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As the historian Lynn White has observed, “What people do about their ecology
depends on what they think about themselves in relation to things around them. Human
ecology is deeply conditioned by beliefs about our nature and destiny—that is, by
religion.”" It is thus not surprising that in the recent decades Asian Buddhist leaders have
joined the broader call by environmentalists to rethink human use of natural resources,
and have rearticulated the proper care of our natural habitat in terms of Buddhist thought
and practice. Buddhist movements would usually trace the inspiration for environmental
practices, if not to the Buddha, then to a Buddhist thinker highly regarded in their
particular tradition. But while it should be admitted that the world of nature certainly has
a strong presence in Buddhist writings of all ages, it should also be reiterated that the
articulation of an impending global ecological crisis and the call to re-orientate human
use of natural resources are concerns specific to the contemporary era which is facing the
consequences of global ecological changes prompted by the race of industrialization and
global consumption patterns. The ways in which contemporary Buddhist leaders

apprehend and rearticulate environmental issues through Buddhist doctrines and practices

! Lynn White, Jr., “The Historic Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Science 155 (March
1967): 1204.



constitute another fascinating example of religious adaptation and innovation to the
concerns in contemporary society.
This paper studies a contemporary Taiwanese movement, the Buddhist

Compassion Relief Merit Association’s (Ciji [Tzu Chi] fojiao gongde hui 24775 {ff % 2h &
)> observance of ecological practices under the rubric of Humanistic Buddhism

(renjian fojiao N[E1#EZ0),’ a religious expression which has emerged as a hallmark of
Taiwanese Buddhism. I am especially interested in the dexterous ways in which Ciji’s
founder, the charismatic nun Zhengyan &gz (1937- ), rationalizes and subsumes
environmental practices under the implementation of Humanistic Buddhist ideals,
particularly in terms of the ideal of establishing an earthly pure land (chuangzao renjia
jingtu B3 A3 1).* T argue that a mosaic mural installed in Ciji’s Hall of Still
Thoughts (Jingsi tang % & 5) at Hualian articulates a Buddhist vision that inextricably

amalgamates doctrine, ecology, and soteriology into a cogent single statement.

The Ciji Movement

? Ciji uses the Wade Giles pronunciation (Tzu Chi) to transliterate their organization’s
name. For consistency purposes, [ use the pinyin transliteration (Ciji).

3 Under this umbrella term is a set of Buddhist concepts appearing frequently in modern
Chinese Buddhism, most prominent of which are “Buddhism for a Human Realm”
(renjian fojiao \FFHZX), the “earthly pure land” (renjian jingtu N[5 17), and the
“This-worldly Bodhisattva” (renjian pusa N [E3EHE).

* On the Humanistic Buddhists’ re-articulation of earthly pure land (renjian jingtu), see
Stefania Travagnin, “Master Yinshun and the Pure Land Thought: A Doctrinal Gap
Between Indian Buddhism and Chinese Buddhism,” Acta Orientalia Hung 57.3 (2004):
271-328. For a historical overview of modern Chinese Buddhist pursuit of the ideal of an
earthly pure land, see Jiang Canteng ;T\ [l€, Renjian jingtu de zhuixun: zhongguo jinshi

Jojiao sixiang yanjiu N [e]75 - 038 = P EHT HEECEARITSE (Taibei: Daoxiang
chubanshe FE4FH Att, 1989).



Ciji’s beginnings is traced to 1966 when the Buddhist nun Zhengyan &5 g% (1937-)

gathered a small group of disciples and housewives to sow seeds of Buddhist charity in
the remote countryside of Hualian in eastern Taiwan. The thirty housewives set aside
two cents of their daily grocery money to pool together resources to help the poor, sick,
and elderly in their community. From these humble roots, the movement has rapidly
sprouted and disseminated across the island, so that today, Ciji has emerged as a
staggeringly wealthy and complicated transnational corporation network, which performs
social welfare services like building hospitals, schools, and housing for the poor while
providing Buddhist outreach in all regions of the world. Renowned for its ability to
mobilize monumental financial and human resources, Ciji claims more than five million
supporters worldwide.” As a non-profit and non-governmental organization, Ciji’s
reputation for social and charity work rivals and even surpasses governmental bodies.’

In a sense, the spectacular success of this Buddhist charity movement is a public
statement of Taiwan’s enormous socio-economic success. Ciji’s work enables successful
Taiwanese individuals to express their gratitude and repay their society, providing a
means for the wealthy to salve their conscience in the face of their accruing wealth
against the glaring poverty of those left behind in Taiwan’s socio-economic revolution.’
Participating in Ciji’s charitable work, Taiwanese could partake in the redistribution of

economic resources, thereby enabling them to effect a difference not only in their society

> This number is given by Ciji USA in Jan. 2006.

® This is not to say that Ciji did not have its share of critiques and challenges. For
instance, the organization was recently embroiled in a lawsuit concerning the origin story
for the building of the first Ciji hospital in Hualian. This incident is referred to as the
“Storm over the Pool of Blood.” Ciji lost the lawsuit.

7 Ciji literature presents themselves in this manner too; see Sen-shou Lin, trans., Lotus
Flower of the Heart: Thirty Years of Tzu Chi [Ciji] Photographs (Taipei: Still Thoughts
Cultural Mission Co., 1997), p. 2.



and nation but also on the international scene. On the stage of international politics,
Taiwan is frequently cast as a “step-child” of China, under whose looming shadow
Taiwan is unable to free itself, so that its claims to the rights of nationhood continue to be
frustrated and threatened by its troubling relationship with China. On the domestic
frontier, Taiwanese politics is fraught with division on the question of its independence as
a nation, since the diverse ethnic groups who inhabit this island are torn by disparate
loyalties and political alliances.® Within this politically divisive landscape, Ciji satisfies
the urgency for an a-political cogency and unity among Taiwanese, while at the same
time the rapid expansion of this Buddhist movement, particularly its disaster relief efforts,
places Taiwan visibly on the map of the world, and thereby grafts an identity for Taiwan
on the international scene which the nation could not achieve in the political sphere.

Led by Zhengyan with her community of more than a hundred nuns stationed at
Hualian, the headquarters of what is now a global movement, the millions of lay
members and volunteers are visibly the driving force behind this movement and at the
forefront of its international relief projects. While lay Buddhist organizations existed in
medieval and pre-modern China, the degree of the structural organization and leadership
of the laity reflected in Ciji is rather remarkable. Ciji runs primarily as a lay movement,
with lay members and volunteers taking full responsibilities at all rungs of its operation.

Ciji’s Environmental Practices

® On the different ethnic groups and their political alliances, see Alan Michael Wachman,,
Taiwan: National Identity and Democratization (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 1994). On the
political history of Taiwan, see the essays in Murray A. Rubinstein, ed., The Other
Taiwan: 1945 to the Present (Armonk, New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1994); Robert P.
Weller, Alternate Civilities: Democracy and Culture in China and Taiwan (Boulder,
Colorado: Westview Press, 1999); and Stephanie Corcuff, ed., Memories of the Future:
National Identity Issues and the Search for a New Taiwan (East Gate Publishing, 2002).



A relatively less known and unstudied aspect of Ciji’s work is its practice of

environmental protection (huanbao ¥5{7).” The early ascetic lifestyle of Zhengyan and

her nuns, their frugality and careful use of resources, already provides a precursor to the

mentality of environmental protection, which gathers momentum and develops into a

? In recent decades, Ciji has generated considerable scholarly attention in Taiwan and
abroad, especially in the fields of anthropology, sociology, and women’s studies. For
scholarship in English, see Chien-yii Julia Huang and Robert P. Weller, “Merit and
Mothering: Women and Social Welfare in Taiwanese Buddhism,” Journal of Asian
Studies 57 (1998): 379-96; Chien-yii Julia Huang, “The Compassion Relief Diaspora” in
Linda Learman,ed., Buddhist Missionaries in the Era of Globalization (Honolulu:
University of Hawai’i Press, 2005), pp. 185-209; Hwei-Syin Lu, “Gender and Buddhism
in Contemporary Taiwan—A Case Study of Tzu Chi Foundation,” Proceedings of the
National Science Council, Part C: Humanities and Social Sciences 8.4 (1998), pp. 539-
550; André Laliberté, “Tzu Chi and the Buddhist Revival in Taiwan: Rise of a New
Conservatism?” China Perspectives 19 (Sept./Oct. 1998): 44-50. André Laliberté also
discusses Ciji in his book, The Politics of Buddhist Organizations in Taiwan: 1989-2003:
Safeguard the Faith, Build a Pure Land, Help the Poor (London: Routledge, 2004). A
handful of dissertations have investigated the Ciji movement: see S. J. Chen,
“Understanding the Buddhist Tzu-Chi [Ciji] Association: A Cultural Approach,” (Ph.D.
diss., University of Southern California, 1990); Jen-chieh Ting, “Helping Behavior in
Social Context: A Case Study of Tzu-Chi [Ciji] Association in Taiwan,” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Wisconsin, Madison, 1997); C. H. Yang, “Tzu-Chi [Ciji] Buddhism
Management Application to Small and Medium Size Real Estate Firms,” (master’s thesis,
College of Management, Metropolitan State University, 1997); Chien-yii Julia Huang,
“Recapturing Charisma: Emotion and Rationalization in a Globalizing Buddhist
Movement from Taiwan,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Boston University, 2001. Ciji has also
figured in dissertation studies on Taiwanese culture, religion, and society; see Hwei-Syin
Lu, “Self-growth, Women’s Power and the Contested Family Order in Taiwan: An
Ethnographic Study of Three Contemporary Women’s Group,” (Ph.D. diss., University
of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, 1991); Mei-kuei Chen, “Buddhism in Taiwan: The
Interactive Relationship Between Buddhism and Social Change,” (master’s thesis,
University of Oregon, 1994). There also exists a significant output of Chinese
scholarship, too extensive to be enumerated here; see, for instance, Lu Huixin i FZ
(Hwei-Syin Lu), “Xiandai fojiao niixing de shenti yuyan yu xingbie chongjian: yi ciji
gongdehui wei i BUCHRZZCMER B 255 5 BRI B DIZE DI & 2
[Reconstruction of Contemporary Buddhism Women’s Body and Speech: The Example
of Buddhist Compassion Relief Cij i Foundation],” Zhongyang yanjiuyuan minzuxue
yanjiusuo jikan WHUBIF5E B RO EEWTSE AT 82 88 (2000): 275-311. Finally, for Ciji’s
use of icons, see Zhiru, “The Emergence of the Saha Triad in Contemporary Taiwan:
Iconic Representation and Humanistic Buddhism,” 4sia Major 13.2 (2000): 83-105.



large scale enterprise alongside Ciji’s organizational transformation. The nuns at the
Abode live simply and have developed an ethic of living whereby their daily lives are
carried out with a strong concern for their natural environment."” Not only do the nuns
reuse waste materials, but they also adhere to the principle of using resources fully."
Recognizing that all the living creatures in this world grow and live dependent on each
other, the nuns do not use pesticide on the vegetable garden at the Abode, but instead
nourish the plants with compost from the garden as a natural fertilizer. Another example
is their innovative use of pomelo skins both as a fertilizer in the garden and as a mosquito
repellent.'” The nuns also use natural detergents like soybean powder to wash pots and
dishes, so that there is no need to worry about harmful residue from chemical detergents.
In addition, after the dishes are washed, the powder sediment can be used as fertilizer and
the water can be used to water crops so as to avoid unnecessary wastage of natural
resources."

Ciji literature traces the official inauguration of their campaign to protect the
natural environment and its resources to a call Zhengyan made at the conclusion of a

series of lectures titled “A Blessed Life” which she delivered at Taizhong % H* (central

19 This anecdote is cited frequently in Ciji literature; see, for instance, Theresa Chang,
compiled and translated, “Let Great Love Circulate Around the World: A Speech by
Master Cheng Yen [Zhengyan],” Tzu Chi [Ciji] Quarterly 9.2 (2002): 75.

"'In the early days of the Abode, resident nuns collected wood blocks from the
mountains, wood chips from wood shops and peanut shells from cooking oil shops as fuel
for cooking. More recently, they have collected waste paper from the trash, wood chips
from wood shops, wooden molds from building sites, and wooden boxes. Ciji
environmental protection volunteers thus recycle trash that would otherwise be dumped.
Chang Shun-yen, “Environmental Protection at the Abode,” translated by Tracy Tai, 7Tzu
Chi Quarterly 4.1 (1997), http://taipei.tzuchi.org.tw/tzquart/97summer/qs97-5.htm.

2 Pomelo skins are dried and then burned to repel mosquitoes.

" Chang Shun-yen, “Environmental Protection at the Abode,”
http://taipei.tzuchi.org.tw/tzquart/97summer/qs97-5.htm.




Taiwan) in August 1990.'* While the crowd was applauding heartily, she urged her
supporters to use their clapping hands to pick up garbage, sweep the streets, and recycle
resources, so as to keep our earth unpolluted and actualize a cycle of “turning garbage
into gold and gold into love” (lese bian huang jin, huang jin bian ai xin 3 =S > =

=S
ﬁii‘b‘)

Ciji members and supporters have faithfully heeded their beloved leader’s
call so that today its environmental practices constitute an integral part of the
movement’s activities. Ciji branches and offices both inside and outside of Taiwan have
set up garbage-collection centers at convenient localities in their regions to facilitate

recycling of trash. Ciji is especially proud of an ingeniously designed recycling station at

Liugiao 5 in Gaoxiong (southern Taiwan). Established in December 2002, this once

abandoned half-acre lot donated by one of the volunteers has been innovatively restored
into “a model green facility” with fences, walkways, and pavilions manufactured from
the waste materials collected at this site.'® In Taiwan, the second Sunday of each month
is designated as the recycling day where Ciji environmental volunteers undertake

recycling at nearby local collection sites. Some local Ciji centers operate more regularly:

'* Helen Hsu and Kelly Jao, eds., Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from Within. The
Tzu Chi Approach to Environmental Protection (San Dimas: Taiwan Buddhist Tzu Chi
Foundation, 2005), p. 4.

!> Chang, “Let Great Love Circulate Around the World,” 75. Cf. Da ai sa renjian:
Zhengyan fashi de Ciji shijie KE BN, © 58 E0ARTAVZEH S (Hualian: Fojiao ciji
jijinhui fHEZEAEEE), 98.

' This recycling station is compared to a recreation park, or a vacation resort in Ciji
literature. One of the marvels in this facility is a bumpy walkway made out of abandoned
golf balls which is intended to function also as a physical exercise apparatus. Walking
barefoot across this structure would stimulate the pressure points in your feet. It took
volunteers almost a year to gather the three to four thousand balls to make the walkway.
See Liang Qianye 212, Zhang Qingwen 7% X, and Lii Wenzheng = 1F, “Lii de
cheti mei de liang yan 4E{SRUE E15=20E,” Ciji yuekan 451 (June 2004); reprinted
with English translation (titled “The Ingeniously Designed Liu-Chiao Recycling Station”)
in Hsu and Jao, eds., Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from Within, pp. 12-13.



for example, at Dali K 5 city in Taizhong, the Ciji environmentalists are grouped into

daily morning and twice-a-week evening teams who go out at dawn or dusk to comb the
streets and alleys for reusable plastic, cans, glass, and paper, which they would then bring
back to their recycling stations.'” Sometimes local groups of Ciji members, volunteers, or
youths organize and carry out special projects like cleaning up a nearby beach, a
particular district, or street. Ciji journals and television channel regularly report and
applaud these activities accompanied with illustrations of volunteers pushing carts or
driving vehicles of stacks of old newspapers and unwanted trash.'® Ciji volunteers also
undertake large-scale international environmental projects: for example, in 2002, they
assisted the Indonesian government to clean up and restore the Angke river, which at that
time overflowed with unsanitary trash and threatened to be a potential cause of epidemic
in the face of heavy rains and floods. On completing the project, Ciji built a village of
sanitary homes replete with neighbourhood medical facilities, as well as proper sewage
and garbage disposal systems. "

Besides garbage collection and recycling activities, Ciji followers are expected to

foster environmental consciousness in their daily attitudes and lifestyles. Ciji literature

7 For a report of the activities of the Dali Ciji environmentalists, see Chen Bozhou [
JI, “Da di shang de xiao xiao yinghuochong: Taizhong dali shi huanbao zhigong A3t I
I/ vINE K ER | B KEHEGRE T Ciji yuekan 441 (Aug. 2003); reprinted with
English translation (titled “Environmental Volunteers: Dali City’s Little Fireflies”) in
Hsu and Jao, eds., Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from Within, pp. 8-11.

'8 Several of these articles have been conveniently reprinted into a single bilingual
(Chinese and English) volume published under the previously cited title of Spiritual
Transformations: Recycling from Within, edited by Helen Hsu and Kelly Jao. This
booklet is distributed by Ciji USA as part of their propaganda literature.

¥ Qiu Shujuan G545, “Hongxi hepan de ai xin qiji 4% HERYE V2118, Ciji yuekan
422 (Sept. 2003); reprinted with English translation (titled “Restoring the Angke River”)
in Hsu and Jao, eds., Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from Within, pp. 28-31.



frequently invokes as their inspiration for environmental practice an anecdote in
Zhengyan’s daily lifestyle: whenever their teacher Zhengyan washes her hands, she
always has a basin under the running tap in order to be able to reuse the water later for
watering plants.*® Emulating the lifestyle of their beloved teacher, Ciji followers use
specially designed special portable sets of tableware for meals, from folding metallic
chopsticks to plastic containers, as part of their drive against the rampant use of paper
plates and bamboo chopsticks, etc. A popular Ciji slogan reminds consumers: “For each
day when one avoids using a pair of bamboo chopsticks, it will leave behind in ten years
a grove of trees” (—K/DFH—#E155 » B N—H fi#£)." Since the crux of Ciji’s
work lies in providing for the impoverished, homeless, starving, the young and the
elderly, the organization naturally engages in a substantial amount of global building,
from domestic housing structures to public architecture like schools and hospitals, not to
speak of the new Ciji quarters which are constructed as the movement expands and leaves
its tracks across the globe. A hallmark of Ciji’s building projects is the incorporation of
environmental practice into architectural design. For example, following the disastrous
earthquake in Taiwan on 21 September 1999, Ciji established Project Hope to rebuild
fifty-one schools, all designed as “green buildings” which maximize natural lighting and

ventilation, reclaim rainwater, preserve open spaces, and deploy interlocking pavers

2 This anecdote, for instance, is mentioned in Chang, “Let Great Love Circulate Around
the World,” 75.
! See Wang Chengzhi F&. and Chen Zhihong [#i£ %7, “Kuaizi de gushi: xin siqi

sidai FET-AVSE— T B 2315 X, Jingdian Z5#1 41 (Dec. 2001);); reprinted with

English translation (titled “Disposable Chopsticks Sweep Through Taiwan”) in Hsu and
Jao, eds., Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from Within, pp. 22-24.



(lianxuo zhuan #H$HH) rather than sealed concrete walkways.”” By incorporating

environmental practice into the architectural design of its buildings in the headquarters of
Hualian and elsewhere, Ciji seamlessly intertwine Buddhist and ecological ideals into
everyday life.
From Humanistic Buddhism to a Buddhist Eco-Philosophy

Early in its history Ciji presented its promulgation of Buddhist charity as one
design for the creation of an earthly pure land and aligned itself with Humanistic
Buddhism that has emerged as the hallmark of contemporary Taiwanese Buddhism.
Originating in Republican China, the teachings of Humanistic Buddhism, usually traced

to the reformer monk Taixu K& (1890-1947) and his student, the intellectual reformer

Yinshun FJJIE (1906-2005), were originally designed to re-orientate Chinese Buddhism,

away from what it regarded to be the “unhealthy” focus on funerary and afterlife rites in

mainstream Chinese Buddhism of that period.”> Emphasis is placed, instead, on this very

*2 Hsu and Jao, eds., Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from Within, p. 4..
 Conceived during the turmoils of the collapse of imperial China, Taixu’s reforms did
not meet with much success in mainland China. For a book-length study on Taixu in
English, see Don A. Pittman, Toward a Modern Chinese Buddhism: Taizu’s Reforms
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2001). Taixu’s work was succeeded especially
by his foremost student, the scholar-monk Yinshun who was not Taixu’s tonsure disciple
but studied at one of the Buddhist Seminaries set up by Taixu. Yinshun quickly emerged
as a precocious pupil and was invited to teach at Taixu’s seminaries a year after he joined
them. This student-turned-lecturer is widely respected today in Taiwan as the foremost
Chinese Buddhist thinker. Taiwanese scholarship has produced a vast body of
scholarship on this contemporary Buddhist thinker — too extensive to be enumerated
here; for example, see Lan Jifu ¥ & &, ed., Yinshun de sixiang yu xuewen FIIERY EAR
HiLE 3 [Yinshun’s Thought and Learning] (Taipei: Zhengwen, 1985); Guo Peng F[\ /i,
Yinshun foxue sixiang yanjiu FIIAMEE: FBABHF ST (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui H 816,
1991); Shi Qingde FEVE 2, Yinshun daoshi de liixue sixiang FVIF3E ffi )AL EL AR
(Yunlong Z£#E, 2001) Scholarly studies in English have also appeared; see Zhiru,
“Chinese Master Yinshun’s Study of Indian Buddhism: Significance of Historical
(Re)construction for a Contemporary Buddhist Thinker,” unpublished paper, 1993; Tien

10



world in which we live, and the bodhisattva’s altruistic practice justifies Buddhist
engagement in society, often expressed as the need to create a pure land here and now on
this earth. The goal of creating a pure land as opposed to that of rebirth in the pure land
was certainly expressed in early Indian Mahayana texts. The focus on purifying the mind
as a corollary to transformation of the land is found in the early Mahayana teaching that
states, “When the mind is pure, the land is pure.” (xin jing ze guotu jing 3 HI|E] 1
7F).2* A distinctive feature of Humanistic Buddhism thus lies in the way it links the
bodhisattva’s establishment of a pure land with the creation of a better human society.
The widespread popularization of Humanistic Buddhism evident in Taiwan today only

occurred in the last few decades from the 1980s with the rapid rise of autonomous

Po-Yao, “A Modern Buddhist Monk — Reformer in China: The Life and Thought of
Yinshun,” Ph.D. Dissertation, California Institute of Integral Studies, 1995; Scott
Hurley, “Master Yinshun’s Hermeneutics: A Study of His tathagatagarbha Theory,”
Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Arizona, Tucson, 2001; Scott Hurley, “The Doctrinal
Transformation of Twentieth-Century Chinese Buddhism: Master Yinshun’s
Interpretation of the Tathagatagarbha Doctrine,” Contemporary Buddhism 5.1 (2004):
29-46. Also see the previously cited article by Stefania Travagnin, “Master Yinshun and
the Pure Land Thought.” An important book-length study has appeared in German:
Marcus Bingenheimer, Der Monchsgelehrte Yinshun (*1906) und seine Bedeutung fiir
den Chinesisch-Taiwanischen Buddhismus im 20. Jahrhundert (Heidelberg: edition
forum, 2004).

** This interpretation of pure land has a long history spanning all the way to early Indian
Mahayana, articulated, for instance, in the Vimalakirtinirdesa Sitra, which states that
where living beings perceive a defiled land, the Buddha sees only a pure land. See Fo
shuo weimojie jing {7 4EEEEE 4R, translated by Zhigian 7, T'no. 474, vol. 14, p.
520b-c; Weimo jie suo shuo jing #EFEZLEFTER 4K, translated by Jiumoluoshe fEEEZE (1, T

no. 475, vol. 14, p. 538c¢c; Shuo wugou cheng jing 55 FE4%, translated by Xuanzang
Z.%E Tno. 476, vol. 14, p. 559¢-560a.

11



Buddhist movements like Dharma Drum Mountain (Fagu shan j£&%([[), Buddha Light
Mountain (Foguang shan {5>%:(11), and Compassion Relief Merit Association.”

Among the Humanistic Buddhist proponents, Zhengyan has explicitly delineated
a Buddhist rationale and philosophy behind Taiwanese Buddhist practice of
environmental protection, innovatively interweaving doctrinal, soteriological, and
ecological principles to offer what could be called a Buddhist eco-philosophy to her
followers. Zhengyan locates the source of environmental changes in mental cultivation
calling for the transformation of the mind as the critical catalyst for cleansing our
physical habitat, the earth. As Ciji literature states it, “The human person is a microcosm
while the earth globe is a macrocosm; regardless whether it is the human body, or the
great earth and its myriad beings, who are afflicted with illness, for it to recover its health
and the four elements to be in harmony, it is necessary to begin from the mind.”*® To
capture the essence of her Buddhist eco-philosophy, she coins this slogan: “To mold
heaven and earth we must first mold the foundational mind” (yao yinxiang tiandi, xian

yinxiang xindi BESEER ;Y » SR %), Elsewhere she reiterates: “To purify the

Earth, human hearts must be pure; to cherish the earth, human hearts must also be

%> This period corresponds to those years following the lifting of the Martial Law in 1987
and the improvisation of the 1989 Revised Law on the Organization of Civic Groups,
which witnessed a flowering of independent Buddhist organizations challenging the
hegemony of the Buddhist Association of the Republic of China. See Charles B. Jones,
Buddhism in Taiwan, pp. 178-218; for related discussion, also see his earlier writing:
Charles B. Jones, “Relations between the Nationalist Government and the Buddhist
Association of the Republic of China (BAROC) since 1945,” Journal of Chinese
Religions 24 (1996), pp. 77-99.

2% See Pan Xuan ;& )&, Zhengyan fashi liuli dong xin yuan 35 RERTFLE LB (Taibei:
Tianxia wenhua, 2004), p. 401.

*7 Ibid., 401

12



cherished” (jinghua diqiu, ye yao jinghua renxin, tengxi da di, ye yao tengxi renxin ;¥{f
HOER > WELFAE AL 5 AR RS A0

In her speeches, Zhengyan explains that human destruction of natural resources
are ultimately catalyzed by mental states of greed, hatred, and ignorance:

The earth gives nourishment to all living creatures, yet it is these very

creatures, especially human beings, that are destroying her. Man's lust and

hostility lead to wars, which, along with the power of natural disasters,

have seriously marred the surface of the planet. The three minor

calamities mentioned in the Buddhist scriptures-famine, plague and war-

are all caused by mankind. People exploit the earth and cause the four

elements [earth, water, fire, and wind, which make up all things] to fall out

of balance, which severely damages Mother Nature.*
She particularly highlights the role of consumerism in the trajectory of self-destruction
toward which the earth seems to be escalating, linking widespread natural catastrophes to
the environmental crisis, and ultimately to unskillful mental states.

In recent years, we have witnessed countless natural disasters around the

world. In many places, droughts have made the land barren, floods have

destroyed crops, and water pollution has poisoned harvests. Global

warming, air pollution, water pollution, and land pollution are all induced

*® This saying is quoted at the beginning of a reprint of a travel diary record by
Zhengyan’s disciple, Shi Defan F£{% N, “Cong xin di dao da di {& 0 R AHY,” Ciji
yuekan Z&77% H T 465 (Nov. 2005); reprinted with English translation (titled “From Our

Hearts to the Earth”) in Hsu and Jao, eds., Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from
Within, p. 7.
29 Chang, “Let Great Love Circulate Around the World,” 74.
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by nothing other than the insatiable greed of human beings. As our
society enjoys a higher and higher living standard, people have become
used to throwing away usable items so as to buy more fashionable ones.
Actually, when we consume tangible resources, we are also consuming
our blessings. If actions are not taken to protect the earth and guard our
minds, the destruction of the world will only be accelerated.”

To resolve the environmental crisis, she urges a process of healing the wounds inflicted

on the earth and the need to cease exploitation of natural resources:
When we fall sick, we need to take care of our bodies in order to regain
strength. When our natural environment is damaged, we need to take care
of it so that it will regain its ecological balance. When our body has a
wound, it will fester if left untreated. When the forests and mountains on
the surface of the earth are continually plundered by human beings, the
destruction and damage go deeper than we can see. We must stop
exploiting nature. We must refrain from cultivating mountainsides and
filling up the ocean with soil in order to eke out a little more arable land.
Such actions will sap the energy of nature and bring all living creatures
within danger of extinction.’’

Ultimately, she points out, the solution lies in transforming our mental attitudes:
Since the illnesses of our minds have made the earth sick, if our minds are
purified, this planet will be saved from further injuries. The Buddha

taught that “The mind alone creates everything.” To protect the earth, we

30 1bid., 75.
3 bid., 75.
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must uproot our greed, anger, delusion, arrogance and doubt. When our

minds are sound, our families will be happy, our society harmonious, and

everyone will learn to cherish their blessings and use the earth's resources

with care.’
Urging her followers to embrace the practice of recycling and cleaning up the
environment, she reiterates the close ties between environmental practice and mental
cultivation, proposing that proceeds from recycling could be used to assist the needy and
construct hospitals,” or to support Ciji’s special television channel titled “Great Love”

(da ai K%) which spreads the message of unconditional love.** For Zhengyan, any code

of environmental protection should combine healing of the great earth with
transformation of the mind.”

In Zhengyan’s ecological vision, those who engage in recycling or any form of
environmental protection should be revered as the Bodhisattva Protecting the

e e

Environment (huanbao pusa E2{#3E7E), or the Purifying Bodhisattva (gingjing pusa j&

oz R
Nivvs

VHEETE), or the Bodhisattva Who Embraces the Earth (yongbao digiu de pusa HEHIHIER

). Zhengyan advises Ciji environmental volunteers to regard the street as “the

sanctuary for practice” (xiuxing de daochang {Z{THY#E15) and to instill within

themselves a fearlessness that does not abhor the filth and rotting trash.”” She further

observes, “Bending down and picking up rubbish in front of strangers is genuine spiritual

3 Ibid., 75.

3 Ibid., 75.

* Ibid., 76.

33 Pan, Zhengyan fashi liuli dong xin yuan, 401.
*® Da ai sa renjian, 98.

37 Ibid., 98.
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cultivation, because one must overcome one’s ego to do so.””* In this manner, Zhengyan
deftly subsumes contemporary environmental practices under the overarching Humanistic
Buddhist ideal of the this-worldly bodhisattva. Given her early devotional preference for

the Lotus Sitra and her advocacy of this scripture,’ she must be very familiar with the

DG

Never Disparaging Bodhisattva (chang buging pusa N EEEERE) who, in the Lotus
Sitra, goes around humbly bowing to everyone he meets, thereby venerating the Buddha
nature in all living beings.* The Never Disparaging Bodhisattva may have been the
inspiration behind her concept of the environmentalist bodhisattva who, following the
footsteps of the Never Disparaging Bodhisattva, must humbly carry out Buddhist practice
publicly on the streets. In her explication, Zhengyan reveals herself to be a skilled and
innovative religious teacher who adeptly and convincingly reinterprets contemporary
social concerns as continuous with “traditional” Buddhist concepts and practices.
The Art of Healing the World

Nowhere is Zhengyan’s amalgamation of Buddhist doctrine, soteriology, and
ecology more vividly articulated than in the breathtakingly lovely wall mural installed in

the Hall of Still Thoughts (Jingsi tang 75 &) in Hualian. (See figs. 1 & 2.) Measuring

38 Chang, “Let Great Love Circulate Around the World,” 76.

3% Shortly after she was ordained, Zhengyan settled down in a wooden hut, measuring no
more than 120 square feet, behind the Temple of Universal Brightness (Pumingsi 5 HH=F)
in the Jiamin village in the town of Xiulin in Hualian. As part of the religious practices
Zhengyan observed during the six months in this hut, she studied the Lotus Sitra, recited
the scripture daily, and hand copied the text monthly. She rejected offerings from the
laity and aspired to commit herself to the Lotus Sitra and the bodhisattva path. See Lin,
ed., Lotus Flower of the Heart, p. 3. Elsewhere I have argued that Zhengyan increasingly
deployed the Lotus Sitra to provide a scriptural vision to communicate in religious terms
the growing global transformation of Ciji’s expansion. See Zhiru, “Visualizing the
World of the Lotus Siatra: Ciji and the Hall of Still Thoughts in Taiwanese Buddhism,”
in a forthcoming volume on the Lotus Satra in East Asian culture, edited by Paul Groner.
* Miaofa lianhua jing 1 F3EFE 4L, T no. 262, vol. 9, pp. 50b-51c.

16



26 meters high and pieced together from 3, 400, 000 mosaic squares, this fresco has
rapidly emerged as a signature piece of Ciji’s art. (See fig. 3.)

To understand the significance of this mosaic mural, it is necessary first to
contextualize it within the architectural complex in which the mural is housed. The Hall
of Still Thoughts is multi-functional and operates simultaneously as a venue for arts and
cultural performances, business and computing administration, conference hall, dharma
lecture hall, exhibition gallery, historical museum, religious training site, ritual space, and
so forth. In several ways this religious building is an architectural innovation to
accommodate the new roles of Buddhism in modern society, particularly the patterns of
large-scale laicization and secularization witnessed in the Ciji community.*' The spatial
heart of this building is the Sermon hall (Jiangjing tang ;#4%5Y) extending from the
second to the ninth floor. Overhead skylights allow natural sunlight to dance through and
bounce across the floor and walls.* In the center in front is an enormous stage with the
mural which Ciji literature refers to in English as “The Illustration of the Buddha Healing

the World,” designed by Tang Hui [F#, a mainland Chinese artist trained in Japan.*

Executed at Zhengyan’s request, the scene illustrates the reduplicated bodies of the

*! The necessity to create a religious site for the massive lay community that congregates
at Ciji from time to time, which will serve as an appropriate setting and space for
fellowship, as well as religious, social, and training sessions of the laity, and also to
provide for the new roles Ciji takes on as a Buddhist organization that operates charity
relief on a global scale. The construction of the Hall of Still Thoughts was undertaken as
an innovation in new Buddhist architecture, precisely to answer these various needs.

*2 The design of the Sermon hall is somewhat reminiscent of the spatial arrangement and
architecture of the church. The hall can seat 2000 people with pews of adjustable folding
seats for listening to sermons and watching performances, as well as kneeling cushions
for Buddhist rituals attached to the back of the chairs.

* Artists from North Korea, where public murals are frequently made of mosaic, pieced
together and installed the mural. Ciji architectural projects director, oral interview with
author, 5 January 2004.
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Buddha returning from other distant lands to listen to his preaching of the Lotus Sitra
(Fahua jing 7£%£2%).** In the mural the Buddha holds a blue alms bowl in one hand with

the other hand stretched out gently to stroke the earth in a gesture of healing, while
emanations of the Buddha are returning from distant lands in the ten directions and
gradually merging into one.*

In the mural, the Buddha is depicted as an ordinary young monk wearing long
robes with the kesa over his left shoulder, conspicuously different from the “traditional”
Buddha icon. The standard iconographic attributes like the uszisa and orange Indian
robes of the traditional Buddha icon. During the process of designing the mural,
Zhengyan explicitly expressed the hope that this mural would represent a milestone in the

history of Chinese Buddhist art, resulting in the reimagination of the Buddha icon as the

* Zhengyan describes the scenes as follows: “At the time when the Buddha dwelled on
earth and he wished to preach the Lotus Sitra, all the transformation bodies of the
Buddha arrived in the direction of this world from the space in the Ten Directions and
returned to form a single body; all the transformation bodies assembled at the same site
so0 as to propound the Lotus Sitra, thereby purifying and transforming human society and
bringing salvation to living beings of the Saha world. For that reason, I hope that [the
mural] can express this sensation of “numberless transformation bodies returning to a
single body.” See Shanhui shuyuan #2E4(, 1997 nian chun zhi juan suishi xingji xilie:
zhengyan fashi nalu zuji — JLIL-GFEFRZ RFERTELR S« 3B EIERTHE 2 W
(Taibei: Ciji wenhua chubanshe %47 Sk HihR*E, 1997), p. 260. This scene occurs in
the chapter on the appearance of the stzipa of the Tathagata Many Treasures (Duobao
rulai 26 2113, or Tathagata Prabhiitaratna); Miaofa lianhua jing, T no. 262, vol. 9, pp.
32c-33a.

* According to the records of the planning session, the Buddha is to hold a willow
branch with which he purifies the world. Evidently changes are made during the
implementation of the art, and the Buddha in the picture now carries an alms bowl. Oral
interview, 5 January, 2004.
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contemporary Buddha (xiandai fotuo ¥3{L{#FE).* The Buddha in this mural is a simple

monk but not quite with the realism characteristic of other Ciji’s art.*” The monk as
Buddha in the Sermon hall has a transcendental aura fittingly so since the scene is
inspired by the Lotus Sitra, a scripture which has heavy cosmic overtones. Standing

barefoot over clouds on a stone lotus pedestal, pink petals fall around the monk, while
beneath the lotus are bodhi leaves suspended in mid-air. Planets oscillate beneath the
monk, interspersed with animals like an elephant, a deer, a horse, a whale, and soaring
birds, all of which have gathered to listen to the sermon. The entire scene is wrapped in
shades of blue and white creating the effect of expansive space. The attempt to create a
cosmic impact is further enhanced by other ornamental strategies. Plants and rocks are
arranged directly beneath the fresco, as well as a miniature wooden model of the Abode
of Still Thoughts while the ceiling over the hall has a special fabric which can be rolled
over the skylights to bring on special lightings to simulate the night sky replete with the
shimmering Milky Way, glittering stars, and planets. According to the director of Ciji
architectural projects, the overhead planetarium invokes the galactic cosmos, while the
mural signifies our world, and the miniature model of the Abode of Still Thoughts, the
residential monastery of Zhengyan and her disciples, the regional geography of Ciji

Hualian in Taiwan.*®

% See Shanhui shuyuan, 2000 nian qiu zhi juan suishi xingji xilie: zhengyan fashi nalu
zuji IR BRI TRCR S ¢ i E LRI E 2R (Taibei: Ciji wenhua
chubanshe, 2000).

*" Ciji frequently uses living models for their art. For example, the bronze sculptures
erected on the open grounds of the Hall of Still Thoughts portray Ciji members in historic
moments.

8 Oral interview, 5 January, 2004.
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The threefold strata in the visual imagery forms a spatial geography that suggests
the manner in which the art of healing the earth works, beginning with individual Ciji
followers’ efforts to spread the seeds of mental transformation throughout the local
region of Hualian, across the nation of Taiwan, then through the globe of the earth, and
ultimately diffusing through the cosmos. This visual imagery certainly expresses the
Buddhist teaching, “When the mind is pure, the land is pure,” so that transforming the
mind becomes the way to actualize a pure land right here and now — a teaching
emphasized in Humanistic Buddhism. Furthermore, the layered spatial imagery also
invokes the reciprocal causality between macrocosm and microcosm that runs through
much of Chinese culture, evident also in Zhengyan’s attempt to correlate the
microcosmic mind with the macrocosmic earth in her vision of Buddhist ecology. Early
China already regarded individual moral failures as triggering collapses in the socio-
political orders which would further produce imbalances in the larger eco-system,
bringing about natural catastrophes.” Moreover Chinese medicine regards the body as
one of the multiple systems of macrocosms and microcosms, and explains bodily illness
as a dysfunction of some element in these resonating systems. This kind of correlative
thinking built around the mutual reciprocity of macrocosm and microcosm undercuts the
three-layered spatial imagery in the Sermon hall, although it should be reiterated that this

imagery is rarely alluded to or preached explicitly.

* On early Chinese cosmology, see James A. Hart, “The Speech of Prince Chin: A
Study of Early Chinese Cosmology,” JAAR Thematic Studies 50.2 (1983): 35-65. For a
discussion of correlative cosmology in early China, see Benjamin I. Schwartz, The
World of Thought in Ancient China (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard Univeristy
press, 1985), pp. 350-382.
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Since its installation in the Sermon hall, this fresco has been repeatedly
reproduced on the frontispiece of Ciji book publications, music CD roms, and Ciji’s
website. Canvas reproductions of this fresco are also gradually displayed as a centerpiece
icon at Ciji branches like Gaoxiong Ciji (southern Taiwan) and Singapore Ciji, as well as
in the auditorium of southern California Ciji located in San Dimas.”® Since its installation
in the Sermon hall, this fresco has been repeatedly reproduced on the frontispiece of Ciji
book publications, music CD roms, and Ciji’s website. Canvas reproductions of this
fresco are also gradually displayed as a centerpiece icon at Ciji branches like Gaoxiong
Ciji in southern Taiwan, Singapore Ciji, and Southern California Ciji. Three dimensional
glass models of the monk purifying and healing the world as represented in the mural are
also reproduced. The increasing adoption of this mural as a key symbol of Ciji’s identity
is hardly surprising since the mural visually translates the metaphor of correlative
thinking which links transformation of the mind to various spheres of activities including
cosmological resonances. The mural offers a striking visual imagery that interweaves
Ciji’s doctrine, soteriology, ecology, and peace activism into the single scene of the
humanized Buddha and his emanations returning to purify (and heal) the world. It is
perhaps significant that in Chinese, the title of the mural literally translates as “The

INlustration of the Buddha Sprinkling and Purifying [the World]” (fotuo shajing tu {ffE &

7#[E]). The Chinese phrase sajing Jf&5 has connotations of ritual purification and is

*% Southern California Ciji recently purchased an sprawling stretch of land atop a small
hill in San Dimas. The site was formally an extension campus of California State
Polytechnic University which was then bought over by the United Church of Christ,
before it was sold to southern California Ciji which relocated to this site in 2005 and
made it the branch headquarters of Ciji USA. The former church grounds contain several
buildings including a chapel for worship, now converted into a Buddha hall, and an
auditorium for sermons, now used as a site for talks and performances.
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usually used in reference to the rite of sprinkling holy water to sanctify a site in Buddhist
ceremonies. However, the English title used in Ciji publications is “The Buddha Healing
the World,” which deliberately highlights the kind of vocabulary commonly deployed in
western discourse on contemporary issues in the study of religion.”’ Negotiation with
existent practice and teaching, as well as reinterpretation of religious significance, takes
place through diversified venues, in this case, through the translation of the fresco’s title.
The Chinese title emphasizes the creation of sacred space whereas the English title
renders better the ecological strain and the concept of healing the earth inherent.
Furthermore, in the mural, the island of Taiwan is particularly highlighted through
a luminous effect against a semi translucent globe of the world. The shimmering effect
brings into focus Taiwan as the source of hope for the ecological, social, and spiritual
transformations of the world. As previously pointed out, Taiwan has been cast in the role
of China’s “step child” who must constantly deal with its ambivalent status on the stage
of international politics. Although Ciji presents itself as an a-political religious
organization, the deliberate emphasis on Taiwan against the globe of the world ultimately
have political resonances: in this visualization and mapping of the world, Taiwan
through the actions of Ciji followers has become the source of global change, the promise
of the future for the world, and in this way, Taiwan emerges as a player in its own right
on the international stage who can effect lasting economic redistribution, social change,

spiritual transformation, and even ecological balancing. The gradual transformation (and

>! In terms of translation, Ciji publications deliberately avoid the use of technical
language and visibly prioritize communication and accessibility of meaning over matters
of accuracy.
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healing) of the world on all planes from the human mind to the expansive universe begins
in eastern Taiwan, Hualian, the homeland of Ciji.
Conclusion

To surmise, Ciji exemplifies how one Buddhist organization in Taiwan
successfully explicates and implements environmental protection by reframing these
contemporary social issues and observances through the lenses of Buddhist doctrine,
practice, and even art. A critical step in Zhengyan’s rearticulation of environmentalism is
her appeal to Humanistic Buddhist teachings as an authoritative rubric under which
environmental practices could be represented as extending the array of practices that a
this-worldly bodhisattva should undertake in order to establish an earthly pure land.
During the times of the early proponents, Taixu and Yinshun, Humanistic Buddhism was
a marginal movement that evolved on the fringes of Buddhist orthodoxy, which
frequently critiqued and even endeavored to stamp out this new development.”> However,
in the 1990s when Zhengyan called out to Ciji followers to develop an ecological
consciousness and undertake environmental observances as part of Buddhist practice,
Humanistic Buddhism was already widely accepted in Taiwanese society. Humanistic
Buddhism now serves as a source of authority for reinterpreting and disseminating
Buddhism in a new era, so that the so-called Taiwanese movements like Ciji are precisely
successful because of their abilities to appropriate Humanistic Buddhist ideals to
accommodate the socio-political and economic changes in an affluent and progressive

Taiwanese society. It would be a mistake to see the widespread popularization of

>2 Taixu’s efforts to implement rensheng fojiao never quite develop roots in mainland
China. For a discussion of the critisms directed at Taixu, see Pittman, Toward a Modern
Chinese Buddhism, pp. 236-242.
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Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwanese society from the late twentieth century as merely
propagating and continuing Taixu’s and Yinshun’s teachings. Environmentalism was
hardly a theme with which Taixu or Yinshun would have been concerned, given the
socio-political and economic conditions of China in the early twentieth century. It is only
with the economically affluent and technologically fairly advanced society of late
twentieth-century Taiwan that Buddhist leaders like Zhengyan would feel incumbent to
address contemporary social issues like environmental protection. One should note that
Ciji’s numerous technological innovations and architectural designs are made possible by
their command of substantial economic and human resources. For instance, the portable
and environmentally friendly chopsticks are designed by a Ciji volunteer Shen Shuncong

VIUNEfE, who was the former gold medal winner of the Japanese Inventions Exposition.

Moreover, few religious centers have the resources to operate nature conservation and
recycling projects on a national, not to say international scale.

Ciji is certainly not the only Buddhist movement in Taiwan to encourage and
practice environmental protection.” But it is no exaggeration to say it is the most
successful among the Buddhist environmental enterprises in Taiwan, as evident from the
scale and structure of its conservation and recycling projects. In addition to the command
of economic and human resources, this success in part should be attributed to Zhengyan’s
articulation of a Buddhist eco-philosophy which resourcefully synthesizes Humanistic
Buddhist ideals, Chinese correlative cosmology, environmental practices, and even

ramification of Taiwanese politics. At the heart of Zhengyan’s eco-philosophy is the

>3 Another major Humanistic Buddhist movement, Fagu shan (Dharma Drum Mountain),
also advocates environmental protection to their followers, but hardly on a scale
comparable with Ciji.
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message aptly rendered in the title of one of Ciji’s publications, which hails Ciji’s
approach to environmental protection as “Spiritual Transformations: Recycling from
Within.”** Indeed the crux of Zhengyan’s message on environmental protection seats so
well with her explication of Ciji’s vision that it is well illustrated through the centerpiece
mural installed in the Hall of Still Thoughts, which visually communicates the doctrinal
and soteriological cogency of Ciji’s vision and work in the religious and social spheres.
Although this art was not conceived specifically to represent Ciji’s ecological vision, it
portrays well the method of “recycling from within” which Ciji followers are to cultivate,
so that their recycling endeavors would have a lasting impact emanating from the
localized geography of Hualian, across the island of Taiwan, and ultimately diffusing
throughout the entire globe of the earth. In this manner, mental transformations become
the groundwork for establishing an earthly pure land which is envisioned as an
unpolluted and “green” globe, thus actualizing the Lotus world described in the
introduction to Ciji’s publication on environmental protection:

The land will be flat and even with crystal for soil and jeweled trees as

adornments. The ground covered with fine flowers, purifying it entirely, so that

those who see it are delighted.

— from Lotus Sitra (Chapter 6)”

54
See n. 18.

> Miaofa lianhua jing, T no. 262, vol. 9, p. 20c. This line from the Lotus Sitra is cited

and translated on the back of the front cover of the volume in Hsu and Jao, eds., Spiritual

Transformations: Recycling from Within.
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