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Master Sheng Yen's life and the Embodiment of his

Religious Vision
Jimmy Yu

This short paper shows how Sheng Yen's presentation of Chan Buddhism,
specifically Dharma Drum Lineage of Chan was intimately related to the
volatile social and political realities of his life — the sociopolitical and religious
milieu of his upbringing, the Communist takeover of China, his years in the
KMD army, his spiritual awakening, his academic pursuits and experience in
Japan, industrial boom that impacted Taiwanese society, his life in New York

interacting with his American students, and his manifold projects in Taiwan.

The places he lived and the era from the 1970s to early 2000s shaped his
intellectual development. My thesis is that doctrinal formulations do not exist
in @ vacuum. Some may believe that high Buddhist doctrine usually trickles
down in a unidirectional way, received by the masses, but | show just the
opposite. Sheng Yen's doctrinal formulations and Chan teachings were
contingent on events in his life and his interactions with other Buddhist

traditions and local popular cultic practices.

The crises that Sheng Yen experienced are interwoven into his formulation
of Authentic Buddhism (IEfSR91%2Z) and his Chan teachings, which eventually

led to the institutionalization of the Dharma Drum Lineage of Chan in 2006.

If we are to understand Sheng Yen's religious life, then it is crucial to
examine the historical contingencies and the social trajectories /
developments of different forms of Buddhism, which Sheng Yen was
experiencing in China, Japan, Taiwan, and the United States - that impinged on

his life.



Doing so would allow us to appreciate how his formations of Chan
Buddhism emerged out of complex sociopolitical climates and religious

landscapes, beyond what his writings, or the Buddhist canon, could ever reveal.
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