
Orthodox Chinese Buddhism



Other English Publications by Chan Master Sheng Yen

Getting the Buddha Mind 
Faith in Mind

The Poetry of Enlightenment
The Infinite Mirror

The Sword of Wisdom
Zen Wisdom

Dharma Drum
Complete Enlightenment

There Is No Suffering
Subtle Wisdom

Illuminating Silence
Hoofprint of the Ox

Song of Mind
Attaining the Way



Orthodox Chinese Buddhism

A Contemporary Chan Master’s  
Answers to Common Questions


cha n m aster sheng y en



Translated by Douglas Gildow and Otto Chang
Edited and Annotated by Douglas Gildow



dharma drum publications
elmhurst, new york

north atlantic books
berkeley, california



acknowledgments

Editorial Consulting: Wei Tan, Ernest Heau 
Copy Editing: Howard Goodman 

Publication: Iris Wang, Chiu Ling Wang 
Cover Art and Design: Jerry Roach 

Layout and Typesetting: Margery Cantor 
Sanskritic Proofreading: Wei-jen Teng

Copyright © 2007 by Dharma Drum Publications. Translation copyright © 2007 by Douglas Gildow. 
All rights reserved. No portion of this book, except for brief review, may be reproduced,  

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic,  
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the written  

permission of the publisher. For information contact North Atlantic Books.

This translation was made from the following Chinese work: 正信的佛教/聖嚴法師著,
台北市：法鼓文化, 1996 年. 修訂二版 52 刷/2000 年 7 月.

Published by
Dharma Drum Publications

90-56 Corona Ave.
Elmhurst, New York 373

and
North Atlantic Books

P.O. Box 2327
Berkeley, California 9472

Printed in Taiwan.

Cover image is the traditional Chinese farmer’s raincoat that hangs in the room in which the Venerable 
Sheng Yen interviews meditators at the Dharma Drum Retreat Center in Pine Bush, New York.

Orthodox Chinese Buddhism: A Contemporary Chan Master’s Answers to Common Questions  
is sponsored by the Society for the Study of Native Arts and Sciences, a nonprofit educational 

corporation whose goals are to develop an educational and crosscultural perspective linking various 
scientific, social, and artistic fields; to nurture a holistic view of arts, sciences, humanities, and  
healing; and to publish and distribute literature on the relationship of mind, body, and nature.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Shengyan, 930-
 [Zheng xin de fo jiao. English]
 Orthodox Chinese Buddhism: a contemporary Chan master’s answers to common  
questions / By Venerable Sheng Yen; translated by Douglas Gildow and Otto Chang;   
edited and annotated by Douglas Gildow.
  p. cm.
 Summary: “A translation of Chan Master Sheng Yen's primer on Chan Buddhism,  
Zhengxin de fojiao, explaining Chan's broader connections to other schools of Buddhism  
and to Chinese culture as a whole, in a simple question-and-answer format”—Provided  
by publisher.
 Includes bibliographical references.
  isbn-3: 978--55643-657-4
 isbn-0: -55643-657-2
      . Buddhism—Doctrines.  I. Gildow, Douglas.  II. Title.
bq470.s54 2007
294.3'927—dc22
                                                            200603203

 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 printer 3 2  0 09 08 07



contents

Table of Contents 5
List of Figures 8
Author’s Preface 9
Translator’s Preface 
Conventions, Abbreviations, and Notes 6

 section one: essential concepts

 . What Are Orthodox Buddhist Beliefs and Practices? 9
 .2 Is the Buddha the Creator? 20
 .3 What Does the Word Buddha Mean? 2
 .4 Where Did the Universe and Life Come From? 2
 .5 What Is the Fundamental Doctrine of Buddhism? 24
 .6 What Are the Basic Dogmas of Buddhism? 26
 .7 What Are the Truths of Buddhism? 28

section two: orthodox buddhist beliefs
 2. Do Buddhists Believe the Cycle of Birth and Death Is Real? 3
 2.2 Do Buddhists Believe in the Existence of the Soul? 34
 2.3 Do Buddhists Firmly Believe in the Law of Karmic Cause and Effect? 38
 2.4 Do Buddhists Believe in Heaven and Hell? 40
 2.5 Do Buddhists Believe in the Existence of God? 4
 2.6 Do Buddhists Believe in King Yama? 44
 2.7 Do Buddhists Believe That Repentance Is Effective? 45
 2.8 Does Buddhism Teach the Efficacy of Delivering the Dead? 46



 2.9 Do Buddhists Believe That Merit Can Be Transferred to Other People? 50
 2.0 Do Buddhists Believe in the Efficacy of Prayer? 5
 2. Does Buddhism Claim That Human Nature Is Innately Good? 52
 2.2 How Does a Buddhist View All the Buddhist Scriptures? 54
 2.3 Are Buddhist Scriptures Really Difficult to Read and Understand? 56

section three: orthodox buddhist practices
 3. If One Has Faith in Buddhism, Does One Need to Become a Monastic? 6
 3.2 How Many Kinds of Buddhist Practitioners Are There? 62
 3.3 How Does One Become a Buddhist? 63
 3.4 Why Do Buddhists Have Faith in the Three Jewels? 64
 3.5 Can a Baby Take Refuge in Buddhism? 68
 3.6 What Methods of Spiritual Practice Do Buddhists Carry Out? 68
 3.7 Can Prostitutes, Butchers, Fishermen, Hunters, and Liquor Vendors   
  Become Buddhists? 70
 3.8 Do Buddhists Worship Deities and Ghosts? 7
 3.9 If One Has Faith in Buddhism, Does One Need to Become Vegetarian? 73
 3.0 What Is the Buddhist View toward Smoking, Drinking, and Gambling? 73
 3. Does Buddhism Advocate Burning Mock Paper Money and Mock   
   Precious Metals? 74
 3.2 Do All Buddhists Wish to Be Reborn in the Land of Utmost Bliss? 76
 3.3 Does Buddhism Emphasize Miracles? 78
 3.4 Do Buddhists Worship Idols? 79
 3.5 Do Buddhists Oppose Suicide? 80
 3.6 Does Buddhism Endorse Asceticism? 8
 3.7 Do Buddhists Fail to Practice Filial Deference? 84
 3.8 Is There Gender Discrimination in Buddhism? 87
 3.9 Is Buddhism against the Family System? 87
 3.20 Can a Buddhist Marry a Heathen (Non-Buddhist)? 88
 3.2 Do Buddhists Need to Hold a Buddhist-Style Wedding? 90
 3.22 Can a Buddhist Divorce? 9
 3.23 Is Buddhism against Birth Control? 92

6 | orthodox  chinese buddhism



section four: buddhist philosophy and terminology
 4. What Does Pusa (Bodhisattva) Mean? 95
 4.2 What Do Mahāyāna and Hīnayāna Refer To? 96
 4.3 How Long Does It Take to Become a Buddha? 99
 4.4 Can One Become a Buddha Instantaneously? 00
 4.5 What Is a Kalpa? 03
 4.6 What Is a Billion-World Universe? 06
 4.7 What Does “Purity of the Six Sense Faculties” Mean? 08
 4.8 What Does “Emptiness of the Four Greats” Mean? 2
 4.9 How Many Schools of Buddhism Are There? 5
 4.0 Is Consciousness-Only the Same as Idealism? 20 
 4. Are Meditative Absorptions Necessarily Related to the Chan  
  [Meditation] School? 22
 4.2 What Are the Sudden and Gradual Approaches to Enlightenment? 24
 4.3 Which School of Buddhism Is Best for Practice? 27
 4.4 What Do the Terms Dhyāna Master, Vinaya Master, and Dharma 
    Master Mean? 4
 4.5 What Do the Terms Arhat, Bodhisattva, and Buddha Mean? 44

section five: buddhism and the modern world
 5. Are Buddhists Prohibited from Reading the Literature of Other   
  Religions? 53
 5.2 Do Buddhists Regard Adherents of Other Religions as Sinners? 54 
 5.3 Is the Buddhist Concept of Suffering Equivalent to the Christian  
  Concept of Sin? 55
 5.4 What Are the Contributions of Buddhism to China? 57
 5.5 Is Buddhism a Religion That Encourages Rejection and Transcendence  
  of the World? 62
 5.6 Do Buddhists Have National Consciousness? 63
 5.7 Can Buddhists Engage in Military or Political Activities? 65
 5.8 Is Buddhism a Pacifist Religion? 67
 5.9 Is Buddhism a World Religion? 68

c0ntents | 7



 5.0 Do Buddhists Have a Unified Administrative Organization? 74
 5. Is Buddhism Pessimistic about the Future of Humanity? 77

appendixes
 A Modes and Places of Rebirth 79
B Nested Categories of World-Systems 85 
C Stages of the Bodhisattva Path 88
D Sheng Yen’s First Preface to the Chinese Edition (965) 89 
E Sheng Yen’s Second Preface to the Chinese Edition (98) 9

reference matter
Notes 93
Glossary 229 
Bibliography 249
Character List 267

figur es
  The Five Precepts and the Ten Good Deeds 27
 2 The Six Identities 0
 3 The Six Faculties, Objects, and Consciousnesses 2
 4 Doctrinal Schools of Buddhism 8
 5 The Five Vehicles 46
 6 Degrees of Enlightenment 50
 7 The Six Destinies (Six Modes of Existence) 79
 8 The Three Realms and the Twenty-Eight Heavens 8
 9 Universes and World-Systems 86–87
 0 The Bodhisattva’s Fifty-Two Stages 88

Photographs are located on pages 29–36.

8 | orthodox  chinese buddhism



author’s pr eface

At the invitation of a Buddhist magazine, I wrote Orthodox Chinese 
Buddhism in the early 960s while on a solitary retreat in Meinong, 
a mountainous area in southern Taiwan. Based on early Buddhist 
scriptures, especially the Āgama Sūtras, I addressed topics one by one in 
a question-and-answer format. Given the vague, confusing semblance of 
Buddhism which prevailed in Taiwanese society at that time and which 
had long been prevalent among ordinary Chinese laypeople, my efforts 
were directed at explaining and clarifying what Buddhism really is. All 
together, writing this book required slightly over one year’s time. My 
original intention was to write one hundred entries, but because I had a 
considerable number of meditation and ritual practices to carry out while 
on retreat, I laid my pen to rest after having completed seventy entries.

For a time after the book was published in 965, it did not evoke much 
attention, for at that time there were very few readers among Taiwanese 
Buddhists. Furthermore, people eager to read about Buddhism were 
a lonely group, especially considering that in those days most Chinese 
literature on Buddhism tended to be abstruse and difficult. But after 
some ten years, this book of mine gradually became popular among 
the Chinese-reading public in Taiwan and Southeast Asia. At present, 
in addition to having been published in Taiwan, numerous copies have 
been distributed throughout Hong Kong, Singapore, and the People’s 
Republic of China. In total, it is estimated that over three million copies 
have been issued.

Due to the enthusiastic reception this book received among Chinese 
readers, people eagerly suggested that it be translated into English so 
that a larger readership could enjoy its perspectives. In fact, the book was 
translated into Vietnamese as early as sixteen years ago, and it succeeded 
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in capturing the attention of Vietnamese readers to become a highly 
welcomed book in Vietnamese society. As author, I am now very happy 
to see that an English translation is also coming out. Now the target 
audience for this edition has changed considerably: no longer directed 
at a Chinese readership, the book is now meant for an international 
English readership. Because of the different geographic and historical 
background of this new readership, I have reconsidered and revised a 
few of the arguments I made, namely critiques that were reflective of the 
social environment in which Taiwanese Buddhism was situated when I 
wrote the book. However, the fundamentals of the Buddha’s Dharma 
will never change.

It required the collective effort of many women and men for this 
English edition of Orthodox Chinese Buddhism to be translated, revised, 
and supplemented. There are many places where the content of this 
edition differs from what I originally wrote in Chinese, but within the 
translated text I have gone over each correction, deletion, or addition one 
by one in order to approve the final draft. Therefore, although I did not 
produce the translated English text myself, the text is still my own.

Finally, I give my heartfelt thanks to those who gave considerable time, 
effort, and thought in producing this translation, namely the translators, 
proofreaders, editors, and publishers. I hope that this book’s publication 
will be a small contribution to English readers worldwide.

Ven. Sheng Yen
January 2007



tr anslator’s pr eface

The Venerable Sheng Yen is one of the best-known Buddhist monks in 
both the West and the Chinese-speaking world. Since his life history has 
already been told in many other places, here we will provide only a brief 
biographical sketch, after which we will explain the historical background 
of this book and the process by and assumptions under which it has been 
translated into English. 

Born in a rural area near Shanghai on 22 January 93, Sheng Yen 
became a novice monk at a local monastery at age 2.2 By 949 the Nation-
alist government was in disarray and by October was overthrown by the 
Chinese Communist Party. In that year Sheng Yen, by then living in a 
monastery in Shanghai, enlisted in the Nationalist army and was 
transferred to Taiwan, to which the Nationalist Party retreated and has 
been confined to the present day. He served in the military until he left 
and received tonsure in 960 to become a novice monk under the 
Venerable Dongchu. In October of the following year he was ordained as 
a full monk. 

From November 96 until February 968, other than teaching for the 
966–67 academic year in a Buddhist seminary, Sheng Yen spent virtually 
all of his time in Chaoyuan Monastery in southern Taiwan. Here he 
devoted his efforts to his personal studies and meditation practices. He 
also underwent two extended periods of solitary retreat while in the 
monastery, during which he performed ritual repentances, meditated, 
and wrote articles and several books [see photographs on pages 29–3].3* 
Following these retreats and some teaching in Taiwan, from 969 to 975 
he stayed in Japan to earn his master’s and doctoral degrees from Risshō 
University, Tokyo, for research done on Buddhist history and doctrine. 
After graduation and with the encouragement of Bantetsugyū Rōshi, a 
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Japanese Zen master under whom he had practiced while in Japan, in 
976 Sheng Yen went to New York City under the sponsorship of the 
Chinese Buddhist Association of the United States and began to teach 
Chan Buddhism. From 978 to the present, Sheng Yen has divided his 
time equally between his monasteries in New York and Taipei, Taiwan. 
He is well known as a Chan master, author, educator, and participant in 
interreligious dialog worldwide.4

This book is a translation of Zhengxin de fojiao (lit. “correct belief 
Buddhism”), which was first published as a book in May 965. Sheng 
Yen originally wrote the entries for the book while in solitary retreat in 
Chaoyuan Monastery in southern Taiwan.5 Zhengxin de fojiao is one of 
his best known books: over three million copies have been printed. In 
addition, it is widely available on the Internet and has been translated into 
Vietnamese.6 Although first published in 965, to this day Zhengxin de 
fojiao is read in Buddhist reading and discussion groups and is distributed 
to participants in activities sponsored by Dharma Drum Mountain, the 
Buddhist organization that Sheng Yen founded.

The original target audience for the book was Taiwanese intellectuals 
in the 960s. Yet the questions Sheng Yen raises have continued to 
be engaging to Chinese-speaking people, both Buddhists and those 
interested in Buddhism, to the present day. We sincerely hope that this 
translation will be interesting and useful to English-speaking individuals 
as well. In particular, this translation should be welcomed by English 
speakers who are interested in Buddhism either because they themselves 
practice Buddhism or simply because they would like to learn more 
about it. While many introductory books on Buddhism are available, 
this one is different in that it focuses on modern Chinese Buddhism 
from the perspective of a monk who is both a distinguished meditation 
instructor as well as a scholar. We hope that it not only dispels ignorance 
and confusion about Buddhism, but also stimulates readers to consider 
new questions and approaches to Buddhism. We also hope the book, 
perhaps in conjunction with the Chinese edition, will prove helpful to 
students who are learning the conventions of what is sometimes called 
“Buddhist Hybrid English,” a kind of English that contains liberal doses 



of foreign and newly coined words in order to more accurately translate 
Asian Buddhist writings.

We have translated the title as Orthodox Chinese Buddhism because 
on one hand the book does focus on Chinese Buddhism, meaning here 
the Buddhism of the Chinese-speaking world both in China and in 
ethnic Chinese communities around the globe. On the other hand, the 
Chinese term zhengxin in the book’s title corresponds very well to the 
English word “orthodox,” which here means “sound or correct in opinion 
or doctrine, especially theological or religious doctrine.”7 Zheng and 
ortho- both mean “correct,” and xin and -dox both mean “belief.” For 
doctrines or beliefs to be orthodox means that they are in accordance 
with certain texts that a religious community, in this case various orders 
of East Asian Buddhist monastics, consider authoritative.

In the Chinese-speaking world, Buddhists who label themselves  
“orthodox” often make efforts to confirm that their beliefs are based 
on authoritative texts. In large part their hope is to distinguish truly 
Buddhist beliefs and practices from folk customs and from Daoism. 
The word orthodox does not, however, imply that there is a separate 
denomination or branch of “orthodox Buddhists,” or that Buddhists 
who label themselves orthodox are necessarily more conservative than 
other Buddhists. In fact, in Taiwan the opposite is often the case: 
many Buddhists who call themselves orthodox tend to be involved 
in rational discussion about beliefs and practices, and even tend to be 
more progressive than Buddhists who follow customary traditions 
unquestioningly. So unlike Orthodox Judaism, to cite a term the reader 
may be more familiar with, the term “orthodox Buddhism” is much less 
formalized and does not indicate a distinct branch of Buddhism or imply 
a conservative approach. 

Otto Chang, a professor at California State University, San Berna-
dino, translated the first draft of this book in the year 2000 while on a 
sabbatical at the Nanyang Technological University in Singapore. Ting-
hua Chou, librarian at the Dharma Drum Mountain Buddhist Associ-
ation Library in Singapore, had told him that many young Singaporeans 
had trouble reading Chinese and that they hoped to have Zhengxin de 

tr anslator’s pr eface | 3



4 | orthodox chinese buddhism

fojiao translated into English. Chang’s translation was a generous gift 
intended to help propagation of the Dharma. In addition to translating 
the core text, he reorganized the entries into five sections, a format we 
have kept, albeit the content and order of the entries within each section 
have been modified.

In the fall of 2000, I was recruited to work as a translator in the 
Dharma Drum Mountain’s International Affairs Office, located in 
Nongchan Monastery, Taipei. One of my jobs was to revise Chang’s 
translation. In consultation with my colleagues and supervisor, it was 
decided that I would perform an extensive revision such that the 
translation would mirror the Chinese original more closely.

Since the original was written for Taiwanese intellectuals in the 
960s, and there was a huge gap in the background knowledge between 
the original audience and our new target audience, I added annotations 
to help bridge this gap. These annotations are intended to provide addi-
tional facts and context to help the reader better understand the text. I 
also corrected factual mistakes and inconsistencies in the original; such 
changes have been directly approved by Sheng Yen or by his trusted 
disciples. Finally, I made sure that references were provided for all the 
passages Sheng Yen had cited and also composed appendixes, a glossary, 
a bibliography, and a list of the Han characters that correspond to the 
romanized Chinese and Japanese words that appear in the translated 
text.

In the summer of 2005, by which time I had already left Taiwan for 
two years and was  completing an M.A. thesis at Harvard University on 
Taiwanese Buddhism, Iris Wang of Dharma Drum Publications asked 
me to work out a final version of the text. Wei Tan served as reader and 
brought to my attention passages in which the accuracy or clarity of the 
translation could be improved. Wang and Tan also believed that some 
parts of the text, although translated accurately, should be changed or 
deleted in order to broaden the potential audience of the book. Therefore, 
in consultation with the author, a number of short passages were modified 
or deleted, and one technical entry of little interest to people who are not 
literate in Chinese was deleted.



Otto Chang would like to give his thanks to the following for their 
assistance in facilitating or assisting his initial translation: his wife 
Corinna Chang, Sheng-hwa Chou, Ting-hwa Chou, Lily Chin, Sam 
Chin, Guogu, Ven. Guoguang, Gilbert Gutierrez and his students, Rosa 
Kung, Stan Kung, Jane Lin, Paul Lin, and Siew-geok Oh. He also thanks 
Ven. Sheng Yen for giving him this opportunity to learn the Dharma and 
to benefit others.

In addition to Otto Chang, Wei Tan, and Iris Wang, whose roles were 
mentioned above, I would like to thank my supervisor, Ven. Changzhi, 
and my colleagues, Antonio Hsieh and Justin Ritzinger, from the 
International Affairs Office of Dharma Drum Mountain. I often con-
sulted with them and we discussed at length how to translate technical 
Buddhist terms into English. I also thank Wei-jen Teng for looking over 
most of the translation and searching for mistakes involving Sanskrit, 
Pali, and literary Chinese, and manuscript editor Howard Goodman for 
improving the readability of the book as a whole. Finally, I give my thanks 
to the following individuals, whose help ranged from advice on the trans-
lation of one or more terms to general advice about translation and pub-
lishing: Marcus Bingenheimer, Ven. Chang Wen, Yirong Fang, Rupert 
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corrections or clarifications in thirty-some passages. I am fully responsible 
for any mistakes in translation that may remain. 

Douglas M. Gildow
January 2007
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conventions, abbr eviations, and notes

. Unlabeled Indic words in the text are in Sanskrit, rather than Pali, 
with the exceptions of the Pali words bhikkhus and Tipit.aka. A rough 
guide to Sanskrit pronunciation for the general reader follows: pronounce 
c as “ch” as in “church,” ś and s. as “sh” as in “ship,” th like the “th” in “hot-
head,” and ignore all other diacritical marks. For an excellent guide to the 
pronunciation of Sanskrit, see Coulson 976, 4–2.
2. A small number of the Sanskrit words, such as Kumārajīva, Mitrakīrti, 
and Śrīgupta, are actually assumptive Sanskrit words; that is, hypothetical 
reconstructions made by retranslating back into Sanskrit from other 
languages. To reduce visual distractions, such assumptive Sanskrit words 
have not been denoted as such, except in the bibliography, where they 
are marked with an asterisk. For more on assumptive Sanskrit words, see 
Hirakawa 997.
3. Chinese words have been romanized according to the Hanyu Pinyin 
system, but are displayed without marks for tones, except in the endnotes, 
bibliography, and character list. A one-sentence guide to some potentially 
perplexing letters of Pinyin follows: pronounce c as “t’s” as in “it’s,” q as 
“ch” as in “chat,” x as “s” as in “sure” and zh as “dg” as in “dredge.” For 
more on pronouncing Pinyin, including audio files, see Jordan n.d. and 
Hu 997. 
4. Japanese words are romanized according to the Hepburn system.
5. Foreign-language glosses are indicated by the following abbreviations: 

 C. Mandarin Chinese   P. Pali 
 J. Japanese  S. Sanskrit. 
All unlabeled foreign-language glosses are in Mandarin Chinese.

6. Unless labeled otherwise, in the translated text all words enclosed 
in parentheses other than dates and foreign-language glosses are Sheng 
Yen’s, and all words enclosed in square brackets are Gildow’s.
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7. Notes by both Sheng Yen (labeled Author) and Gildow (labeled Trans.) 
appear together as endnotes. To distinguish substantive notes, which the 
general reader may wish to consult, from citation notes (notes that refer 
to sources or provide cross-references but do not provide other informa-
tion), which many readers may choose to ignore, an asterisk appears after 
each notation number that refers to a substantive note.
8. Terms that have entries in the glossary are in semi-bold letterfaces the 
first and sometimes the second time they appear.
9. References to texts in the Taishō shinshū daizōkyō 大正新修大藏經 
(Takakusu and Watanabe 924–932) are referred to by a T followed by 
serial number, a colon, volume number, a period, page number, register, 
and line number. So the citation T 442: 23.87b25–27 refers lines 25–27 
in register b on page 87 of volume 23 of the Taishō, and this citation is in 
the text with serial number 442.
0. References to texts in the Dàzàng xīnzuǎn wàn xùzàngjīng 大藏新纂
卍續藏經 (Baima jingshe yinjing hui 989), or the Xùzàngjīng for short, 
are indicated by XZJ and otherwise follow the same format as references 
to the Taishō: so XZJ 565: 80.a9–2 refers to lines 9–2 in register a, 
page , volume 80, in text number 565. These references are to the 
reprint edition that the Chinese Buddhist Electronic Text Association 
(cbeta) has used to digitize selected texts from the Xùzàngjīng.
. Note that all texts which are cited from the Taishō and the Xùzàngjīng 
are available online from the cbeta website (http://www.cbeta.org).
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