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I Believe Chinese Buddhism
as Great Potential!

mituofo!

I was kindly invited to
write a short article for DILA
Newsletter, so | would like
to use this opportunity to
introduce myself a little bit
to the readers. My name is
Grzegorz Polak and | am
staying at DILA as a visiting
scholar. First of all, | want to
say that | am very grateful for
the opportunity to be at DILA:
it is a great honor and a privilege
for me! Here | would like to thank those
who have made my coming here possible
— particularly Bhikkhuni Dhammadinna
and Prof. Weijen Teng for their help
and their patience with me. Even before
coming here, | had heard many good
things about the hospitality of Taiwanese
people, but it has even surpassed my
expectations! | am very impressed by the
spirit of friendliness of the people living
here. | would therefore like to express
my gratitude and thank the students and
staff at DILA (as well as several other
Taiwanese people) who have been helping
me, an unexperienced foreigner, in various
ways: introducing me to various aspects
of life in Taiwan (including eating with
chopsticks @), helping me with learning

<« Grzegorz Polak at the terrace of DDM
Grand Buddha Hall (overlooking
Jinshan in background).

Chinese language, and
deal with everyday
practical issues. The
warmth emanating
from the people
at DILA more than
makes up for the almost
constantly rainy and overcast
weather!

I come from Poland, a medium sized
country in Central-Eastern Europe, with
a climate that is much colder than that of
Taiwan. | work at the UMCS University
(JEiS R A KEE) in Lublin, where | teach
courses connected with Religious Studies,
Philosophy, and Buddhism in particular.
In my research | focus on the fascinating
issue of Early Buddhism, and in particular
on the subject of early Buddhist jhana
meditation. | have written a book (based
on my PhD thesis) and several papers
on this subject and have taken part in
many conferences devoted to it. | would
like to say that for me this is not simply
an academic, theoretical subject — it is
my life’s pursuit with great existential
and practical significance for me. | want

to find out the truth about the Buddha’s
teaching to be able to implement it in my
life! Early Buddhist research is now a very
‘hot’ academic topic, and many Buddhists
themselves (including monastics) are
researching it. It also has great practical
implications, as its results are being
implemented in everyday practice. While
it is mostly Theravada Buddhists that
are engaged in Early Buddhist studies, |
would really like to invite and encourage
Chan practitioners and sympathizers to
become interested in it as well. As a result
of my research, | have discovered some
fascinating and important similarities
between Early Buddhist and Chan
teachings, particularly concerning early
Buddhist jhana and silent-illumination (£
H&) meditation, as taught by Master Sheng-
Yen. The belief that the Chan tradition
goes back to the Buddha himself, and
his direct, non-verbal transmission on to
Mahakasyapa is a foundational story of the
Chan Buddhists. | believe that comparative
study of Early Buddhism and Chan may
provide the key to understanding some
enigmatic and difficult aspects of the
Buddha’s teaching. In my research | also
rely on interdisciplinary approach, using
the help of modern science and philosophy,
trying to reach a deeper understanding

by Grzegorz Polak

of the Buddhist doctrine. In this way it is
also possible to give it a wider outreach
and make it more accessible in the modern
world, which is looking for a solution
for its problems and | hope to be able
to present some of the findings of my
research during my series of lectures at
DILA in May.

| also feel that the West is now in a
state of deep crisis, and strongly believe
that Chinese Buddhism has great potential
but also shoulders great responsibility for
the future of our world. | hope that the
results of Early Buddhist research can help
Buddhism reinvent itself, reform itself,
better understand itself in order to face
the challenges of modernity. In this way
I personally want to contribute as much
as | can towards the reaching of these
goals. That is why | have decided to come
here and devote much of my recent life
to learning Chinese. While according to
the official plan, | am supposed to stay at
DILA until the end of September, | can
already say that my stay here has been
so fruitful and my impression so positive
that I will do what I can to stay longer and
continue my research, whether in Taiwan
or Mainland China. Although it is very
difficult to organize on the official level, |
hope I will be able to realize my goal!

My Experience of Studying Buddhism
in a Monastic Envirenment

by Sebastian Nehrdich

y name is Sebastian
Nehrdich and | am a
student of Buddhist Studies at the
University of Hamburg. | joined the
bachelor program of the University
of Hamburg in autumn 2012 and
plan to finish my bachelor degree
this summer. My future plans are to
continue my studies by joining the
master program of the University
of Hamburg in autumn 2017. The
focus of my work lies on reading
buddhist primary sources, e.g.
sources in Sanskrit, Chinese,
Tibetan and Pali. My main area
of interest in this field is Buddhist
philosophy, especially Indian
Yogacara/Vijiianavada and the
Chinese Weishi (M) school.
Before | joined the university
| had already started practicing
meditation in the Vipassana-
tradition as taught by S.N. Goenka,
which spiked my interest in
Buddhism. After my first experience
of meditation | decided to go on
a long journey by bicycle from
Europe to India in order to look
for deeper spiritual experiences.
After a longer period of meditation
in India | finally decided to go
back to Germany and start to study
Buddhism as my major subject at a

German university.

When | first arrived at DILA,
I was very pleasantly surprised
by the calm and positive atmo-
sphere of the campus. This is very
different from the experience of
studying in the west, where the
universities are usually located
in the busy and noisy centers of
the cities, surrounded by a lot of
distracting influences. The DILA
on the other hand shows a very
different concept. Here study and
spiritual practice come together,
as can be seen for example by
the meditation classes that the
students here are expected to join.
Community life and study form
a very close union here, since all
the students live together on the
same campus, share the meals
together and engage together in
extracurricular activities. The
contact with the other students
and the teachers is thus very
positive. In western universities
on the other hand the experience
can be much more anonymous, as
thousands of students are sharing
the same facilities and the private
life of the students and the life at
the university are rather strictly
separated.

Taking classes at DILA is also a
very enjoyable experience. While
at the University of Hamburg the
critical work with primary sources
is emphasized, in DILA the content
of the material is discussed in much
more detail. This of course reflects
the fact that the students ad DILA
can access Chinese primary sources
without having to go through the
trouble of learning a new language,
so the discussion of the content and
doctrines of this material can start
earlier than in Hamburg. Students
at the University of Hamburg have
to almost exclusively join language
classes for the first three to four
years of their studies. As a result
I benefit greatly from the classes
here, since | can acquire a lot of
knowledge that is otherwise hard
to come by. This of course also
has it’s trade-offs, since the studies
at the University of Hamburg are
usually focused much more on
working with primary sources
in Indian languages, since Indo-
European languages are easier
for western students to learn.
The speed of the classes dealing
with Indian material is thus much
greater. While in Hamburg there is
sometimes a danger that the class

A Sebastian Nehrdich with the Statue of Founding Guanyin at DDM.

gets stuck in the endless discussion
of philological details, at the DILA
on the other hand the students at
times appear to be more reluctant
to ask critical questions about the
source materials and their doctrinal

content. So both universities have
their strengths and weaknesses,
and | can consider myself fortunate
that | can study at both places and
take advantage of these different
approaches.
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