how well acquainted the observers
were with the people whose motives they were judging. John Blofeld,
however, was better acquainted than most, since he spent some seven
months living and working with thirty to forty monks from different
parts of China in a meditation hall near Kunming. He writes the
following:

When I grew to know my companions better, I found that they
fell loosely into several categories.. Besides the pious ones self-
dedicated for the love of a contemplative life and thirsty for nirvana’s
peace, there were many who had drifted into the life—vowed by
their parents upon condition of mother or father recovering from
some illness, or driven to seek refuge from conscription (which in
Chiang Kaishek’s China often spelled death from malnutrition and
disease long before the soldiers received their first weapons or came
within a hundred miles of the enemy). Yet others were lazy fellows
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who preferred pleasant quarters, an assured supply of bad food
and the dignity of monkhood to having to contend with natural
calamities and predatory soldiers for their livelihood. In fact the
hundred or so monks there included almost every type of human
being except, of course, the riotous, swashbuckling, adventurous
and physically heroic types, all of whom would have found the
timeless calm unendurable.?

I have asked a few of the monks I know to comment on such
generalizations. One said that it was rare for children to be sold or
pledged to the monastery. It might happen when a child fell ill to the
point where his life was in danger and his parents promised that if
he recovered he would become a monk. But more than half, accord-
ing to this informant, entered the sangha in their twenties and between
a quarter and a third in middle age. Some did so because they felt
that the world had nothing to offer and could not be depended on and
others (particularly older persons) did so in order to practice religious
cultivation (hsiu-ch’ih). A second informant, after giving a similar
explanation, added that many people entered the sangha under the
pressure of circumstances. For example, a man might be short of
money or have broken the law or have troubles at home. For such a
man the sangha was the only way out. Although the ordination of
criminals was theoretically prohibited, it did happen in practice.

This sort of testimony from the monks themselves is doubtless based
on broad personal knowledge, but it leaves us unsatisfied. We would
like to have quantitative data. While there may be almost none that
bears directly on the motivation of monks, it does exist on their age
and place of origin. The sample is small (only a few monasteries ),
but it is large enough to cast the most serious doubt on generaliza-
tions like those of Huc and Hackmann.

As we shall presently see, large ordaining monasteries gave each
ordinee a certificate, a bowl, a robe, and several books, among which
was a t'ung-chieh lu or “record of those ordained at the same time.”
I translate this as “ordination yearbook” because it resembled so closely
the “class yearbook” that we receive when we graduate from school.
It listed the names of all the officiants and ordinees along with certain
details of their personal history. Although hundreds of thousands were
printed (since there were hundreds of thousands ordained), I have
looked in vain for them in libraries and bookshops and when I ad-
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vertised for them in Buddhist journals, offering a very high price, I
received but one reply. The reason is that most monks left their year-
books behind when they fled the Mainland and those who managed
to bring them, preserve them as treasured momentoes. Worst of all
from the investigator’s point of view, when monks die, the yearbook
is usually cremated along with the body.

I have gone into these details because some readers who never have
heard of this bibliographical rara avis may wonder if it really exists.
But I can assure them that I have in my possession an original copy of
one ordination yearbook and photographic copies of nine more. They
are: Ku Shan (1916, 1926, and 1932); Nan-hua Ssu (1949); Pao-hua
Shan (1916, 1940); Ch'i-hsia Ssu (1929, 1933, and 1941 ); Lung-hua Ssu
(1947). At the last three monasteries the following data are given for
each ordinee: dharma name, style, place of origin, name of tonsure
master, and name and location of temple where tonsure took place.
The yearbooks of Ku Shan and the Nan-hua Ssu, however, give in
addition the lay surname, the age at tonsure, and the age at ordination
(see Fig. 49). What is particularly relevant to the study of motivation
is the age at tonsure, since this was normally the age at which the
ordinee first embarked on a monastic career. In the four ordinations at
Ku Shan and the Nan-hua Ssu, the vows were administered to a total
of three hundred monks. Twenty-three of them, eight percent, had
received the tonsure under sixteen years of age. The highest incidence
of tonsure came between the ages of twenty and thirty, as the follow-
ing figures show.®

Ku Shan, Yung-ch’iian Ssu: 1916 Ordination

Age Number of monks Number of monks

in this age range in this age range
at tonsure at ordination

0-9 1 0

10-15 3 0

16-19 5 0

20-29 27 33

30-39 17 14

40-49 13 18

50-59 7 9

60-69 5 4

70-79 1 1
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Is there any way of reconciling these figures with the assertion that
most monks were sold to the temple in childhood? There seem to be
three possibilities. One is that children lived at the temple for many
years before receiving their tonsure. They were purchased at five, let
us say, and received their tonsure at twenty-five. I have never heard
of such a case and cannot imagine one. Usually the tonsure was given
as soon as a boy reached ten (the minimum age for novices), if not
before. The master had every reason for wanting to make his disciple
feel committed to the monastic career at an early date. The second
possibility is that the ordination yearbooks were falsified. Monks, that
is, who received the tonsure at ten, may have recorded it as twenty.
But there seems to be no conceivable reason for doing so. It is not like
the falsification of the name of the small temple where tonsure took
place. This, as we shall see, was a common abuse, done in order to
make the records comply with the rules. But so long as a boy had
reached ten years of age at tonsure, the rules had been complied with.
Finally there is the possibility that Ku Shan and Nan-hua Ssu were
exceptional. Perhaps Fukien and Kwangtung were particularly strict
in this one respect (for they were certainly not strict in others). But
though most of the Ku Shan ordinees were from Fukien, those at the
Nan-hua Ssu came from eighteen provinces (only fifteen percent
came from Kwangtung). The figures in these tables are therefore
difficult to explain away.

Child monks caught the attention of Western observers. There was
no such thing in the West and when they were seen in temples or on
the streets or in photographs, they were not forgotten. Their number
probably tended to be inflated in the memory. This could perhaps
account for the widespread impression that most monks took the robe
in their childhood. In conflict with both the observers and the ordina-
tion yearbooks, however, there are the data that I collected myself.
Of the fifty-three monks whose tonsure age I have recorded in the
course of interviews, only nineteen or 36 percent were shaved at the
age of twenty or over. Almost half were shaved at thirteen through
nineteen. The figures are as follows:

Under ten 4 16 through 19 7
10 through 12 6 20 through 29 12
13 through 15 18 30 and over 6



43. Child monks in north China.

This shows the incidence of tonsure reaching its peak in the mid-
teens, which fits in neither with the sale of young children to the
temple as reported by Western observers, nor with tonsure in maturity
as indicated by the ordination yearbooks. The former may be treated
skeptically, but the latter is evidence for which some sort of reconcilia-
tion must be attempted. Recalling the nature of my sample, I wonder
if there may not be a correlation between holding high office, as did
most of my informants, and entering the sangha at an early age. My
informants themselves say that this was the case, and there is confirma-
tion from an unexpected quarter. The nineteenth-century missionary,
Reverend George Smith, after expatiating on the degradation of the
sangha, adds: “The better order of priests were almost invariably
those who in childhood had been dedicated to the priesthood.”
Reverend J. H. Gray was told by an abbot in Canton that “the priests
who had been brought up from boyhood were the best.”™ It would
appear that the most monks joined in maturity, but the best monks—or
most of the best—joined in their teens.
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The yearbooks of Pao-hua and Ch'i-hsia Shan and the Lung-hua
Ssu do not give us the age of ordinces, but they provide intriguing
information about their place of origin. Seventy-five percent of all the
Kiangsu ordinands at Pao-hua Shan came from one small area in the
northern part of the province. Sixty-nine percent at Ch’i-hsia Shan
came from the same small area, while for the Lung-hua Ssu the cor-
responding figure was sixty-five percent. The area in question was a
rough parallelogram, one hundred kilometers on a side, having at its
four corners the districts Pao-ying, Chiang-tu, Ju-kao, and Yen-ch’eng.®
It covered nine thousand square kilometers or only one twelfth of the
province. Why should one twelfth of the province with no large centers
of population produce something like three quarters of its monks?®

When I have put this question to non-Buddhist Chinese friends,
they have had a ready answer. Northern Kiangsu was poor. Its resi-
dents became monks to escape poverty. In Shanghai, they said, most
of the lower castes—the barbers, the rickshaw coolies, and the boys in
massage parlors—came from northern Kiangsu. So did the monks. The
soil there was low-lying, saline near the sea, and water-logged inland,
where it was often flooded by the Huai River. As one person told me,
“those who lived in northern Kiangsu looked on the southern part of
the province as paradise.” This sounds reasonable enough and it would
seem to argue that even if monks were not sold to the monastery in
childhood, they were driven into it by poverty when they grew older.

But the monks who actually come from the parallelogram denied
that it was poverty stricken. They said that it had much good land,
none of which was saline, since it lay far from the coast.** The explana-
tion they gave for the high percentage of monks was that “it was the
custom there” to take the robe. Let me quote from some of their
rather rambling statements.

When I was young it seemed to me that a monk’s life was very
peaceful (ch’ing-ching). I was interested in becoming that kind of
a person. I admired the monastic life. Naturally I was too young to
understand anything about Buddhism, but I had a very good im-
pression of entering the monkhood (ch’u-chia). A layman’s life was
full of hardships and troubles, while after one became a monk, life
was more peaceful and more secure. My family were prosperous
farmers (hsiao-K'ang chih chia) and I was able to go to school, but
I still felt this way. Also in my part of the countryside, people re-
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spected monks—except for those who did not keep the rules or who
behaved contemptibly. So long as a monk kept the rules, he did not
have to have great learning or do great things in order to get the
people’s respect. My father’s eldest sister became a nun. She had a
small temple. Ordinary people’s houses were not as good as temples.
Temples were bigger and more impressive. When my mother went
to worship, we would go along and play. We liked to play there.
We liked the surroundings. It was peaceful. The monks were very
good to children. Some children wanted to become monks; others
did not. If they wanted to, it was not in order to escape hardship at
home, but because they liked the monks and wished to get closer
to them. This was because of their “mind-roots” (hsin-ken), because
of an affinity from previous lives. They had had intercourse with
monks in their previous lives and so a seed had been sowed because
of which they wanted to take the robe themselves in this life. The
parents did not object. If the family had three or four sons, it was
customary for one to become a monk. I was the youngest in my
family, but it was not necessarily always the youngest who did so.

Another monk from the same district told me that he had taken
the robe for three reasons. First he had often been sick as a child.
When he was about seven or eight years old, he became so ill that
his breathing and pulse stopped, as if he were dead. His mother, who
was a devout Buddhist, went to a temple and made a vow that if he
got well, he would become a monk. From then on she encouraged him
to do so. Secondly the environment was Buddhist. His mother often
used to take him to temples.

The buildings were so much bigger and better laid out than at
home and so were the furnishings. The monks were terribly kind
to me, gave me fruit to eat, and I could play there. There was also
a teacher in my private school, who was a devout Buddhist and
showed great respect to the monks, with whom he had frequent
intercourse. This example given by my teacher made a deep im-
pression on me. Finally, there was a belief in my area that it was
advantageous to one’s ancestors if one became a monk. There was
a saying: “when a son takes the robe, his ancestors for nine genera-
tions go to heaven (i-tzu ch’u-chia chiu-tsu sheng-t'ien).” This belief
had a great influence on the people there so that they considered it
a good thing when a boy took the robe. In my case it was discussed
with all my relatives first, and they approved. I was the youngest of
three brothers. No one else in the family had become a monk. We
were not rich, but better off than the average family. We had sixty

to seventy mou of farmland. By the time I took the robe, my father
had died.
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A third monk from the north Kiangsu parallelogram stated that he
had become a monk 1) in order to have a peaceful life; 2) because his
elder brother had done so; and 3) because it was considered a good
thing in northern Kiangsu—people there respected monks.

This customary popular respect for monks and monasteries is the
thread that runs through most of the explanations that I have been
given by monks from this area. It suggests that monkhood was cor-
related less with poverty than with attitudes. There may be a certain
parallel in the number of Massachusetts Irish who have entered the
priesthood. Poverty has been one factor, no doubt, but probably a
more important and pervasive reason has been that it was an approved
career. I imagine that when a north Kiangsu father said that his boy
was now in the meditation hall at Chin Shan, there were the same
nods of approval from his neighbors as when a proud father in the
South End of Boston announces that “my boy has gone to the semi-
nary in Rome.” The soil of north Kiangsu was soaked in Buddhism.
Here had been the earliest Buddhist community mentioned in Chinese
historical records; the first Buddha image; the earliest temple. So
when monks cite the customs of the area, history supports them.!?

There is another fact that argues against the “poverty theory” and
that is the rate of literacy. On the basis of inadequate samples, it
appears to have been higher among monks than is generally sup-
posed.’® No nation-wide survey has ever been conducted, but the
Communists did at least three local studies during their first three
years in power. A survey in Ningpo April 18-27, 1950, showed that 35
percent of the 470 monks and nuns of that municipality were com-
pletely illiterate; 62 percent had done primary school; and 3 percent
had done middle school.’* A survey made in 1952 at the Asoka Monas-
tery’s Agricultural Producers Cooperative showed that 10 percent of
the 132 monks were illiterate. The rest ranged from persons with one
year of primary school to those who had graduated from upper middle
school.’”® The Asoka Monastery is in the Ningpo area and its monks
were probably included in the 1950 survey mentioned first. One reason
for the difference in illiteracy rates (10 percent versus 35 percent) is
probably that the figure for the whole area included 210 nuns, who,
like most Chinese women, had had less opportunity for education than
their male counterparts. The third survey was made in 1953 at Omei
Shan, where 60 out of its 292 monks and nuns were illiterate, that is,
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a little over 20 percent.’® Twenty-eight nuns were included, so that
assuming all of them to have been illiterate, male illiteracy was 11
percent.

Of course these figures are scarcely adequate as a basis for general-
izing about the whole Chinese sangha. But they support the generaliza-
tion that I have heard both from monks and Buddhist laymen, who say
that anything above primary school education was rare in the sangha
but that illiteracy was even rarer. If that is the case, then the sangha
was certainly an elite compared with the Chinese population as a
whole, which had an illiteracy rate of perhaps 80 percent.’” The ques-
tion is: whether the present level of monastic literacy was reached
during the Republican period or goes back into the Ch’ing dynasty.
Something on the order of 7,500 monks graduated from the seminaries
established during the Republican period, that is, perhaps 2 percent
of all the monks in China. Hence seminaries cannot have brought about
any substantial change in the percentage of illiteracy. We might also
ask: were better educated persons attracted to the sangha between
1912 and 19507 Yes, but there do not seem to have been enough of
them to change the literacy rate substantially. It would appear that
there were about as many monks who could read and write at the
beginning of the Republican period as at the end of it.

On the other hand, what if most of them had learned to read and
write after they entered the sangha? Then literacy would have no
bearing on their class origin. But most of my informants had had their
heads shaved at an age when primary school should have been com-
pleted and, in fact, they had completed it. The monks listed in the
ordination yearbooks had had their heads shaved at an even higher age.
On the whole, it seems likely that during this century the majority of
the sangha has not come from a background so poor that it excluded
education.®

THIRTY-NINE CASES

In the course of interviewing, I had an opportunity to find out in
only twenty-eight cases why monks had taken the robe. With the rest,
either priority had to go to other questions or I did not feel that our
relationship was such that I could expect a frank answer. To these
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twenty-eight I have added eleven more cases from documentary
sources, making a total of thirty-nine.

Usually my informants gave more than one reason. We have just
seen examples of this in the case of monks from northern Kiangsu. For
purposes of tabulation I have chosen the reason that they said was
most important or that seemed to me so. Either way, the choice may
have been subjective.

Thirteen of the thirty-nine monks took the robe to escape from the
secular world. For instance, one had failed his civil service examina-
tions. Another had become disgusted by the corruption he found in
government service. Another was a deserter from the army. Another
found himself jobless and futureless in middle age. Another had a
father who had failed his civil service examinations and did not want
his son to go through the same frustrating experience. Two were dis-
appointed in love.'®

Six of the thirty-nine had fallen ill as children or their parents had
fallen ill. An example is the monk from northern Kiangsu whose
breathing stopped when he was eight years old. Sometimes a child
would be given to the monastery to effect a cure while the illness was
still under way; sometimes only after recovery in order to redeem a
vow made earlier.

Another six of the thirty-nine became monks because they had lost
one or both their parents and had no one else to support or to care
for them.

Still another six gave as their main reason a liking for monks and
the monastic atmosphere. They used to be taken as children to the
monastery for outings or to play there while their mother made offer-
ings. They were impressed by the size and the splendor of the build-
ings, and attracted by the peacefulness of the life. The monks would
play with them, often giving them little presents. (Monks have a real
fondness for children, perhaps because their paternal instinct, being
frustrated, is all the stronger. I shall never forget the sight of the old
abbot of Chin Shan, in his august seventies, scampering down the
street after a woman who had a baby on her back, in order to give it
a playful smack.)

Four out of the thirty-nine became monks because they were in-
terested in Buddhist doctrine and wanted to devote themselves wholly
to its study and practice.
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Two were persuaded by relatives (one brother and one uncle) who
had already joined the sangha.

One took the robe because his parents hated him, and one because
he wanted to obtain supernatural powers. Not a single monk among the
thirty-nine was sold to the temple as a child by his parents.

These reasons may be tabulated as follows:

Reason Number of Nearest
persons percentage
1. Escape from the world 13 33
2. Illness 6 15
3. Orphaned 6 15
4. Persuaded by relatives 2 5
5. Liked monastic atmosphere 6 15
6. Interested in Buddhism 4 10
7. Other reasons 9) 5

These figures might be summarized by saying that 25 percent became
monks because they felt attracted toward Buddhism or its institutions
and 75 percent for nonreligious reasons.?” On the other hand, the
largest single category—those who wanted to escape from the secular
world—was not as unreligiously motivated as it might appear. The
Buddha himself took the path to enlightenment because his illusions
about the world were shattered. He began to see the First Noble
Truth, that life was inseparable from suffering, disease, old age, and
death. This was why he too “left home.” Escape appears an unworthy
act to our Western society preoccupied with meeting challenges, but
there could scarcely be a more appropriate motivation for a Buddhist
monk. It meant that like the Buddha he had begun to learn the First
Noble Truth.

If we add the “escapists” and orphans to those who felt attracted
to Buddhism or to its institutions, we find that the percentages in our
small sample are reversed; nearly 75 percent entered the sangha for
appropriate reasons. Less than 25 percent enter involuntarily or under
persuasion, and without any lesson in the First Noble Truth—although
some, at least, could have gotten the lesson from illness.

Tabulations, even based on a large sample, can only be simplistic.
They need to be brought to life by case histories that do justice to
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the complexity of human motives. Let us consider the detailed expla-
nations given by some of my informants—one or two in each of the
six categories. The largest category—the “escapists”"—will be con-
sidered last, since it is the most interesting.

Illness (Case 1). A monk born in Chen-chiang in 1881 had eye
trouble as a child. The abbot of an hereditary temple there was sup-
posed to be good at opthalmology, so his parents gave him to the
temple when he was nine years old. As it turned out, his eye trouble
was not cured until many years later in Shanghai. But he was not un-
happy or lonely in the monastery. “It was much bigger than home and
there were lots of places to play.” He never tried to go back to his
parents. As he said himself, how could he have found his way?

Illness (Case 2). A Fukienese monk born in 1892 came from a Bud-
dhist family. His father was a vegetarian who had taken the Three
Refuges. When he was nineteen, his mother fell ill and so he too took
the Refuges and prayed to the Buddha for her recovery. Although she
did recover, her illness had showed him the impermanence of human
life. He wished to become a monk and practice religious cultivation,
but his mother would not permit it. He had to wait until her death six
years later before he was able to take the robe.

Orphaned. A monk born in Szechwan in 1900 was six years old when
his father died and thirteen years old when his mother died. There was
no one left to take care of him, and so his grandmother sent him to
an hereditary temple on Omei Shan that same year. There he had his
head shaved at the age of fifteen.

Persuaded by relatives. A monk born in Honan in 1928 said that
he was persuaded by his mother’s elder brother, who was the head of
an hereditary temple. He came to their house once, saw the boy, and
urged him to become a monk when he was older. Later the boy went
and lived at the temple for a time, heard his uncle preach the dharma
and chant sutras, and “came to have faith.” He told this to his uncle,
who urged him to go at once to Peking and be ordained.

Liked monasteries (Case 1). A monk from Yangchow, born in 1928,
whose account resembled that of the north Kiangsu monks already
quoted, told me that “children like to become monks. They see that
things are very nice at the temple. The first time I went, the old abbot
gave me candy. I was just a child. I thought that things were very good
at the temple, so I left lay life. I did not know anything about Buddhism.
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I only knew that this was what I wanted to do. My parents urged me
several times to come home, but I was unwilling to.” This monk was
the youngest of four sons. He said that in this area if any family—
even a rich family—had three or four sons, the father would present
one to an hereditary temple. His own second brother had also become
a monk.?! The family had a house with a tiled roof and over thirty mou
of their own farmland. He had started primary school at the age of
eight and had already learned by heart the San-tzu ching, Pai-chia
hsing, Ch’ien-tzu wen, and so forth.

Liked monasteries (Case 2). The following explanation was given
by a monk born in 1928 in a small country town in Kiangsi. “I became
a monk because my father was a Buddhist. He had taken the Three
Refuges and was a vegetarian. My eldest brother also believed in the
Buddha but he did not become a monk. Neither did any of my uncles.
I am the only monk in the family. Different people leave lay life for
different karmic causes (yin-yiian). Some do it because they are disil-
lusioned with the world; others because they get a good start in Bud-
dhist studies early in life. In my case the first reason was because from
the age of five or six I could not eat any nonvegetarian food.?? If I
ate lard or duck or eggs, I felt like throwing up. The second reason
was that I found monks terribly congenial, as if we had an affinity from
past lives. My [future] master’s master and his disciples were always
coming to the house and often spent the night there when I was a
child. The custom in China was that children slept with their father
and mother or, when they were older, the boys slept with their father
and the girls with their mother. But when the monks came to spend the
night my father did not seem so close to me anymore and I used to go
and sleep with them. It made me so happy to sleep together with them
—it was this affinity from former lives. As soon as I saw monks’ robes,
I was happy. When they did their worship, I would go and worship
with them. We had a Buddha shrine in our house and when the monks
came, they used to worship there morning and evening, recite sutras,
and burn incense. I could not recite sutras, but I would stand in back
and listen and enjoy it tremendously. So my father said to me: “You're
destined to be a monk. You don’t eat nonvegetarian food. You get
along with the monks so well and are so happy to be with them during
worship. Youre destined to be a monk.” That was the way it was, and
I got my chance when I was fourteen.”
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At this point I suggested to the informant that his father had urged
him to become a monk. He replied almost indignantly: “No, I wanted
it myself. It was of my own volition. Let me tell you. Ordinarily a
child had to go to school and could not go to the temple whenever he
felt like it. But when I was fourteen, in the second month on Kuan-
yin’s birthday, school had not yet started and my father took me along
to the temple so that I could have a look. There were many monks,
dressed in their robes, performing the Ta-pei Ch’an. They were strik-
ing their instruments. It was a fine sight. Since my father was a lay
devotee, he put on a long gown and joined in. I stayed beside him and
felt that it was very interesting. I was very happy. After the ceremony
was over my father sat down with the monks for a chat. Since they
were the disciples of my [future] master’s master, they were my father’s
brother-disciples.?® My father said: “This boy likes to worship. He does
not like to eat nonvegetarian food. He is very happy when he is
together with monks because, I think, he is destined to be a monk.” My
master’s master said: ‘Why not let him become one now? The younger
the better. Once they’ve grown up it does not work. Ask him if he
would like to” So my father asked me: ‘Do you want to become a
monk? I said: ‘Good! Good!" So that was the way it was done. I
renounced lay life at once. I was very happy and so was my father.
After I did this, I did not feel homesick. All day the only thing I knew
was worshipping and listening to the sutras.”

Interested in Buddhism (Case 1). An eminent monk, born in Liao-
ning in 1884, did not take the robe until 1932. Starting in his twenties,
however, he had been active in a lay Buddhist club that often held
lectures and discussions not only about Buddhism, but also about
filial piety and the Confucian five relationships. In the early 1920’s he
was the chief promoter of a large new monastery in Yingkow. Only in
his forties did he decide that he had to pursue Buddhism whole-
heartedly and become a monk. His career was similar to that of his
illustrious colleague, T"an-hsii, who also renounced his family in middle
age after years of study of the dharma.

Interested in Buddhism (Case 2). The reasons why T’an-hsii be-
came a monk are given in his autobiography with frank and curious
detail. To begin with, from birth until the age of two or three, he had
never learned to say “mama” or “dada.” The only words he would
pronounce were “eat vegetarian food” (ch’ih-chai)—words that no
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one had taught him. When he was five or six, his mother dreamt that
she saw him wearing a robe and chanting the sutras with a group of
monks. She therefore believed that he was destined to become a monk
himself. Nonetheless, when he was seventeen, she arranged for his
marriage. He too felt he was destined to be a monk (although he was
not sure whether he should be a Taoist or a Buddhist monk), but he
still proceeded to raise a large family. In 1904, at the age of thirty, he
moved to Yingkow in Liaoning province. There he joined the Bud-
dhist club and began for the first time to study the dharma. As the
years passed, he became still more inclined toward a monastic career.
In 1914 he thought about it in the following terms.

“From youth onwards I had known that it was my destiny to become
a monk, but the opportunity to do so had never come . . . When I was
running my pharmacy in Yingkow, I read the Surangama Sutra every
day and found it full of meaning. I felt that the usual explanation of
things ‘was false and superficial and that only the Buddha’s explanation
got to the final truth . . . I thought: what is the reason why people have
lost their old virtues and the times have reached such a state of de-
moralization? Isn’t it because they do not understand the truth? If
everyone understood the truth as stated in the sutras—discard the little
self and realize the greater self—how could the ills of the world have
gotten to this stage? So my idea was to get the Surangama Sutra into
circulation and make everyone understand the truth and reach happi-
ness. Otherwise there would be no limit to human misery . . .”

But it was not until 1917, at the age of forty-three, that he made the
final decision to become a monk and set out from Yingkow to Tientsin.
He did not tell his clerk in the pharmacy that he was leaving, nor did
he inform his wife and children. He simply left. Thirty-five years later
he could still recall his thoughts as he walked along the road. “Earlier
on (I thought to myself) because my parents were there and I had no
brothers, I had been reluctant to renounce family life. Later I got tied
down with a wife and involved with worldly pursuits—terribly in-
volved—so that I still could not become a monk. Thinking of that
made me very unhappy. Again I thought: what if I were now to die,
wouldn’t it come down to the same thing? Suppose they believed that
I had died from some sudden attack of illness; that would give me the
chance to become a monk and pursue my studies, and if later on I
returned and brought salvation to my wife—well, in that case, why
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shouldn’t I renounce everything now? So, as I walked along the road,
despite my unhappiness, I used this thought of death to pretend that
it was my soul, after dying, that was marching forward.

“I went on thinking: today I have one daughter, who is already
married, and five sons. The eldest son is only fourteen and the
youngest has just learned to walk. There will be no one to support
them. In these thirty or forty years of hectic activity, I have not saved
any money at all, and they are entirely dependent on my little phar-
macy. Now that I have left, there is no one to look after the pharmacy
and it will certainly fail, so that my whole family will go hungry and
become homeless vagrants. What is to be done? But (I thought) there
are already so many homeless vagrants in the world. Am I willing to
let other people’s wives and children be homeless vagrants, but not my
own? Again I thought: if, after I have become a monk, I am traveling
about the country on pilgrimage, and I happen to see one of my chil-
dren there by the roadside begging, would I pay any attention to him
or notP—Ach! there are already so many children in the world who are
begging. Am I willing to let other people’s children beg, but not my
own? This is not worth thinking seriously about. But my wife, after I
have left without a word, is certainly going to have difficulties pro-
viding for five children. If she decides to marry someone else, won’t I
find this hard to take? . .. But (I thought) though she is mine in this
life, whose was she in her last life, and whose will she be in her next?
This too is something that it is not worth worrying about. If I let my
own life be tied down by my wife, it will not end with this life, but
life after life will be lost. That way, not only will I be unable to secure
salvation for my wife, but I will not even be able to secure it for my-
self. But if I can carry out my purpose and become a monk, deepen
my knowledge of the Buddhist canon, and achieve true religious culti-
vation, then in the future if I happen to see them, I can urge them to
recite buddha’s name and practice cultivation so that they will be re-
leased from birth and death—will not this be best for all concerned?”

When he reached Tientsin, the monk who he had hoped would
shave his head was skeptical about his motivation. T’an-hsii protested
that he was not like some other people who wanted to enter the sangha
when they were in the throes of trouble and then changed their minds
a few days later. “I have already studied the Buddhist sutras for many
years,” he explained. “Although as a layman I did not have a really
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good livelihood, still with that little pharmacy I did not make out too
badly, especially since medical work has a certain status in society.
So it is not a question of livelihood; my goal in becoming a monk is
certainly not to get clothing, food, or shelter, nor is it to escape from
reality. My goal is this: although I have already spent seven or eight
years studying the Buddhist sutras, I still do not understand where the
real essence of the dharma lies, and after I have renounced lay life
and been ordained, I want to go about the country and pursue my
studies under famous masters so that in the future, when I have the
opportunity, I can spread the dharma and bring the Buddhist sutras
into general circulation and get everyone to know them. Otherwise the
world will go steadily downwards, men’s desires will grow ever more
unbridled, and there will be no way at all to save them from disaster.”**

With this desire to save the world through Buddhism, T an-hsii re-
nounced lay life and went on to become one of the most influential
monks. in modern China. It sounds like a most noble, rational, and,
from a Western viewpoint, exemplary motive. And yet, we cannot but
ask, would he have acted as he did if he had not felt that he was
“destined to become a monk” Was his motivation as rational as it
appears? How much was it affected, for example, by what happened
to him just after he was married, at which time, according to his auto-
biography, he died in an epidemic and went down to hell to be judged
by Yen-lo—a proceeding that he recounts in detail. Yen-lo, the King of
Hell, told him that his life was over because of the burden of his sins.
Tan-hsii protested that he had recited the Kao-wang Kuan-shih-yin
ching a thousand times—and was not this supposed to lengthen one’s
life? Yen-lo admitted that it was, but pointed out that if he had not
recited it, he would have died five years earlier. Finally T’an-hsii of-
fered to recite the Diamond Sutra (which he had never read, but
merely heard fellow villagers speak of) ten times a day. Grudgingly
Yen-lo agreed that in that case he would be permitted to revive, and
sent two ghosts to escort him back to his corpse. Experiences like this
could not fail to have played a role in the development of his sense
of a monastic vocation. Was this therefore less real?

Escape from the world (Case 1). An informant born in Kiangsu in
1929 was the eldest of three brothers. The reason he became a monk,
he said, was because he had seen the cruelties of war as a child. When
the Japanese attacked Shanghai in 1937, his family had fled, taking
the train back to their old home near Yangchow. But after passing
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Wausih, the train was bombed by Japanese planes and they had to go
on by boat in the waterways, but the boat too was bombed and set
on fire and many were killed. They got to Yangchow only to be
bombed again. Later the Japanese occupied this area and came con-
stantly to the village to requisition grain and to rape Chinese women.
There was an epidemic, in which many people died. Toward the end
of the war there came a division of family property among the mem-
bers of his father’s generation. Some were dissatisfied with their share.
There were unseemly quarrels. For a long time, like other people in
the area, this informant had been going to the Kao-min Ssu on festival
days and for Buddhist rites. Once when he was there, a monk said to
him: “Why do you get so upset about property? Why not renounce lay
life?” His parents approved and so he did.

Escape from the world (Case 2). This concerns the monk described
in Appendix V as “supreme among masters of confusion.” His reasons
for entering the sangha were as confusing as everything else that he
told me. Originally he had been a successful businessman operating
three inns in southern Hunan. One day he happened to meet a phys-
iognomist who insisted on reading his face free of charge. The read-
ing was extremely pessimistic: namely that his was the face of a person
who was destined to go to prison. This frightened him, so at the sug-
gestion of his brother-in-law he began to recite sutras everyday in a
local Taoist temple. Some of them were Taoist sutras, but some were
Buddhist. He also began to do good works. In 1929, when he was
thirty-four years old, his wife and all his three children died in an
epidemic. He decided to become a monk. After studying various reli-
gions, including Christianity, he decided that Buddhism was the best.
In becoming a monk, he said, he proved the physiognomist to have
been right, since monastic life and prison life were similarly shut in.

Escape from the world (Case 3). There is an even greater element
of the supernatural in our final example, which involves a monk born
in Manchuria about 1915. His father, who was an elected public offi-
cial, had fallen ill with a pulmonary disorder when the boy was ten or
twelve years old and remained bed-ridden for many years. Though he
was a Buddhist, he still ate a chicken every day, no doubt on doctor’s
orders. Once when he wanted to cross the room to prostrate himself
before the image of Amitabha, he found that he could not move be-
cause hens were tugging with their beaks at a string tied around his
waist. This gave him a bad turn and he became a complete vegetarian.
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On another occasion he dreamed that he saw a huge black man writing
a number on his (the dreamer’s) forehead. The number showed he
still had some years to live. The chief physician of the Manchurian
railway, a Japanese, was called in to examine him and said that there
was no known cure and the only thing to do was to worship. The son
had by then grown older and come under the influence of the May
Fourth movement. “I considered that all religion was superstitious.
But here was a great doctor, with the best scientific training, telling
me to worship. Surely religion could not be unscientific. I asked a
Buddhist abbot who was a friend of my father what I ought to do.
He said that I should join the Buddhist association and I did so. I
began to go and listen to monks lecturing on the sutras. What they
had to say was not superstition, but very subtle and wonderful (ao-
miao). Once I went to Dairen where I was having the monks recite
the Ta-pei chou for five days. On the last day my father was sitting
on the . sofa at home in Antung when he saw an old woman come in
the door. She told him that he had killed someone in Heilungkiang,
who in revenge wanted to drag him down to hell. But if he had Bud-
dhist services performed for his enemy, he would go directly to the
Western Paradise. My father protested that he had not injured any-
body in Heilungkiang and the old woman vanished into thin air.”
Despite this sinister episode, the old man lived on for several years
more.

His son took the Three Refuges at the age of twenty-four and the
Five Vows at the age of twenty-six. Only when his father died a year
later did he decide to become a monk. “I did not want to give birth
to a son who might have to go through the same thing as I had. But
first I had to see if I could endure the hardship of monastic life. I
spent two weeks at a monastery at Harbin and then at another one in
Peking, still as a lay devotee. My mother was very much against my
becoming a monk, but I did so anyway three years after my father
died.”

These last two accounts illustrate, I think, the labyrinth of motiva-
tion through which many Chinese entered the sangha and the difficulty
of generalizing about it. The difficulty seems insuperable. In the first
place no two psychologists are likely to agree on how such accounts
should be interpreted; in the second place we obviously need hundreds
of accounts rather than dozens before we have enough data to inter-
pret. The opportunity to collect a representative sample has gone for-
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ever. The only conclusion that can now be reached is that the com-
monly accepted conclusions are unsubstantiated. There is not enough
evidence to say that a majority of monks were either sold to a temple
by impoverished parents or took the robe in maturity just to get an
easy life. Most of what little evidence there is argues for a much more
complex and varied motivation.

What is more to the point is that after people entered the sangha,
their motivation changed. Many who had just been trying negatively
to get away from things in the secular world, came to feel a positive
vocation for the transcendental. Even those who entered for the worst
motives sometimes came to have the best motives for remaining. Mis-
sionaries used to call the sangha a refuge for criminals. Yet, as one
missionary admitted, at least it gave criminals a better chance to start
new lives than in prison, and many did so. “Some of these bad char-
acters are in an amazing way changed by the monastic life. They
repent and become new men who with intense fervor concentrate on
meditation and worship. I have several times had a chance to verify
this.”#® The monastery, which served society as orphanage and home
for the aged, also served it as a successful house of correction.

TONSURE

According to the Buddhist rule, no one was supposed to enter the
sangha without his parents’ consent. In the case of a disciple who had
not yet reached majority, there was also the practical danger that his
parents might hail the master before a magistrate on a charge of ab-
duction. Therefore some masters would only shave the head of a minor
if they had his parents’ consent in writing. I heard of a case in Yang-
chow where this was insisted on even though the applicant had
reached the age of seventeen. In other cases, where the master knew
the family well, he was satisfied with their verbal authorization.

The actual ceremony of tonsure was a simple one, although no
description of it, so far as I know, can be found in Western sources.
The master would call in as many of the existing disciples as possible,
of every generation, so that they could bear witness to the adoption of
their new brother. Friends and relatives of the latter would also be
invited. After they had all assembled in the shrine hall, the master
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clad in a patriarch’s robe and the candidate clad in lay clothes would
enter and prostrate themselves to the Buddha image in tandem. When
each had offered incense, they would repair to a low side-altar—almost
a table—on which there stood an image of Maitreya, the smiling Bud-
dha of the future. To the kneeling candidate the master, sitting behind
the table, read a short sermon, in which he described how Sakyamuni
stole out of his palace at night, cut off his hair, and renounced lay life.
He warned the candidate that after he too had renounced lay life, he
would not be able to show reverence to his ruler or to his parents; and
suggested that he might wish to make them one last salute. Accor-
dingly the disciple kowtowed facing north to the ruler and facing
south to his parents. Then facing the main altar he made nine prostra-
tions to the Three Jewels: the Buddha, dharma, and the sangha. Thus
he said farewell to the past and greeted the future.

When he returned to the side-altar, the master sprinkled his head
with holy water and handed him a razor. Offering it back, the candi-
date said: “I, your disciple, N-n, today beg Your Reverence to be the
Teacher (Acarya) who shaves my hair . . . I wish to renounce lay life
as your dependent.” The master instructed him to shampoo his head
and, after he had done so, began to shave it.

When the sides were bare, the master said: “Only the hair on the
top of your head remains. You must consider carefully whether you
can forget your personal concerns, enter the Way, and conscientiously
practice the religion. A little hair is left, so that I can still let you go
home as a layman. It is not too late. Therefore I ask you today before
all those present, whether you can really make up your mind to re-
nounce lay life so that you will never regret and withdraw?”

The disciple answered: “I have made up my mind to renounce lay
life and I will never regret or withdraw.”

Three times the question was asked and answered. Finally the
master said: “Inasmuch as you have made up your mind to renounce
lay life so that you will never regret and withdraw, now the hair on
the top of your head goes under the knife, cutting you off forever from
all your ties, in order that you may cultivate holy conduct in the
sangha, and your happiness and wisdom may gradually increase.” With
these words the master cut off some of his remaining hair and handed
him over to a barber, who shaved him completely. When he had
changed into a monk’s gown (hai-ch’ing), he knew from the rustle of
the full sleeves and the draft on his scalp that he had really started
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his new life. Often he had a happy smile as for the first time, he
prostrated himself to the Buddha, offered incense, and joined the other
monks in the chant that ended the ceremony. After the last stroke of
the hand-chime, the spectators pressed forward to offer congratulations.

That was all there was to it. The disciple received no document
attesting to his renunciation of lay life or to his relationship with his
master. Though he was now called a “novice” (Chinese sha-mi, San-
skrit sramanera), he had not yet taken the novice’s ordination. Though
he had to keep the ten prohibitions (shoti-chieh), he had not yet
accepted the ten prohibitions (shot-chieh).?® Yet from that day on
he practiced chastity, ate vegetarian food, abstained from wine, wore
monastic dress, and in all other respects, began learning how to live
as a monk. If he found it not to his taste—if he had regrets after all—
he could still return to lay life without embarrassment. Despite the
high seriousness of the ceremony of tonsure, his status was informal.

A few novices, however, did obtain the formal status of novice
through ordination either by their tonsure master or at an ordaining
monastery. But this was a separate ceremony and an embellishment
rather than an essential part of their initiation. At Pao-hua Shan, for
instance, a few unordained tonsured novices would come each year
and go through the first part of the triple ordination. That is, they
would take the sramanera’s vows (sha-mi chieh). They would then
watch the bhiksu and bodhisattva vows being administered, and
when those who took the latter got twelve scars burned on their heads,
the novices would get three, after which they would go home to con-
tinue their training. Only when they reached the minimum age for
the full ordination would they return to take their novice’s vows again,
this time followed by the vows of the bhiksu and bodhisattva
(see p. 291).

The minimum age for full ordination was twenty according to the
Vinaya rule, but the rule was not always observed, even at model
monasteries. At Pao-hua Shan, for example, if an applicant was tall
and looked mature, he could by fully ordained at sixteen. This was
termed “expedient ordination” (fang-pien chieh). One of my inform-
ants was fully ordained when he was only eleven years old at the
Tien-t'ung Ssu, which in other respects was the model monastery of
Chekiang province.?” But such cases were exceptional. The great ma-
jority of my informants remained in the bosom of the tonsure family
until they were close to twenty.
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THE TONSURE FAMILY

As was stated earlier, through tonsure a monk entered a “family.”
The head of the “family” was his “father-master” (shih-fu) or his
“grandfather-master” (shih-kung). The rest of the family included
members of various generations, who were called “older-brother-
masters” and “younger-brother-masters” (shih-hsiung, shih-ti), “uncle
masters” (shih-po, shih-shu ), “nephew-disciples” (#'u-chih), “grandson-
disciples” (fu-sun), and so on. Before any of these terms the word
“tonsure” (t'i-tu) could be prefixed to show that this, rather than
ordination or transmission of the dharma, was the basis of the kinship
in question.

The tonsure family was a private organism within the public body
of the sangha. Just as there was supposed to be a clear distinction
between public and the private in lay life, so monks attempted to keep
the “family matters” of the private temple separate from the public
operation of large monasteries. This was one reason for the rule that
disciples could have their heads shaved and receive their training
only at private hereditary temples. As we noted in Chapter V, if a
large public monastery allowed tonsure families to take root there,
the selection of abbots and officers would come to depend increasingly
on kinship and less and less on qualifications to serve. If office became
hereditary, there would be danger that office-holders would use mo-
nastic property for personal advantage. In any case, the large public
monastery was not suited for the training of novices. Its hundreds of
residents had to move from hall to hall and to take their places without
jostling and confusion. They had to understand the complicated system
of signals on bells, boards, and gongs. The strict atmosphere would
have been vitiated by the presence of persons who did not know the
rules of dressing, eating, washing, and so on. Therefore, just as the lay
family was responsible for teaching its children how to act in public,
the monastic family was responsible for training its novices how to
live in the public monastery.

This is the way it was supposed to be, but in practice the rules were
sometimes violated, as for instance at Ku Shan (see p. 139). Even
within the rules, the monks living in public monasteries could keep
in close contact with their hereditary temples, which they sometimes
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concurrently headed, thus wearing “two hats.” If they wanted to take
a disciple, they usually went back to the temple to shave his head,
and left him there to be trained by a tonsure brother or some other
member of the “family.” But if it lay far off, they might not bother
to return. I know of one monk who tonsured his disciple in the great
shrine-hall of the Ta-pei Yiian, a reputable public monastery in Tien-
tsin, of which he was the abbot. He found it inconvenient to return to
his own hereditary temple hundreds of miles away in Shantung. So
he shaved the disciple’s head on the basis that nominally the act was
taking place at the hereditary temple which, as it turned out, the
disciple was never to visit in his whole life. Another monk I know,
whose head was shaved in a Shanghai barbershop, was nominally con-
sidered to have received the tonsure in an hereditary temple in Liao-
ning province which, again, lay hundreds of miles away and he was
never to see. In each case it was considered that the master had ad-
ministered tonsure not in his capacity as officer of a public monastery,
but solely in his capacity as the head of an hereditary temple.
Sometimes the very identity of the master was nominal. The heredi-
tary temple was usually headed by a monk of the senior generation in
the tonsure family, who remained in office until the infirmities of old
age impelled him to retire. His own disciples, the second generation,
were often abroad, studying or serving as officers of large public mon-
asteries. When a promising applicant came to the temple and asked
for tonsure, the second generation might already contain an appro-
priate number of disciples. The applicant would be accepted, there-
fore, as a disciple of the third generation. The senior monk would
decide, like any head of the family, which member of the second
generation should become the nominal master. Sometimes the latter
would return home to shave the disciple’s head. More often, perhaps,
it would be done on his behalf by the senior monk, who, although he
was nominally the “grandfather,” then trained the disciple and acted
in loco parentis until he was ready for ordination. Thus the actual
master-disciple relationship was between persons separated by two
generations. This kind of nominalism was institutionalized at some
large hereditary temples, like the Chin-shan Ssu in Szechwan (see
p- 239). There, while it was possible for a monk to take his own disciple
after getting permission from his master, it was more often the master
who made the choice for him and, even if he was present in the
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temple, he left the care and training of the disciple entirely in his
master’s hands.

In Kiangsu province and perhaps elsewhere it was common to ac-
knowledge several monks as tonsure masters; not as father and grand-
father, but all as fathers. Thus in the ordination yearbooks of Pao-hua
and Ch’i-hsia Shan (but not in those of Ku-shan and the Nan-hua
Ssu), we find many ordinees who list two or three monks as their
masters. Sometimes this was purely nominal. If there was a good
friend of the “family” who had always taken a kindly interest in the
ordinee, his name might be listed beside the master’s name in the
ordination yearbook. It was rather like the courtesy title of “uncle.”
But there were cases where the plurality of the masters was more than
nomindl. In the 1930s a certain monk in Kiangsu instructed his three
disciples to act in common when they came to take disciples them-
selves. The eldest of the three was abbot of a famous monastery in
Soochow; the middle brother lived in one of their hereditary temples;
while the youngest lived in another. My informant became a disciple
of the youngest, who shaved his head. Later he went to stay with the
middle brother. When he was ordained at Pao-hua Shan, he listed all
three as his masters. Their names are printed in the ordination year-
book according to seniority (3-1-2), with the eldest brother in the
center, although he was the person with whom the ordinee had had
the least contact. But this was not like the collective transmission of
the dharma where all the masters sat together on the dais to transmit
to all the disciples kneeling before them. Only one master had shaved
one disciple’s head and he was the same master who had primary re-
sponsibility for his training.

Another kind of nominalism is illustrated by a case from Liaoning.
In 1926 a Buddhist layman there took the Three Refuges with a monk
who died shortly thereafter. In 1929 the layman decided to become a
monk himself, but he wanted to be loyal to his late Refuges master.
Therefore he asked the latter’s elder brother to administer tonsure as
his proxy. Thus he became the disciple of a master who was already
dead. There were doubtless other varieties of nominalism. The state-
ment that “my tonsure master was so-and-so” should never be taken
at face value.

Tonsure was not the only basis for religious kinship. The elders who
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presided at a monk’s ordination were considered his “ordination mas-
ters” (chieh shih-fu) and his fellow ordinees were his “ordination
brothers” (chieh hsiung-ti). Later in his career, he might enter into a
series of master-disciple relationships with those from whom he re-
ceived the dharma. Each time he did so, he acquired a new set of
dharma relatives. But, except where the dharma involved the right
to an abbotship, both ordination and dharma types of kinship were
largely nominal.

TONSURE AND DHARMA - NAMES

When a layman renounced lay life, he gave up his lay names. From
that day on he used the surname Shih, which is the first syllable of
Sakyamuni (written shih-chia-mou-ni in Chinese). This signified that
he was now “a son of the Buddha” (fo-tzu). His master chose two
personal names for him by which he would thereafter be known. The
first was a tonsure name (¢i-tu ming) that could be used by members
of the same tonsure family who stood senior to him.?® It always had
two characters, one of which (more often the first than the second)
was taken from a gatha or religious poem that was used character by
character to name monks generation by generation. That is, all mem-
bers of one generation had the same character embodied in their re-
spective names, just as in the case of dharma disciples (see p. 159).
Many of these name gathas are printed at the end of the large breviary
(Chan-men jih-sung) and from them one can trace the ancestry of
most Chinese monks. Once I met in Singapore a monk whose tonsure
name was Sheng-shou, and whose master’s tonsure name had been Jen-
kung. I looked through the end of the breviary for the words jen and
sheng in sequence. On p. 4b I found the verse “Neng-jen sheng-kuo,”
meaning, perhaps, “ability and human-kindness [an epithet of the Bud-
dha] are the fruits of sainthood.” This monk’s disciples, if he took any,
must therefore be named Kuo-this or Kuo-that, since kuo was the next
character after sheng in the gatha, just as his tonsure grandfather
would have to have been Neng-this or Neng-that, since neng was the
character that came before. This verse was part of a gatha in thirty-two
characters that could be traced back through antecedent gathas to one
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spoken by I-hsiian of Mt. Lin-chi, a famous monk of the T’ang dynasty.
This meant that my friend in Singapore was a member of the Lin-chi
sect. If his name had been taken from a Ts'ao-tung gatha, then he
would have been a member of the Ts’ao-tung sect. I am speaking of
sect in respect to tonsure only, not in respect to the transmission of the
dharma. Though a monk could receive the dharma many times, he
could receive the tonsure only once, and in this respect belong to only
one sect.

When the characters of each gatha had been exhausted in the course
of generations, they could be used all over again, starting from the
first. Alternatively, as in the case of the Singapore monk, a continua-
tion (hsii-p’ai) could be written by the disciple whose name incorpo-
rated the last character. Sometimes a disciple of an intermediate
generation would write a continuation that started with the generation
character of his own name. This, in effect, created a new sub-sect.

Beside the tonsure name the master also gave his disciple a style
(tzu).?® This was the name by which he would be known to outsiders
and to his equals or juniors in his tonsure family. In some provinces
(like Fukien and Szechwan) the style might also incorporate a genera-
tion character taken from a gatha. In central China it usually did not.
But even in central China many a master liked to use the same genera-
tion character in the styles of all his disciples in order to show that
they were brothers. It was not taken from a gatha, but chosen arbi-
trarily. A few masters would use one such character to style some of
their disciples and then shift to another.3® Some monks, on the other
hand, gave every disciple an entirely different style with no character
in common. It was a matter of personal preference. They might also
incorporate one character from the original lay name or choose char-
acters that had some deep significance. For example, the Venerable
Hsii-yiin gave a disciple the name Miao-yiin and the style Shao-men.
The two second characters taken together made Yiin-men, the name of
the monastery that Hsii-yiin hoped this particular disciple would help
him restore.

It was possible to have more than one style. Hsii-ytin himself, for
example, was originally styled Yen-ch’e, and had adopted “Hsii-yiin”
because he wanted to live incognito and obtain some privacy.?! During
the Second World War, one of my informants found that the food
ration was inadequate and adopted another name in order to get a
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second ID card and thereby a second ration book. He was not in the
least embarrassed when he told -me about it.

Sometimes the usage of name and style was reversed. One of my
informants made a mistake in filling out the various forms when he
enrolled at a seminary after ordination. He put down his name instead
of his style and everyone there started to call him by it. Since he did
not feel it was worth making a fuss about it, to this day he is so known.
The same is true for several other informants, and in the Ku Shan
ordination yearbooks names are used instead of styles in half a dozen
cases. Therefore it does not appear that the restriction on their use
was a very powerful one.

Sometimes it became necessary for a monk to change his style be-
cause it included a tabooed character. This happened only if, when
he received the dharma, the dharma name of an ancestral master
within three generations contained one of the characters in his own
style. For example, Cheng-lien, who became abbot of the T’ien-ning
Ssu in 1931, had originally been given the style Chen-lien by the
master who shaved his head. But when he came to receive the dharma
of the T’ien-ning Ssu as a brother of the 43rd generation, he found that
the brothers of the 40th generation—that is, his “great grandfathers”
—had used the generation character chen, which was therefore taboo
(hui-tzu). Accordingly he changed his style from Chen-lien to Cheng-
lien—from “Truth Lotus” to “Proof Lotus,” the two sounds being
homophonous for many Kiangsu residents. This practice is an addi-
tional element in the almost perfect parallel between blood kinship
and religious kinship, although here too the latter was more elastic
than the former since the taboo was often ignored.*

The monastic name system is important to understand because it
reveals the nature of sects in Chinese Buddhism. Belonging to a sect
did not necessarily have any doctrinal significance. It could be purely
a matter of lineage. Almost all Chinese Buddhist monks belonged
either to the Lin-chi or Ts’ao-tung sect in respect to tonsure.*® Only
in respect to transmission of the dharma were some of them T’ien-tai
or Hsien-shou. None could belong to the Pure Land sect, since there
were no Pure Land name gathas. Yet Pure Land was the sect whose
doctrines almost all Chinese monks followed in their religious practice.
More will be said about these anomalies (so different from sects in
Japan and the West) in the final chapter.?*
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TRAINING IN THE HEREDITARY TEMPLE

After a novice had received the tonsure and his religious names, he
began to train for ordination. According to custom the training period
was supposed to be a minimum of three years. In practice it might be
as little as three months or even three days. But most masters took
pride in sending up candidates for ordination who were trained well
enough to do credit to their temples. The great majority of my in-
formants, as well as the monks whose dates are given in the ordination
yearbooks, were trained one or two years, and most of the exceptions
were those who had to wait even longer in order to reach the minimum
age for being ordained.

During these one or two years the master cared for the disciple like
a father for his son. He clothed him, gave him pocket money, and
showed him how to live as a monk—how to dress, eat, and walk; how
to prostrate himself and recite devotions; how to handle the liturgical
instruments; how to order his life by the signals on the bell, drum, and
board until it became second nature to him. One informant said that
it had taken him only three months to memorize the texts of morning
and afternoon devotions, but a year to learn how to chant them. By
the end of the year he had also mastered the basic points of etiquette,
such as always stepping across the left-hand side of the threshold
with the left foot first. At a well-run hereditary temple the novices—
commonly referred to as “little monks” (hsiao ho-shang)—were kept
as busy as the pupils in a well-run boarding school. Here is a com-
posite of several accounts.

The schedule began at 5:00 a.m. when they took part in morning
devotions just as they would if they were living at a large public mon-
astery, except that those who had not yet memorized the liturgy were
allowed to use a breviary. After breakfast they did housework—
cleaned the altar, swept the floors, and washed their own clothes and
their master’s. Then they went to the schoolroom to hear the master
explain a text, after which they memorized it and recited it back.
Sometimes they also practiced chanting (ch’ang-tsan). In the early
afternoon they wrote out the text they had learned that morning, or
at many temples they might have done this before lunch, so that
their time was now their own. Sometimes they were sent out to do
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some work of merit, like collecting paper in the streets if it had writing
on it (in China the written word was reverently burned to prevent it
from being trampled on). Afternoon devotions were held at 4:00 p.m.
and supper at 6:00 p.m., after which the novices would “worship bud-
dha” (pai-fo) in the shrine-hall, alternately prostrating themselves and
reciting “homage to Amitabha” or “homage to Kuan-shih Yin.” At some
temples this lasted an hour. At others, where it lasted only half an
hour, it was followed by meditation. According to one informant, this
was taught to beginners in the following way. Ten sticks of incense
were laid side-by-side and then cut transversely at a fifteen-degree
angle, so that twenty sticks of varying lengths resulted. The beginner
sat in lotus position, holding the shortest stick in his hands. He would
fix his eye on its glowing end in order to clear his mind of all ex-
traneous thought. The smoke, according to this informant, did not hurt
his eyes, since the incense used had no bamboo core. Day by day he
worked up from the shortest stick to the longest, thus gradually in-
creasing the period of concentration. As he recalled, “it was a wonder-
tul feeling, as if a great weight, like a heavy coat, had been lifted off
my body. This was the joy of the dharma (fa-le).” He was then four-
teen years old.

Such was the daily life of a group of novices—perhaps eight or ten
of them—in a well-run hereditary temple that had adequate income
and a sufficient number of resident monks. But if the temple was poor
and shorthanded, its two or three novices spent their time quite dif-
ferently. They did all the work that would elsewhere be done by ser-
vants: not only sweeping, but cooking, gardening, and cleaning the
latrines. As soon as possible they were taught how to recite penances
and “release the burning mouths” so that they could help out when an
order was received to perform a Buddhist service. Quite often there
were only three or four ordained monks in residence, so that two or
three novices would be required to bring the number of performers up
to the minimum of five. The master, of course, pocketed their fees.
Thus the poor temple was like the poor lay family where the father
treated his children as useful chattels. Only a modicum of religious
education was given.

Though my informants knew about such temples, none of those
queried had been trained in one. During their novitiate none of them
had gone out to take part in Buddhist services. Their time had been
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entirely devoted to training and study. The only exception was a monk
who seems to have been exposed to a different system of novitiate al-
together. He was not a very reliable informant,®® but his account is
at least worth recording. He said that he had renounced lay life (ch'u-
chia) in the fourth month of 1944 at a small temple between Chengtu
and Omei Shan, but that this did not make him a member of the clergy
(ch’u-chia jen). His head had not been shaved and he had not been
given a religious name. For about a year, wearing lay clothes, he
simply did manual work about the temple, cooking and sweeping. He
was the only disciple there. In 1945 his master decided that he was fit
to become a monk. He gave him a name, allowed him to wear the
full-sleeved monk’s gown, but still did not shave his head. Finally, at
the end of 1946, he took him to the Fu-hu Ssu, a large hereditary tem-
ple at Omei Shan. There the young man met twenty other novices,
who had also spent two or three years in various small temples and
had been brought to the Fu-hu Ssu by their masters who, like his
own, were all its heirs. The Fu-hu gatha was the basis for all their
names. From the 5th to the 8th of the twelfth lunar month the novices
went about the monastery prostrating themselves to all the members
of its tonsure family. On the 8th their heads were shaved before Wei-
to’s image in a collective ceremony, each master shaving his own
disciples (some masters had more than one). Many laymen attended
and presented clothing and other necessities to the newly tonsured.
The latter had now become heirs of the Fu-hu Ssu themselves and
their names were so registered. After the ceremony was over, they
returned to their respective small temples to train further for ordina-
tion, which in the case of my informant took place the next year in
Kunming.

This system added two more stages to the process of entering the
sangha: first a period as a lay servant and then a period as an un-
tonsured novice.?® Tonsure was deferred to the point usually reserved
for ordination, and ordination was deferred to a still later point. The
master benefitted by having a houseboy to whom he paid no wages.
The novice benefitted by learning humility through manual labor—if
he needed the lesson. Looking through my records, I find one other
monk who entered a temple on Omei Shan at the age of thirteen but
did not receive the tonsure there until he was fifteen. I did not have
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the wit to ask him whether the system was the same, and he died soon
after our interview. .

In every Chinese system of novitiate there was the same advantage.
Candidates were given an opportunity to find out what it meant to be
a monk before they took their vows. Although for most of them
tonsure was a blind step in the dark, made without any knowledge of
Buddhism or monastic life, this was no longer true when they went
for ordination. That may be one reason why so few Chinese monks
voluntarily returned to lay life.

ORDINATION

Ordination was termed in Chinese “to accept the prohibitions”
(shou-chieh), that is, to take a series of vows most of which were in
the negative.®” These vows, if kept, made it impossible to carry out
various civic duties, especially military service. Recognizing this,
successive Chinese dynasties exempted monks from conscription, corvee
labor, and taxes. In return the sangha had the duty of creating merit
for the benefit of the emperor and the commonwealth. The govern-
ment was always concerned lest the special privileges it gave the
sangha might be abused. Unscrupulous persons might take the robe
not in order to lead pure lives creating merit, but simply to evade
conscription and taxes. This would have weakened the State financially
and militarily. Hence laws were formulated to limit the number of
persons entering the sangha. Certain monasteries received imperial
authorization to ordain at certain intervals. An unauthorized ordina-
tion was to be punished by eighty strokes of the stick. In most cases
the interval was three years; in some it was as little as three months.
If an authorized monastery wished to hold an extra ordination or if
an unauthorized monastery wanted to hold any ordination at all, the
law required it to apply to the district magistrate.

In practice the law was often ignored. Many small institutions that
lay in remote but peaceful countryside ordained without any authori-
zation whatsoever (this according to monks who remember the last
decades of the Ch’ing dynasty). But if they lay near the city or in
countryside menaced by bandits, they were likely to apply for authori-
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zation, and even those that were permanently authorized to ordain
might send a notice to the magistrate. This was for two reasons. In
bandit-ridden countryside they hoped the magistrate would send
soldiers to secure the road leading up to the monastery. Near the city,
on the other hand, as one of my informants put it, “ordination involved
large numbers of people, bad ones as well as good ones. There was a
problem of public order.” If any trouble developed, the monastery
wanted to have put the magistrate on notice, if not to have his men
already there to deal with it.

In 1911 central government control over ordination came to an end.
But the monasteries’ need for security did not. Furthermore, laws went
into effect in some urban areas that required a permit to hold public
gatherings. This may explain, for example, why the Ching-tzu Ssu,
Hangchow, in 1929 applied for an authorization to ordain from the
Hangchow Municipal Government, which issued it through the Public
Security Office.?® Chiao Shan, on the other hand, which held ordina-
tions all through the Republic period, never applied for a permit to do
so or gave a notice thereof. It lay securely on an island in the middle
of the Yangtze.

Although imperial authorizations to ordain lost their legal force with
the fall of the Empire, their practical effect continued. This was be-
cause Chinese monks, if they were serious about their career, wanted
to be ordained properly. Properly performed, the rites were long and
complicated and involved a large number of ordinands. Only monas-
teries with decades of experience and many buildings could perform
them. These were for the most part the monasteries that had been
imperially authorized to do so. Even after 1911, Chinese monks con-
tinued to flock to them for ordination.

The most famous among them was the Lung-ch’ang Ssu at Pao-hua
Shan, between Nanking and Chen-chiang. Every region had one or
two monasteries where it was considered particularly desirable to be
ordained, but the prestige of Pao-hua Shan was nationwide. J. Prip-
Mgller stayed there during the entire spring ordination in 1930,
making careful notes and photographs?® K. L. Reichelt witnessed
ordinations both there and elsewhere in Kiangsu,* while J. J. M. De
Groot witnessed them at Ku Shan in Fukien and obtained a copy of
the ritual formulae employed.** Unfortunately, the accounts of these
three eminent investigators are inconsistent both with one another




Ordination 287

and with the testimony of my informants, half a dozen of whom were
ordained at Pao-hua Shan, and one of whom spent four years there as
an ordination instructor (yin-li shih) and later three years as the
catechist (chiao-shou), one of the trio of officers in over-all charge
of ordinations.

According to these informants, proceedings were divided into two
periods. During the first period, known as the “hall of sojourn” (chi-
tang), ordinands arrived at the monastery, some of them weeks ahead
of time, and lived as guests in the wandering monks’ hall with no
other duties than to register and to attend morning and evening devo-
tions. In registering, they gave various details of personal history,
including the name of their master and the year of tonsure. From this
the officers of Pao-hua Shan could gauge how long and how well they
had been trained and assign them to a group of ordinands of the same
level. Each group had its own hall into which its members would move
at the beginning of the second period.*?

The beginning of the second period was called “division into classes”
(fen-tang). No more ordinands were admitted, registration closed, and
classwork began (Kai-t'ang). The classes were known collectively as
the “hall of ordinands” (hsin-chieh fang), which meant both a period
of time and a place. As a period of time it lasted through the final day
of ordination. As a place, it meant each of the halls in which classes
(fang-Kou) met. There were six of them, known as “first hall, second
hall, third hall (i-t'ang, erh-tang, san-tang). ...” Each hall—each class
—had sixty to seventy persons. It was arranged like a meditation hall,
with sleeping platforms along the sides. There were separate classes
for monks, nuns, and lay brothers and sisters (bhikshus, bhikshunis,
upasakas, and upasikas). Usually there were at least three classes for
bhikshus alone.

During the first two weeks, those who were becoming monks and
nuns—the clerical ordinands—studied how to eat, how to dress, how
to lie when sleeping, how to make their beds, how to pack their
belongings for a journey, how to stand and walk, how to enter the
great shrine-hall, how to make a prostration to the buddha image,
how to receive guests, how to hand over the duty (as a duty monk in
the meditation hall, for example), and so on. Most of them had already
learned much of this from their tonsure master while being trained in
their small temple. But Pao-hua Shan put a high polish on the perfec-
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tion of their deportment. Like Eton or Groton or, perhaps more ap-
propriately, like Sandhurst or West Point, it left its mark. As my in-
formant put it, “these things were taught properly only at Pao-hua
Shan. Other places were slipshod about it. One had to live in Pao-hua
Shan for ten years before he knew all this well enough to teach it.”

The truth appears to be, however, that most of the instructors did
not have this much experience and had, in fact, been studying at Pao-
hua Shan for only two or three years. Four of them, known collectively
as yin-li shih, were assigned to each class. The senior was the K'ai-t’ang
shih, the second was the p’ei-t'ang shih, and the others were the “third
master” and “fourth master” (san shih-fu, ssu shih-fu).*> The ordinands
also chose two of their own number as their representatives, who, since
they walked first and last in processions, were called the “head novice”
(sha-mi tou) and “tail novice” (sha-mi wei). They were chosen on
the basis of their good looks, ability, and financial resources—the latter
because they were expected to donate money for a vegetarian feast
for all the monks in the monastery. If they did not have enough money
of their own, their masters were usually happy to provide it, since they
shared in their disciples” “glory.”

Besides deportment the ordinands during these first two weeks
studied certain texts, in particular the fifty-three gathas and mantras.
These were sentences that a monk was supposed to recite mentally
on various occasions each day (when getting out of bed, drinking
water, hearing the large bell, and so on). After deportment and texts
had been mastered, there came a night of repentance and purification
during which all the ordinands—Ilay as well as clerical—prostrated
themselves in the great shrine-hall. On the following day the first
ordination was held. The head novice and tail novice would go in to
make obeisance and, as deputies for their fellows, to ask the three
masters (san-shih) and seven honored witnesses (tsun-cheng) to come
forth and administer the vows. The three masters consisted of the
ordaining abbot (te-chieh ho-shang), who was usually the retired
abbot of the monastery and was considered to represent the Buddha;
the confessor (chieh-mo) who sat on his left representing Manjusri;
and the catechist (chiao-shou), who sat on his right representing
Maitreya. At Pao-hua Shan the three masters and seven witnesses were
all permanent residents. Elsewhere some of them were invited from
other monasteries.
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After the masters and witnesses had seated themselves on the porch
of the great shrine-hall, the clerical ordinands kneeled in the court-
yard, recited the Three Refuges, and accepted the Ten Vows of the
sramanera. When they withdrew, the lay ordinands came forward,
recited the Three Refuges, and accepted the Five Vows of the upa-
saka.** The first part of the triple ordination concluded as each of the
sramaneras received his robes and bowl. The former consisted of the
five-part robe worn by novices and the seven-part robe worn by
bhiksus. Although they were not yet bhiksus, they filed over to the
refectory that noon, wearing their seven-part robes and carrying their
bowls just like the permanent residents.

Training for the next part began at once. Clerical ordinands now
had to learn a great deal of liturgy, particularly the 250 vows of the
Pratimoksa. After about two weeks of further study there was a second

46. Ordinands kneel as their representatives petition the ordination mas-
ters to come forth and administer the vows. Pao-hua Shan.
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49. Pages from the Ku Shan ordination yearbook for 1926. Right to left are the initial pages of 1) section on offici-

ating personnel, 2) section on monks ordained, and 3) section on lay ordinees.
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Prip-Mgller he let his place be taken later in the evening by his disciple,
the abbot then in office.

The clerical ordinands thus became full-fledged members of the
sangha according to the original Indian Buddhist practice, but ac-
cording to Mahayana practice in China they still had another set of
vows to take a week or so later. These were the fifty-eight vows of the
Fan-wang ching,*® which imposed a higher stratum of discipline and
a commitment to lead all sentient beings into nirvana before attaining
it themselves. Hence they were called the “Bodhisattva Vows.” The
clerical and lay ordinands recited the Bodhisattva Vows in a single
ceremony with each group withdrawing while the other recited, but
both groups kneeling together before and after. On the day before,
heads had been burned in a manner to be described below. On the
afternoon following, ordination certificates and yearbooks were handed
out to everyone, while the monks received as well copies of the
Pratimoksa, Fan-wang ching, and P’i-ni jih-yung (Daily Vinaya ob-
servances). The ordination abbot gave a valedictory address, with
which the “ordinands’ hall” was closed and the ordination came to
an end.*?

LENGTH OF ORDINATION

Now that we have a general idea of the proceedings, we can address
ourselves to certain significant details. First of all, it is important (for
reasons that will become apparent below) to know how long ordina-
tions lasted, not only at Pao-hua Shan, but elsewhere. If we ask a monk
about this, the chances are that he will answer “fifty-three days.” This
was the traditional period of the “ordinands’ hall” from the division
into classes through the day of the bodhisattva vows. The former
catechist from Pao-hua Shan stated that in former times ordinations
there used to last fifty-three days, starting the 15th of the second month
and ending the 8th of the fourth. However, since at least as early as
1924, when he had been ordained, they had lasted only thirty-seven
or thirty-eight days, starting the 1st of the third month and ending, as
before, on the 8th of the fourth. This was the Buddha’s birthday, the
most important festival of the year, and it was the customary date for
the end of the spring ordination at most Chinese monasteries.*®
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According to the catechist the period from the division into classes
to the novice’s ordination—that is, the preparatory training period—
usually lasted two weeks. This is confirmed by the only documentary
source I have seen that includes the date of the division into classes.*?
All other documents, including ordination certificates, simply give the
dates of the vows themselves. In general, therefore, the longest period
we know about is the interval between the novices’ vows and the
Bodhisattva Vows. Let us call it the “ordination interval” (including
the two days on which the vows were taken).” In examples from
Kiangsu supplied by Prip-Mgller the ordination interval was about
three weeks; in examples from Hupei it dropped to two weeks; and
for Szechwan and Shansi it was one week only. At Ku Shan in 1916
it was four days, while in 1930 at a small monastery in Hunan it was
just three days.>® Such regional differences are extremely significant.
As Prip-Mgller remarks:

These dates indicate that which is also confirmed in other ways,—
that there is a tendency in the big monasteries of the lower Yangtze
Valley districts to try to give the candidates for ordination as good a
training as possible under the circumstances, in this case by making
the time of preparation between the three parts of the ordination as
long as possible, while in other parts of the country, even big monas-
teries such as Pao-kuang Ssu, which is one of the most famous
ordination places in China, seem to follow the practice of the shorter
intervals,®?

The length of ordination gives us a rough numerical gauge of the
seriousness with which masters and ordinands alike regarded a monas-
tic career. No one who zipped through his vows in three days could
take the same pride in his vocation as a monk who had undergone five
or six exhausting weeks at Pao-hua Shan. Quite aside from the perfec-
tion of deportment that Pao-hua Shan instilled, it left unforgettable
memories. The severity of the instructors, who beat the ordinands,
young and old, with green willow switches; the hours of kneeling in
a huge darkened hall; the solemnity of the proceedings and the emi-
nence of those who oversaw them—all these produced, I suspect, a
kind of trauma that was analogous to the trauma of the meditation hall.

What proportion of the Chinese sangha was affected by such solemn
and lengthy ordinations? Pao-hua Shan itself ordained twice a year,
once in the spring and again in the winter. The winter ordination
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usually ended just before the New Year. Because of the cold weather
it was attended by only a few lay ordinands, hundreds of whom might
come in the spring. But winter and spring alike, according to the former
