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The "Revolutionary" Bhikshunis
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Ron Epstein, Ph.D.,

Chancellor for the Americas, Dharma Realm Buddhist Universiry

Key-note Address, DRBU Commencement, May 1.5,2012

Chinese Translation by Yu-Chung Chang

Congratulations to our new graduates! Thaditionally when universities

invite people to give commencement addresses, they invite famous people,

wealthy people, or politicians. Or sometimes they let the students decide,

and they usually choose movie stars or comedians. Since I dont have the

redeeming characteristics of any of those categories of commencement

speakers, I'll just try and make my remarks short and sweet.

V4ren thinking about what I should say today, I wanted to suggest that

our graduates today are ail revolutionaries. But then I realized that they

would probably understand this in its Chinese translation and think "uo

bushi chuang ge ming de!" t +t{tr€IJ€fffi'! ! I . And then I thought, "This

talk is not going to translate very well into Chinese." The reason is that, if
you think about the English word "revolution' and its Chinese translation

"ge ming Hft," they dont really correspond. These kinds of cultural-

translation issues are an importanr part ofwhat we should be learning about

and exploring at Dharma Realm Buddhist Universiry.

I then found out that in Chinese ge ming is actually a modern term that

the Chinese borrowed from the Japanese, who used those characters to

translate the English word "revolution." Their etymological root meaning

has to do with tearing off the hide of an animal, which is obviously not an

approved Buddhist notion. Though modern, the term relates back to the

ancient Chinese notion of the mandate of heaven ( Chinese tian ming *
fr ) ; when a leader loses his "mandate of heaven," ge ming implies that

he has his leadership powers stripped away like an animal is stripped of its

hide. I want to make it clear that is not what I am talking about when I am
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talking about revolution in its Buddhist context.

In English, the word'revolution' has to do with turning or revolving, often

of a wheel, an image which clearly has more afHnities with Buddhism than

ge ming. Revolution is related to the word 'evolution,' the meaning of which

is based on similar imagery. But revolution is intentional turning, whereas

evolution is just something that you're stuck in, something that's happening

to you. There is a fundamental kind of intentional turning-or 1sv6lu1i6n-

which is essenrial ro Buddhist practice, and that is the revolution of the basis.

In other words, we start out by operating out of the selfishness of the

constructed self. Then, starting with our bringing forth the resolve for bodhi,

the intention to become fully enlightened for the sake of all sentient beings,

we experience a revolution in the foundation or basis of our practice. \7e

change the basis ofour thoughts, speech, and physical activities from selfish

to unselfish, because they are then based on our bodhi mind. This revolution

has both an internal component and an external component. And I would

like to suggest to you that both components are essential to the mission of

Dharma Realm Buddhist Universiry and to today's esteemed Dharma Realm

Buddhist lJniversiry graduates.

As disciples of the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua, the founder of Dharma

Realm Buddhist Universiry we are also all participating in a revolution in

education. This is a revolution from notions of the Dharma-ending Age

to notions of practicing according to the Right Dharma. This is turning

the Dharma 'Wheel from a time of decay leading to a time of destruction

and nothingness to a time of new beginnings. This is turning the Dharma

V4reel with properly understood knowledge and wisdom to end both our

own afHictions and those of others.

\7e all know that the principles of the Dharma are fundamentally very

simple and straightforward, but their application, for the enlightenment

of ourselves and for the enlightenment of others, very often requires very

specific and technical knowledge both in the Dharma and in worldly

categories of knowledge. In other words, we have to learn to apply the

principles of the sutras not only to our own practice, but to the monastic

community and to the world out there. For instance, every time we have a

Buddhist holiday, we perform the wonderful ceremony of liberating living

beings. Now some monasteries in other parts of the world are in big trouble

and on the verge of not being allowed to perform this ceremony because of
the incredible ecological damage that they have done by performing this

ceremony in ignorant ways.

In addition to solving environmental problems connected with liberating

living beings, we are daily confronted with a whole host of issues generated

by the very complicated technological world in which we now all live.

The Venerable Master Hsuan Hua urged us all to vote-sangha and lairy

alike-and to vote intelligently.-We also need to know not only about our

own personal economic situations, but also about the economics of the

monastery, which interfaces with a very complicated world. And we are

all inundated with new technologies, such as GMOs, nanoparticles, and
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synthetic life forms, that are being developed much more quickly than

our ability to understand them. Our job as Dharma Realm Buddhist

IJniversity students and graduates and teachers is to apply fundamental

Buddhist principles to analyzing, understanding, and ultimately meeting

all of the challenges of our contem porury world.

Our job includes a revolution in Buddhist education. In the context of
modern history of Buddhism in China, this means going from a mostly

illiterate Sangha to an educated Sangha. And this is the path that our

graduates today have taken. The Venerable Master said that a prerequisite

for joining the Sangha of the Dharma Realm Buddhist Association should

be a B.A. degree. That is the ideal that we are aiming for. Next month we

are going to celebrate the 50d anniversary of the Master's coming to the
-West. The Master told us that ifwe really want to be efFective in spreading

the fught Dharma in the -West, some Sangha members should obtain

Ph.D.t, because they will then have much more influence in this society.

In Dharma Realm Buddhist (Jniversiry, we also are participating in a

revolution in the status of educated women in the Sangha. If you have

been to China, then you know that there are very few places where

bhikshunis (nuns) can get very much education at all compared to men.

And so we are making great revolutionary strides in that area with our

four bhikshuni graduates here today.

I said that I would make my remarfts short and sweet, so I would

just like to remind our graduates that educarion should be lifeJong. I
hope that will be true for you as well as for Dharma Realm Buddhist

Universiryt administrators and teachers; they want to learn from you

about your Dharma Realm Buddhist Universiry experience, and how,

through learning from you, we can improve the University. Then we can

continue to participate with you in the Mastert educational revolution as

Dharma Realm Buddhist University develops and matures.

And finally, please remember that every time we enter the City of
Ten Thousand Buddhas and look up at the front gate, we see 'Ththagata

Monastery'-also representing Joyous Giving House convent- on one

side and'Dharma Realm Buddhist University,'on the other side. The gate

inscriptions very graphically represent the twin pillars of the community

life of the City ofTen Thousand Buddhas.

On the back of the gate, as you leave the Ciry ofTen Thousand Buddhas,

'Dharma Realm Buddhist University' is paired with the phrase "Educating

for Outstanding Abilities". And so my hope for todays graduates is that

you will continue to make the convent and the universiry the twin pillars

of your life: that the discipline and practice of your monastic life will be

complemented by your continuing education, for which we hope that

you will continue to draw upon the resources of Dharma Realm Buddhist

University. May each one of you be successful in developing your own

outstanding abilities and in perfecting your own inherent wisdom. Thank

you. r&
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