
   
      
   


Biography of Master Sheng Yen
By the time of his death in February 2009, Chan Master Sheng Yen was recognized as a pre-eminent spiritual leader. A traditional master of Chinese Buddhism, he was a lineage descendant of both the Linji and Caodong schools of Chan. For over three decades he taught Buddhadharma in Taiwan, the United States, and Europe, and led meditation retreats worldwide. He was also a scholar, earning a master’s in Buddhist Studies and a doctorate in Buddhist Literature from Rissho University in Japan. During his life he authored over one hundred scholarly and popular works in Chinese and English, many of which have been translated into other languages. Among his lasting achievements was to establish and lead Dharma Drum Mountain, one of the major Buddhist centers in Taiwan. His influence in world religion was acknowledged by his service as chairperson of the World Council of Religious Leaders.

Born as Chang Baokang in 1930 near Shanghai to a family of farmers, Master Sheng Yen was the youngest of six children. As a child he was sickly and slow to develop, not able to speak until he was about six. It was not until Baokang was nine years old that he entered primary school in his village. When he was thirteen, a neighbor named Dai Hanqing, while visiting their home, asked his mother if her young son would like to become a monk. She referred the question to Baokang who was not quite sure what being a monk meant. But he liked the idea, and knew that going away would alleviate the burden on his family, so he said yes. Mr. Dai had some connections with a Wolf Mountain monastery and said he would see what he could do. After months of waiting Baokang learned he had been accepted and crossed the Yangzi with Mr. Dai and entered the Wolf Mountain monastery, where he was ordained in 1943 by Master Langhui.

For the next five years his training consisted mostly of doing monastery chores, working in the fields, and performing daily ritual services. He was also expected to memorize sutras, which he was entirely unable to do. Master Langhui told the young monk that this was due to his heavy karmic obstructions, and ordered him to do 500 prostrations every morning and night to the bodhisattva of compassion, Guanyin. After three months of this, he had what he described as a “curiously refreshing experience,” and his mind became vividly clear. Master Sheng Yen said he believed that Guanyin came to his aid. This event strengthened his faith in Guanyin, and it gave him confidence to practice well. After this he had no problem memorizing sutras. Through the rest of his life, Master Sheng Yen recommended Guanyin prostration as a beneficial practice.

Then came the Communist revolution. In the wake of the violence and social disruption, the monks had a choice of either staying—in which case they might be forced to renounce their vows, or worse, going to Taiwan with the government-in-exile, in which case they would have to join the Nationalist army. Thus, in 1949 at age eighteen, Sheng Yen went to Taiwan and while in the army, maintained his precepts and practice as best he could for 10 years.

At the age of 28, while on a brief vacation leave from the army, Sheng Yen visited Gaoxiong Buddhist Temple, a lay practice center in southern Taiwan. There, he found himself sharing a sleeping platform with an eminent visiting monk, Master Lingyuan. The older monk was meditating, and Sheng Yen decided to sit with him. Finding his mind spinning with questions that had been building during years of mostly unguided practice— “What is enlightenment? What is buddhahood? How can I resolve the many contradictions there seemed to be in the teachings?”—he finally asked Linguan to answer a few questions. The master agreed. A flood of questions poured out of Sheng Yen. For hours, his “great ball of doubt” grew and grew while the master patiently listened. Finally, Lingyuan struck the platform with a sharp whack: “Put it down!” At that moment, Sheng Yen felt a great weight suddenly being lifted from him. After recovering from the shock, he felt supremely happy, and in his words, “There was nothing there.” The next day the world seemed fresh, as if he was seeing it for the first time. Sheng Yen had his first profound Chan experience of “dropping the mind.”

After 10 years of service Sheng Yen was able to leave the army, and soon after was re-ordained by another monk, Master Dongchu, who became his principal teacher. The training under Dongchu was very rough—he neither lectured on doctrine nor instructed on method, but mostly offered harsh criticism—everything Sheng Yen did was wrong. Later, speaking of his two years with Master Dongchu, Master Sheng Yen said, “Without him I would not have realized much.” In 1961, after 18 years of study and practice, Sheng Yen went into a three-year solitary retreat at the Chao Yuan Monastery in Taiwan. The first year was spent mostly doing repentance prostrations; the second and third years he divided his time between meditating and reading sutras. At the end of three years, realizing he hadn’t accomplished what he wanted to, he remained another three years, adding study, research and writing to his regimen. By the end of the six years, he had written several books, learned to read Japanese, and became convinced that scholarly training in Japan would be invaluable to his aims of reviving Chinese Buddhism. With the encouragement of Master Dongchu, Sheng Yen applied for the master’s program in Buddhist Studies at Rissho University in Tokyo, and was accepted. He earned his Master’s degree in 1971 and his doctorate in Buddhist Literature in 1975.

While in Japan Sheng Yen also attended winter-long retreats with Zen master Bantetsugu Roshi, who was critical of him for being an intellectual with strongly held opinions. However, after Sheng Yen completed his doctorate, Bantetsugu advised him to go teach in America. When Sheng Yen complained that he didn’t know English, Bantetsugu Roshi rejoined, “Do you think Zen is taught with words? Why worry about words?” Thus, in 1975, Sheng Yen went to America and began teaching Chan meditation at the Temple of Great Enlightenment in New York City.
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After 1976 Master Sheng Yen began to divide his time evenly between Taiwan and the United States, engaging in “reviving Chinese Buddhism and uplifting the Chinese people,” as well as spreading Chan Buddhism in the West. In 1977 he led his first one-week Chan retreat in America and subsequently established the Chan Meditation Center in Elmhurst, New York. In 1978, upon the death of Master Dongchu, he inherited stewardship of the Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist Culture and the Nung Chan Monastery in Taiwan. In 1985 he established the Chung-Hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies in Taipei, which now offers a master’s degree, encourages Buddhist research, and transcends sectarian boundaries through its academic exchanges with Tibetan and Theravada Buddhism.

In 1989 he established Dharma Drum Mountain on a large tract of land in Jinshan, north of Taipei. The monastery became the eventual home of Dharma Drum University, Dharma Drum Sangha University, Dharma Drum Buddhist College, and Dharma Drum Monastery, including facilities for intensive group practice and long-term solitary retreats. In 1997 he established the Dharma Drum Retreat Center in Pine Bush, New York as Dharma Drum’s international practice center, with facilities for up to 100 retreatants. As a result of these and other activities, Master Sheng Yen had disciples, students, and followers in many countries.
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Master Sheng Yen actively encouraged interfaith activities between different branches of Buddhism, advocating and promoting understanding, tolerance and freedom. A forward thinker in revitalizing Chinese Buddhism and engaging in outreach to society, he was recognized for his influence in transforming religious culture in Taiwan and China. He urged practitioners to be aware of their own mundane thoughts, so as to perceive changes in themselves and their environment. This wisdom was to be applied in their workaday lives to face themselves and grow, to lessen their attachments and ultimately be able to enter a state of “no-self.” With this wisdom they could feel relaxed, unhindered, and enjoy everyday life while helping others despite life’s pressures.

Master Sheng Yen’s quest for a consensus of “seeking commonality, while preserving diversity” to eliminate spiritual poverty and protect the environment led to the initiative to Protect the Spiritual Environment. His message of compassion, wisdom, and tolerance transcended national borders and faith. He served humanity by honoring peoples’ character, showing respect for them, encouraging kinship among all, and urging them to take care of the planet. He saw all sentient beings as equals, brothers and sisters of one family, regardless of race, gender, nationality, social standing, or religion. He urged people to reach beyond themselves to heal those around them who are hurting. At the Millennium World Peace Summit at the United Nations headquarters in 2000, he appealed to leaders from all walks of life that “if any sacred texts or ancient teachings of any peoples propose tenets that go against the principle of peaceful coexistence for all humanity, then these texts must be reinterpreted…” Only in this way would we cultivate a society that respects multiculturalism and live in harmony with each other.
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He taught that there are two kinds of poverty—material poverty and spiritual poverty, that although material poverty makes life hard, spiritual poverty can manifest in greater destructiveness. He pointed out that the main causes of the rapidly deteriorating environment were excessive development and waste, resulting in large-scale depletion of natural resources and destruction of the living environment. Therefore, effective environmental protection is a mission of great urgency. However, he cautioned that environmental protection must begin with a change in people’s values. To transform the selfish heart that plunders and seizes into a compassionate heart that gives and contributes, Master Sheng Yen developed the Protect the Spiritual Environment initiative that would address this concern, and realize a pure land on Earth. Master Sheng Yen’s vision of a pure land on Earth is a pillar concept in the organizations that he founded, an idea that pivots on protecting the spiritual environment. Through the Fivefold Spiritual Renaissance Campaign, the goal of a pure land may be gradually realized in every aspect of life and bring about the purification of one’s body and mind. Once people’s minds are purified, the nation will be pure. In a keynote speech to the first Millennium World Peace Summit of Religious and Spiritual Leaders, Master Sheng Yen said: “[When] individuals start by purifying their minds, filling them with gratitude for life as well as kindness and compassion…they will devote the fruit of their efforts to others.”

The implementation of this concept, along with harmonizing the liberation path and the bodhisattva path, is Master Sheng Yen’s teaching on how to benefit sentient beings; it allows modern people to engage the world in a way that transforms their lives and relieves the spiritual poverty that afflicts most people today.

Master Sheng Yen dedicated his life to realizing the vow he made when he was a young boy to benefit others by sharing with them the compassion, methods and teachings of the Buddha. In his life, he promoted environmentalism as a lifelong devotion. He instructed that his physical remains be buried as ashes to reunite with nature, thus exemplifying his identification with the environment.

“The universe may one day perish, yet my vows are eternal.” Master Sheng Yen made this vow to carry on in his future lives what he was unable to accomplish in this lifetime, and he also hoped that others would also undertake what he was unable to accomplish on his own to together build a pure land on earth.
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Shortly before his death, he wrote this poem:

Busy with nothing, growing old.

Within emptiness, weeping, laughing.

Intrinsically there’s no “I.”

Life and death, thus cast aside.
Note: For a fuller account of Master Sheng Yen’s life in his own words, we refer the reader to his autobiography in English, Footprints in the Snow, published in 2008, the year before he passed away, by Doubleday, New York.


