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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines how Chinese Buddhist institutions from mainland China

and Taiwan construct, communicate, and adapt their religious visions within the

American context, particularly through practices that engage questions of identity,

belonging, and soft power. Drawing on two years of multi-sited ethnographic

fieldwork at Fawang Temple in Manhattan, the NYU Buddhist Club, and the Chung

Tai Zen Center of Houston, it explores how these institutions articulate and embody

their ideals—and how those ideals are negotiated, reinterpreted, or at times

undermined through encounters with complex local realities. These realities involve

multiple agents who continuously co-produce Buddhism through emotional labor,

informal teaching, improvisation, and micro-level decision-making. At the same time,

local communities, spatial constraints, and broader sociocultural conditions are not

mere backdrops to these transformations but active forces shaping the forms of

Buddhism practiced and presented in the American religious landscape. Building on

those discussions of lived religion, this thesis examines what “soft power through

Buddhism” looks like in practice—how it is enacted, acquires meaning, and evolves

through everyday religious life. While scholars such as Ashiwa and Wank argue that

the Chinese state mobilizes Buddhism as a form of religious soft power, my fieldwork

demonstrates that such influence must be actively enacted through affect, moral vision,

and institutional practice rather than assumed from policy discourse. Ultimately, the

question is not who speaks for Buddhism abroad, but whose Buddhism people are

willing to follow.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Context and Motivation

Over the past four decades, Chinese and Taiwanese Buddhist institutions have

expanded well beyond their national borders, establishing temples, centers, and

affiliated organizations across North America. These transnational developments are

not merely religious ventures; they are deeply entangled with questions of cultural

identity, soft power, and the negotiation of religious authenticity within unfamiliar

sociocultural contexts. In the United States—where Buddhism is at once exoticized

and secularized, seen by some as a spiritual alternative to Abrahamic religions and by

others as a therapeutic practice divorced from its doctrinal roots—Chinese Buddhist

institutions must navigate multiple and often conflicting expectations. Meanwhile, the

growth of Asian American communities and the increasing visibility of global

religious flows further complicate simplistic narratives of religious transmission. For

Buddhist organizations based in mainland China and Taiwan, presenting Buddhism in

the U.S. entails more than translating texts or rituals; it requires adapting to a new

religious landscape while grappling with internal tensions around purpose, strategy,

and agency. This thesis examines how Chinese Buddhist institutions construct,

communicate, and embody their institutional visions in the American context—and

how these visions are negotiated, reinterpreted, and at times undermined by individual

agents, local communities, spatial constraints, and the broader diasporic landscape.

Building on the argument that Buddhist discourse and practice are not simply shaped

by state and institutional visions but co-produced through the interactions of diverse

actors and actants, this study argues what soft power through Buddhism lived in

practice. Ultimately, it situates the globalization of Chinese Buddhism within broader

debates on religion, diaspora, and cultural diplomacy in the twenty-first century.
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1.2 Core Questions and Central Argument

This thesis asks: How do Chinese and Taiwanese Buddhist organizations

engage with local religious and cultural communities in the United States, and in what

ways do their approaches diverge? What distinguishes the institutional visions that

guide these organizations, and how effectively are those visions translated into

practice? Beyond official blueprints, how are these visions complicated—refracted,

diluted, or amplified—by the particular agendas of local branch temples and the

often-overlooked agency of individual Buddhist actors, including monastics, lay

practitioners, students, and visitors? How do these actors respond to the everyday

demands of life in the American religious landscape, and what forms of Buddhism

emerge from their improvisations? Finally, what do these ethnographic cases reveal

about the potential for such institutions to act as agents of “soft power,” intentionally

or otherwise, in advancing cultural and political imaginaries associated with mainland

China or Taiwan—as scholars such as Ashiwa and Wank (2020) have theorized?

This thesis examines how Chinese Buddhist institutions construct,

communicate, and embody their institutional visions in the American context—and

how these visions are negotiated, reinterpreted, or even undermined through

interactions with complex local realities. These realities involve multiple agents:

vernacular actors who continually shape Buddhism through emotional labor, digital

curation, informal teaching, and discursive reframing; monastics who, though might

be regarded as embodiments of institutional orthodoxy, navigate personal values and

make context-specific decisions shaped by their encounters with American cultural

and social life; and myself, as the ethnographer, whose roles as practitioner, translator,

and researcher placed me within the very processes I sought to understand. I further

argue that local communities, spatial constraints, and the broader local context should
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not be viewed as mere backdrops to these transformations but as active agents that co-

produce the forms of Buddhism practiced and presented in the American religious

sphere. Finally, building on the discussion of how Buddhist institutions and actors

translate abstract ideals into lived realities, this thesis examines what “soft power

through Buddhism” looks like in practice—how it takes shape, acquires meaning, and

evolves through everyday religious life. While scholars such as Ashiwa and Wank

contend that the Chinese state mobilizes Buddhism as a form of religious soft power,

my fieldwork demonstrates that such influence must be actively enacted through

affect, moral vision, and institutional practice rather than assumed from policy

discourse. The question, ultimately, is not who speaks for Buddhism abroad, but

whose Buddhism people are willing to follow.

1.3 Methodology and Ethnographic Sites

This study is based on twelve months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted

between 2022 and 2023 at three field sites: Fawang Temple in New York City, the

NYU Zen Buddhist Club, and the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston. Together, these

sites reflect distinct yet interconnected nodes within the transnational networks of

Chinese and Taiwanese Buddhism in the United States.

Fawang Temple is situated in the heart of Manhattan’s Chinatown and

occupies multiple floors of a narrow five-story walk-up building.1 It operates as an

overseas branch of Lingyin Temple in Hangzhou—one of the most historically

significant and privileged Buddhist temples in mainland China. All resident monastics

are sent directly from Lingyin or its affiliated monasteries. With the exception of the

abbot, Venerable Zhaohua, and one senior monk, Venerable Fazhen, most monastics

serve on six-month rotations. The temple operates primarily in Chinese and serves a

1 The fieldwork at Fawang Temple was conducted for my honors thesis during my undergraduate studies.
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community composed largely of elderly, first-generation Chinese immigrants. After

graduating from college, I worked full-time at Fawang Temple for one year, during

which I was deeply involved in the temple’s daily and ceremonial life. I regularly

assisted with rituals, including those held on the first and fifteenth days of the lunar

calendar, as well as major Buddhist festivals. During this period, I conducted

participant observation four times a week and documented key events. I also carried

out semi-structured interviews with two laypeople and one monastic, and continually

engaged in informal conversations with both monastic and lay participants.

It was during my time at Fawang Temple that I met Joey, a Taiwanese

international student at NYU who was both a Buddhist practitioner and one of the

leaders of the NYU Zen Buddhist Club. She introduced me to the club, where I

attended an event, joined their WeChat group, and followed their official Instagram

account. The NYU Zen Buddhist Club, as its name suggests, is a student organization

at NYU. It operates within a secular university setting yet is institutionally connected

with the Chung Tai Chan Monastery. While monastics from the Chung Tai Zen

Center of Houston provide spiritual guidance—primarily via Zoom—the day-to-day

operations are led by a core group of student organizers. Events are held in

multipurpose university classrooms, creating a distinct contrast with traditional temple

settings. During the event I attended, I conducted participant observation throughout,

conversing with several participants and attending a Dharma talk led by Venerable

Huitan. I also conducted a textual analysis of the club’s official Instagram account to

examine how it reflects the club’s vision and strategy. Later, I held a semi-formal, in-

person interview with Joey.
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In March 2023, I participated in a three-day group retreat at the Chung Tai

Zen Center of Houston2, organized by the NYU Buddhist Club. The temple is located

in a suburban area of Houston and is affiliated with the Chung Tai Chan Monastery

based in Taiwan. The retreat participants were primarily students from New York—

mostly from NYU, along with several from Columbia University—and myself. The

activities were mainly guided by Venerable Huitan. The group comprised fourteen

Chinese participants (including those from Taiwan) and two American students.

During the retreat, each day began with morning meditation, followed by group meals,

chanting, and Dharma talks, during which I conducted participant observation

throughout the process.Sessions were conducted in both Mandarin and English and

included a Q&A session with the monk, during which I posed my own questions and

observed the exchanges between other participants and Venerable Huitan.

1.4 Researcher Positionality

My access to these three institutions emerged through a combination of

personal practice, institutional employment, and academic engagement. I first became

involved with Fawang Temple in Manhattan during a gap year between my

undergraduate and graduate studies, working as a full-time staff member responsible

for translation, website editing, and general administrative tasks. This role placed me

in daily contact with both the monastic community and lay practitioners, allowing me

to observe and participate in temple life from an insider perspective. At the same time,

my training in religious studies shaped how I interpreted, narrated, and engaged with

these experiences—often in ways that subtly influenced Fawang Temple’s public

discourse and internal presentation of Buddhist practice.

2 Despite its name, the institution is in fact a temple.
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My connection to the NYU Zen Buddhist Club developed organically during

the same year, when I was introduced to the group by one of its core student leaders. I

attended a weekly meeting and participated in a retreat co-organized by the Club and

the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston. Through that retreat, I visited the Houston

center in person, where I conducted participant observation and semi-structured

interviews with both monastics and lay attendees. While my institutional affiliation as

a researcher was always made explicit, my ongoing engagement with Buddhist

practice—and my fluency in both English and Chinese—positioned me as a “partial

insider” across all three sites. This dual role, and the reflexivity it required, will be

addressed throughout the thesis.

1.5 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis is organized into eight chapters, each building on the previous to

trace how Chinese and Taiwanese Buddhist institutions present, negotiate, and adapt

their visions in the American context. Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2

offers a literature review that situates the study within broader scholarly discussions

on transnational religion, Buddhist modernism, diaspora identity, and religious soft

power. Chapter 3 examines the institutional visions of the three research sites, asking

what kind of Buddhism each organization aspires to project. Chapter 4 turns to the

strategies these institutions adopt to realize their visions, exploring how rituals,

outreach, and language use mediate between ideals and local conditions. This chapter

emphasizes that the realization of institutional visions on the ground is shaped less by

clarity than by compromise, and that between vision and outcome lies a crucial zone

of translation. Chapter 5 focuses on the role of individual agency—both monastic and

lay—in shaping how Buddhism is practiced and perceived, while Chapter 6 considers

the influence of spatial and communal contexts, emphasizing how architecture,
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communities, and unpredictable encounters reshape institutional intentions. Chapter 7

analyzes how and why these institutions function—or fail to function—as agents of

cultural diplomacy and soft power, comparing Taiwanese and mainland-affiliated

models and examining the deeper reasons why soft power succeeds in some cases and

not in others. Finally, the conclusion synthesizes the findings and calls for future

researches.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This literature review situates the thesis within a broader body of scholarship

on Buddhism’s encounter with the modern West, the comparative development of

mainland Chinese and Taiwanese Buddhism, and the positioning of Buddhism within

the sociopolitical frameworks of soft power and cultural diplomacy. It critically

engages with existing theoretical frameworks, highlighting key debates and analytical

approaches that inform this project. The first section examines how Buddhism has

undergone complex processes of adaptation in response to modernity and

globalization, establishing a foundation for my own analysis of how diasporic Chinese

Buddhism continues to evolve and adapt within the American context. The second

section explores the comparative trajectories of Taiwanese and mainland Chinese

Buddhism and their ongoing interactions and mutual influences—comparisons that

inform my analysis of how these similarities and differences further manifest in the

diasporic context. The third section turns to studies that conceptualize Buddhism as a

situated performance rather than a fixed doctrinal system, aligning with my argument

that Chinese Buddhism in the United States is continually co-produced through the

interplay of institutional vision, individual agency, local context, and contingent

encounters. Finally, the review considers scholarship that situates Buddhism within

broader discussions of soft power, emphasizing its role not only as a religious or

communal force but also as a medium of cultural diplomacy. My ethnographic

research builds on and critically responds to these frameworks. By synthesizing and

contextualizing these strands of scholarship, this review lays the groundwork for the

thesis’s subsequent analysis of how Chinese Buddhism construct, adapt, and project

in the American religious landscape.



9

2.2 Global Buddhism in Transnational Religious Flows

In my fieldwork across three Chinese Buddhist temples in the United States I

observed that all three institutions have been deeply influenced by Western discourses,

while struggle to maintain a Buddhist authenticity, though to varying degrees. This

aligns with scholarly arguments that Buddhism has undergone complex processes of

adaptation during its encounters with modernity and globalization. David McMahan

(2008) argues that what Westerners perceive as “Buddhism” is in fact a modern

hybrid, shaped by Enlightenment rationalism, Romanticism, Protestant values,

colonial encounters, and internal reform movements within Asia. This Buddhist

modernism is neither purely a Western construction nor a fixed continuation of

classical forms, but a dynamic reconfiguration co-created by Asian reformers and

Western enthusiasts. As McMahan emphasizes, the modernization of Buddhism

involves selective appropriation, reinterpretation, and the strategic repositioning of

Buddhist ideas to address the existential crises of modernity, including nihilism,

disenchantment, and the tensions between science and spirituality (McMahan 3-6).

My ethnographic research builds on this understanding by examining how three

Chinese Buddhist institutions in the United States— Chung Tai Chan, NYU Zen

Buddhist Club and Fawang Temple—navigate these multiple currents of modernity,

shaping distinct yet interconnected forms of religious, cultural, and political

institutional discourse.

Early interactions between Buddhism and the Western world were marked by

colonial legacies and the imposition of Western cultural values. As Ann Gleig (2019)

notes, Asian Buddhist reformers such as Anagarika Dharmapala and Shaku Soen,

when participating in the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions, deliberately framed

Buddhism as a rational and scientific religion compatible with liberal Western ideals
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(Gleig 17–18). These efforts laid the foundation for what scholars now call “Buddhist

modernism”—a reformulation that privileges meditation, personal transformation, and

rationality while often overlooking ritual, cosmology, and community, as mentioned

above. My ethnographic observations extend these insights by showing how Western

expectations continue to shape Buddhist institutions in the U.S. All three institutions I

studied demonstrate openness—if not active encouragement—toward visitors from

other religious backgrounds, aiming to create environments that are inclusive and

spiritually accessible. Additionally, all three temples have developed programs aimed

at attracting both Chinese and non-Chinese participants, including events that extend

beyond traditional Buddhist ritual practices. For instance, Fawang Temple regularly

hosts classes on Chinese cultural activities such as Go (围棋) tournaments. These

observations align with Richard Seager’s argument that, in the American context,

Buddhist institutions not only reproduce traditional religious practices but also

function as cultural communities, aiming to satisfy both the religious and cultural

needs of immigrant populations and to attract local followers (Seager 4).

This hybrid and selective adaptation demonstrates that Buddhist institutional

presentation in the transnational context is not simply exported from Asia, but rather

co-produced through the dynamic interplay of institutional intentions, audience

expectations, and the cultural conditions of the American environment. While

institutional adaptations are often framed in terms of rationality and cultural

accommodation, my ethnographic work suggests that individual forms of affiliation

with Buddhism are far more fluid and layered. Thomas Tweed introduces the concept

of "night-stand Buddhists”—Western individuals who engage with Buddhist ideas,

often through books or media, without formal affiliation to Buddhist institutions

(Tweed, “Night-Stand Buddhists” 75). The widespread popularity of transformed
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Buddhist ideas and practices exemplifies Wilson’s argument that Buddhist

teachings—especially mindfulness—have been adapted to fit Western cultural

contexts. While such secular adaptations are by no means unique to the West, Wilson

emphasizes how these transformations—detached from the ultimate goal of

enlightenment or devotion to the Three Jewels and instead marketed as methods of

self-improvement—have contributed to the successful spread of Buddhist practices in

Western societies. For instance, mindfulness has been abstracted from its

cosmological, soteriological, and monastic frameworks and reshaped into a secular,

therapeutic technique (Wilson 104–05). My ethnographic work at Chung Tai Chan

Monastery reveals that this trend is not limited to individual practitioners. Chung Tai

has a long history of offering secular-style meditation classes that emphasize

psychological well-being, stress reduction, and personal growth. These programs

often present meditation techniques as life-enhancing practices rather than religious

obligations, and many participants are non-Buddhists. Rather than demanding

doctrinal commitment or formal conversion, temples increasingly use Buddhist

methods to improve everyday life, hoping to attract new participants through

accessible, low-barrier entry points while still upholding their broader ethical and

spiritual values.

As the discussion above has shown, Buddhist participation in America

exhibits multiple layers of affiliation and engagement. Therefore, I argue that the

framework of “two Buddhisms,”which seeks to distinguish between convert Western

Buddhists and ethnic Asian Buddhists, oversimplifies the complex dynamics of

contemporary Buddhist communities. While the “two Buddhisms” framework can be

useful to a certain degree, it has long been subject to critical reflection by scholars.

Numrich argues that this category oversimplifies diversity and agency, and
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overemphasizes ethnic boundaries—“ethnic identity is socially constructed rather than

primordial, dynamic rather than static, continually negotiated and reconfigured

through interaction among dominant and minority groups in society”(Numrich 55).

His argument aligns with those of other scholars. Gregory points out that while the

“two Buddhisms”model is useful for certain analytical purposes, it fails to fully

represent the complexity of Buddhist identities and is often shaped by political

dynamics (Gregory 242). Gleig further suggests that newer generations of Asian

American Buddhists are not simply custodians of tradition but are actively shaping a

postmodern, socially engaged form of Buddhism that addresses racial justice, climate

crisis, and collective awakening, while also emphasizing individualistic aspects of

Buddhist modernism (Gleig 249–50).

In sum, the globalization and modernization of Buddhism have resulted in a

complex process of adaptation, in which practitioners—both first- and second-

generation immigrants, as well as converts—negotiate between traditional forms and

local landscapes. Building on these scholarly discussions, my research aims to

examine how Buddhist institutions and individual practitioners—from mainland

China and Taiwan—adapt, reshape, and project religious, ethnic, and political

identities within a specific American context. Through ethnographic fieldwork among

one Buddhist temple from mainland China and two Buddhist temples from Taiwan, I

seek to contribute to this conversation by highlighting how these institutions navigate,

negotiate, and compromise to adapt to the American sociocultural landscape while

still striving to express what they perceive as an authentic version of Buddhism.
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2.3 Same Buddhism in Different Landscapes: Taiwan and the
Mainland

My fieldwork among three Chinese Buddhist institutions in the United States

shows that although all three institutions are Mahayana Buddhist organizations,

pursuing the spread of the Dharma while maintaining Buddhist authenticity, their

approaches differ notably—particularly when comparing Fawang Temple with Chung

Tai Chan Monastery and NYU Zen Buddhist Club. I argue that these differences are

not merely the result of different patterns of institutional adaptation to the American

context, but reflect the distinct historical developments of Buddhism in Taiwan and

mainland China. In this section, I examine how Taiwanese- and mainland-affiliated

temples have developed distinct institutional structures and strategies while

continuing to interact and influence one another, and how these differences are

manifested in the practices and organization of Chinese Buddhist institutions in the

American landscape, as observed in my fieldwork.

In Taiwan, Buddhist institutions and organizations have actively embraced

social modernization, becoming essential contributors to society and indispensable

supplements to government functions (Madsen 134–135). The Taiwanese Buddhist

landscape presents a unique case of religious modernization intertwined with

democratization. Richard Madsen observes that Taiwan’s three major Buddhist

organizations—Tzu Chi, Fo Guang Shan, and Dharma Drum Mountain—not only

embraced modernity by renovating institutional forms but also actively engaged in

shaping Taiwan’s civil society and moral order (Madsen 2–4). These groups

reinterpret Buddhist teachings through elements of Daoist philosophy and a

Confucian lens of social responsibility and virtues such as filial piety and civic duty

(Madsen 9). For instance, Madsen notes that Tzu Chi volunteers wear identical

uniforms to erase social distinctions and foster a collective identity, aligning with both
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the Buddhist concept of non-self and Confucian egalitarian ritualism (Madsen 17–18).

This challenges the assumption that modernization necessarily leads to secular

individualism; instead, Taiwan’s Buddhist institutions articulate a distinctively East

Asian form of collectivism. Many Taiwanese Buddhist groups are also heavily

committed to charitable activities, which not only function as supplements to

government services but also represent, as Madsen puts it, “a vision of Taiwan at its

best—a nation whose true strength rests in the generosity of its caring rather than in

the power of its economy and military”(Madsen 44). The spatial design and

architectural style of Taiwanese monasteries further reflect their attempts to embrace

modernity while maintaining Chinese traditions. In their comparative study, Shih

Chih-Ming and Kao Hsiao-Chien explore how temples such as Fo Guang Shan and

Chung Tai Chan express religious and cultural ideals through architectural design

(Shih and Kao 407–416).

Fo Guang Shan and Chung Tai Chan Monastery represent two models of

modernization. Fo Guang Shan retains the classical layout of a Chinese monastery

while incorporating modern building materials and functional elements (Shih and Kao

408–410). Chung Tai Chan Monastery, by contrast, emphasizes verticality, symbolic

geometry, and modern engineering to convey spiritual ascent and Buddhist

cosmology (Shih and Kao 412–416). Together, these monasteries reflect Taiwan’s

evolving cultural identity—balancing the preservation of Chinese heritage, the

assertion of local subjectivity, and engagement with global architectural trends (Shih

and Kao 416–418). However, my ethnographic observations reveal additional layers

of complexity in how Taiwanese Buddhist institutions adapt architecturally in

overseas contexts. At Fo Guang Shan’s North Carolina branch, for instance, a resident

nun told me during an interview that local government authorities had declined to
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approve plans for a Chinese-style design; therefore, the temple was constructed in a

Japanese architectural style instead. This compromise reveals how Taiwanese

Buddhist organizations pragmatically adapt to local regulatory and cultural landscapes

while still striving to maintain their authenticity.

In contrast, in mainland China, tight supervision and suppression by the

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) have led to the emergence of fragmented, semi-

clandestine lay Buddhist movements. Prominent and privileged temples, on the other

hand, have been co-opted to propagate state slogans more deeply, while still operating

under significant restrictions. Official Buddhist associations, such as the Chinese

Buddhist Association, play a crucial role in enforcing strict control over religious

autonomy through mechanisms like the United Front system (Laliberté 4–5). These

restrictions have led to the rise of lay Buddhist movements in the post-Mao era, often

operating largely outside formal regulation. Gareth Fisher proposes the concept of

“courtyard Buddhists” based on his ethnographic work in Beijing—lay practitioners

marginalized by the neoliberal restructuring of the Chinese economy, who gather in

semi-public temple courtyards to engage in Buddhist study and practice (Fisher 6–10).

These “courtyard Buddhists” utilize sūtra study, Dharma talks, and charismatic

preaching not merely as spiritual practices but as modes of ethical rehabilitation in a

rapidly changing, morally uncertain society following the Cultural Revolution (Fisher

22–24).

The outreach model of Taiwanese Buddhism stands in sharp contrast to this

privatized grassroots Buddhism. Taiwanese Buddhist leaders such as Hsing Yun not

only built hospitals, schools, and social service organizations but also actively

engaged in political life, including intervention in electoral politics at the national

level (Madsen 69). In contrast, Chinese grassroots Buddhism tends to privatize and
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interiorize morality. As Fisher describes, courtyard practitioners resolve their moral

crises not by transforming society but by reframing suffering through karmic

narratives, often retreating from civic engagement rather than participating in public

or political life (Fisher 5). One of my primary fieldwork sites, Fawang Temple, is

affiliated with Lingyin Temple (灵隐寺), one of the most prestigious and state-

favored Buddhist temples in mainland China. Fawang Temple’s institutional structure

closely mirrors that of Lingyin Temple, reflecting a model of highly formalized

organization, hierarchical governance, and a cautious approach to religious outreach

that is characteristic of elite mainland Buddhist institutions.

However, in the twenty-first century, the boundary between mainland Chinese

Buddhism and Taiwanese Buddhism has become increasingly blurred. While state

corporatism remains central to the CCP’s religious policy, restrictions have been

greatly loosened since the Reform and Opening-Up era. Also, the effectiveness of

state control “has been greatly reduced in the absence of the closed totalitarian regime

of the Mao era” (Zhang and Ji 28). Consequently, Taiwanese Buddhist institutions

have been reintroduced into mainland China. In 2000, Tzu Chi and Fo Guang Shan—

two of the largest and most influential transnational Buddhist organizations based in

Taiwan—were formally permitted to establish branches in China. Although their

operations remain under strict regulation, they have attracted large followings,

particularly among the urban middle class, due to their “mature organizational

modalities and relevant management skills” (Zhang and Ji 29). Meanwhile, new

Buddhist movements in Taiwan, though unrecognized by both the state and Buddhist

authorities in mainland China, have also gained numerous adherents there. In addition,

a significant number of lay Buddhist practitioners in mainland China follow

Taiwanese lay Buddhist teachers such as Nan Huai-Chin (Nan Huaijin,南怀瑾) and
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Hsiao Ping-Shih (Xiao Pingshi,萧平实)—figures who, unlike many lay Buddhist

leaders in Taiwan, have maintained amicable relationships with both the CCP

government and the mainland Sangha. Their teachings have profoundly shaped

contemporary interpretations of traditional religion, including Buddhism, in mainland

China (Zhang and Ji 29). Taken together, these developments reveal that the

boundaries between “mainland” and “Taiwanese Buddhism are fluid rather than fixed,

shaped by ongoing cross-strait exchanges of ideas, people, and practices. This

permeability also extends into the diasporic context: in North America, Chinese

Buddhist institutions affiliated with both sides increasingly coexist, interact, and adapt

within the same social and religious landscape. Both mainland- and Taiwan-affiliated

organizations serve followers from mixed backgrounds—primarily immigrants (and

their descendants) as well as international students from both Taiwan and mainland

China.

In sum, Chinese mainland Buddhism and Taiwanese Buddhism have taken

divergent developmental paths due to their distinct social and political environments.

While Taiwanese Buddhism presents itself as an active agent in a democratic,

modernized society and plays a role in moral leadership, mainland-affiliated Buddhist

institutions often embody caution, conservatism, and orthodoxy, with lay practitioners

frequently establishing semi-public religious groups outside formal regulatory

frameworks. At the same time, the blurred boundary between the two traditions—

shaped by ongoing cross-strait exchange—reveals that their global expressions are

interconnected within a shared transnational field, underscoring the importance of

comparative study. My ethnographic research builds on these contrasts to explore how

such similarities and differences are reflected in the global outreach of Chinese

Buddhist organizations. Specifically, I examine how temples affiliated with mainland
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China and Taiwan construct and project religious, ethnic, and political identities in the

American context.

2.4 Making Buddhist: Embodiment, Practice, and Power

Having outlined the divergent historical developments and contemporary

adaptations of Taiwanese and mainland Chinese Buddhism, this section now

examines how Buddhism is constructed, projected, and negotiated across religious,

ethnic, and political dimensions within the American context. Drawing on my

ethnographic fieldwork at Chung Tai Chan Monastery, NYU Zen Buddhist Club, and

Fawang Temple, I explore how institutional visions, lay agency, ritual practices, and

spatial arrangements interact to produce distinct narratives. Rather than treating

religious, ethnic, and political perspectives in Buddhism as fixed categories, I focus

on how they are situationally constructed, emotionally negotiated, and contextually

embodied—both within institutional strategies and in the lived experiences of diverse

participants. Through this analysis, I aim to illuminate the complexities, tensions, and

creative negotiations that underlie the global projection of Chinese Buddhist discourse

in American society and culture.

Buddhism, as many scholars argue, is better understood as situated

performance rather than adherence to fixed doctrinal positions. In her comparative

ethnography of Chinese Buddhist temples in mainland China and the United States,

Di Di reveals how different national landscapes mediate religious identities at both

institutional and individual levels (Di 27–28). She notes that many temples in China

emphasize disciplined moral duty, shaped by Confucian values and top-down

authority, whereas U.S.-based temples tend to emphasize voluntary affiliation, self-

cultivation, and open exploration of belief (Di 15, 28–29). Di Di further argues that

the majority/minority status of religious communities—an often overlooked factor—
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significantly influences group culture: majority communities tend to enforce strict

internal boundaries, while minority communities, already clearly defined externally,

often adopt more permissive cultures that facilitate integration into broader society

(Di 29). Di’s theoretical framework resonates with my ethnographic findings. Even

Fawang Temple—the institution with the most structured internal organization and

strict boundary maintenance among the three temples I studied—demonstrates notable

inclusiveness toward non-Buddhist communities, reflecting the flexible negotiation of

religious discourse in a diasporic setting.

Fan Zhang similarly explores translational Buddhist discourse, arguing that it

is shaped not only by traditional rituals but also by strategic innovation and localized

discourses such as rhetorical adaptation (Zhang 7–9). For instance, intercultural

translation shapes abbots’ public speech, balancing Eastern concepts with Western

expectations of accessibility, emotional resonance, and therapeutic efficacy. Daily

practices such as naming rituals, Dharma talks, and online streaming are not merely

extensions of tradition; rather, they are constitutive acts that generate feelings of

belonging and legitimacy within new cultural contexts (Zhang 30–32, 64–71).

Zhang’s analysis resonates with my own ethnographic findings. At Fo Guang Shan,

for example, the strategic translation of sutras and Dharma teachings has significantly

shaped how Western audiences perceive the temple, reframing it not merely as a

Chinese ethnic institution but as a universal, modern, and spiritually accessible

Buddhist community.

Gender also plays a crucial role in the reconstruction of religious communities.

Fan Zhang documents the role of “Abbot N”—the wife of the temple’s head monk—

not merely as a passive participant but as a leader who shaped both the emotional and
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rhetorical dimensions of the community (Zhang 48–60).3 She promoted moral

education, managed community relationships, and embodied an accessible model of

Buddhist feminism. Similarly, Gareth Fisher reveals how women often serve as

central figures in grassroots moral reform communities, engaging in informal teaching,

healing, and counseling. Their authority stems not from doctrinal expertise but from

emotional resonance and relational trust (Fisher 6–10). My own fieldwork further

highlights the critical role of lay female practitioners in shaping and sustaining

Buddhist communities. Across all three instituions I studied, women form the primary

volunteer base and are essential to the daily functioning of the institutions.

At Fawang Temple, for example, the elderly female volunteer group

constitutes the foundation of the temple’s operations. Except for the abbot, all the

monks at Fawang Temple serve on rotating travel visas and are replaced

approximately every six months, making the continuity provided by the laywomen

crucial. In another case, a female disciple of Chung Tai Chan Monastery—also a

student at New York University—reestablished the NYU Zen Buddhist Club, which

has since been operated under the monastery’s guidance. These examples underscore

the central role of female agency not only in maintaining Buddhist communities

abroad but also in actively shaping their public presence and internal moral culture.

As discussed earlier, when Buddhism first entered the Western world, Asian

Buddhist scholars attempted to refigure it as a scientific and rational tradition.

Consequently, Buddhism has long been entangled with scientific discourses,

particularly in its transmission to Western audiences. One of the most prominent areas

of overlap is between Buddhist thought and contemporary psychology, especially in

the ways Western Buddhists interpret meditation as a “scientific” tool for self-

3 Zhang refers to N as an abbot, even though Chinese monks are usually not allowed to be married. He could be a
temple administrator.
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understanding. Zhang notes that many temple participants in the U.S. equate Zen

meditation with psychological well-being, viewing it as a rational, therapeutic method

rather than a religious rite (Zhang 92–94). Chung Tai Chan Monastery provides a

particularly clear example of this trend. The temple offers a series of meditation

courses, including a weekly parent-child meditation class. These courses are offered

in both Chinese and English, and they are explicitly open to participants of any—or

no—religious background. By framing meditation as a practice for psychological

health and emotional balance rather than a religious obligation, Chung Tai Chan

Monastery exemplifies how Buddhist institutions adapt to the scientific and

therapeutic discourses that dominate contemporary Western understandings of

spirituality.

In my research, I found that Buddhist discourse and practice are not mainly

shaped by formal beliefs or teachings. Instead, it is created through small, everyday

actions—like how people walk through temple spaces, how they bow, how they sit

together at events, and how they speak and interact with each other. At Fawang

Temple, for example, some visitors came just to look around, treating the temple like

a tourist site. Even so, their behavior—showing respect at altars, joining a chanting

session out of curiosity, or asking questions about the Buddha—showed that Buddhist

ideas were reaching them in unexpected ways. I also noticed that many laywomen and

students at the temples lived out Buddhist values not by memorizing doctrines, but by

taking care of others, helping with temple events, and being kind to strangers. Their

actions made Buddhist discourse real, even if they did not always fully understand or

agree with everything the temple taught. Sometimes, the temples’ official plans—like

offering meditation classes or promoting Buddhist teachings—did not completely

match what actually happened. Instead, Buddhist discourse often appeared in
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unscripted moments: a volunteer quietly helping a confused visitor, a laywoman

patiently cleaning the altar without being asked, or a group of students sharing food

after a meditation session. These small, ordinary actions matter. They show that

Buddhism is not just passed down from teachers or learned from books. It grows

through daily life—through care, confusion, effort, and human connection. My thesis

tries to highlight these real, lived experiences. Religious, ethnic, and political

construction are not simply transmitted from institutional doctrines or homeland

affiliations; instead, they are negotiated, embodied, and reimagined through everyday

actions, emotional labor, spatial arrangements, and cultural translation. Participants

other than monks—from laywomen to casual visitors—play active roles in shaping

these identities, often adapting Buddhist values to fit local needs, personal struggles,

and broader societal expectations.

In sum, my fieldwork demonstrates that the construction of Buddhist discourse

among Chinese Buddhist institutions in the United States is a deeply situated,

dynamic, and relational process. Religious, ethnic, and political construction are not

simply transmitted from institutional doctrines or homeland affiliations; instead, they

are negotiated, embodied, and reimagined through everyday actions, emotional labor,

spatial arrangements, and cultural translation. Individual agents play incredibly

significant roles in shaping Buddhism and adapting Buddhist values to fit local needs,

personal struggles, and broader societal expectations.

2.5 Religion, Soft Power, and Politics without Politics

Having explored how Chinese Buddhist institutions construct religious, ethnic,

and political identities within their communities, this section shifts focus to the ways

in which these institutions engage with broader sociopolitical landscapes through soft

power and cultural diplomacy. In the global context, religion—particularly
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Buddhism—often operates as a subtle but powerful tool of national and cultural

influence. Instead of engaging in public political activism, Buddhist organizations

frequently promote values such as peace, compassion, and cultural heritage,

presenting “authentic” national or civilizational identities in a implicit way. Scholars

describe the discourse construction as the politics without politics: using religious

spaces, public events, and symbolic gestures to cultivate emotional affinities, promote

cultural narratives, and subtly project visions of national and cultural belonging in the

American public sphere. Through these efforts, Buddhist institutions do not merely

serve religious or community functions; they also become sites of soft power,

navigating the complex intersections of faith, ethnicity, culture, and geopolitics.

Drawing on my fieldwork at Chung Tai Chan Monastery, NYU Zen Buddhist

Club, and Fawang Temple, I examine how Chinese Buddhist institutions, while

differing in their homeland affiliations, adopt distinct strategies for cultural

positioning in the American context. At Fawang Temple, political topics and

discussions of national or cultural identity are consciously avoided, yet the institution

as a whole maintains strict neutrality in public spaces. Nevertheless, Fawang Temple

cannot entirely separate itself from the broader discursive framework shaped by the

Chinese Communist Party (CCP), especially in terms of how its institutional narrative

is perceived externally. Both Taiwanese Buddhist institutions, by contrast, actively

use religious discourse, cultural events, and symbolic gestures to build emotional

connections, promote cultural narratives, and construct a modern, accessible version

of Buddhism.

Ashiwa and Wank observe that under Xi Jinping, Chinese Buddhism has been

reframed as a vehicle for both soft power and sharp power—simultaneously

promoting national interests abroad while reinforcing Party legitimacy at home.
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Rather than focusing on the spread of Buddhist faith, the state encourages clerics and

institutions to promote Zhongguo Fojiao (Chinese Buddhism) as a symbol of

“excellent Chinese culture”, tightly interwoven with Belt and Road diplomacy

(Ashiwa and Wank 61–75). These religious actors function as unofficial ambassadors

in state-approved robes, exporting an affective language of harmony, peace, and

historical continuity while subtly advancing geopolitical narratives, such as China’s

territorial claims in the South China Sea. This strategic deployment of Buddhism is

particularly visible in China’s outreach to Southeast Asia. Gregory Raymond shows

that in countries like Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar, Buddhist diplomacy

accompanies major infrastructure projects under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

Through Buddhist rituals, relic exchanges, and monastic diplomacy, China seeks to

mitigate public concerns about exploitation and debt, cultivating emotional bonds of

cultural kinship that obscure underlying material asymmetries (Raymond 360–364).

David Scott further expands this analysis by highlighting the competitive

dimension of Buddhist diplomacy between China and India. Both nations invoke

Buddhism to bolster their international images and engage Buddhist-majority states

such as Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Myanmar in soft-power rivalries. While India

emphasizes its spiritual heritage and pan-Asian cultural revival, China tends toward

state-orchestrated spectacles, often invoking ancient historical links in politically

convenient or anachronistic ways (Scott 155–163).

Together, these studies demonstrate that religious soft power is not simply

about shared faith; it is about symbolic capital and the ability to “stage authenticity”

effectively on the global stage. My fieldwork at Fawang Temple provides a nuanced

example of how Chinese Buddhist institutions abroad navigate the tensions between

religious outreach and political entanglement. At Fawang Temple, political topics—as
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well as expressions of cultural or national identity—are consciously avoided.

Individual monks sometimes express personal political views, many also show signs

of personal struggle after spending time living independently in the United States.

Despite these internal efforts to remain apolitical, Fawang Temple cannot entirely

detach itself from broader state-led narratives. Last year, Lingyin Temple—Fawang’s

affiliated mother temple in China—organized a “Three-Nation Buddhist

Meeting,”promoting the idea of China as a global defender of Buddhism. Fawang

Temple, as part of Lingyin’s international network, exemplifies this narrative by

illustrating how temples affiliated with mainland Chinese Buddhism abroad are subtly

incorporated into China’s broader soft power strategy.

These dynamics also appear in the case of Taiwanese Buddhism’s global

outreach. Edward Irons traces the transnational development of Fo Guang Shan,

noting that although the organization initially focused on ethnic Chinese followers, it

has evolved into an international movement aimed at reaching all sentient beings,

regardless of ethnicity or background. Irons identifies three concentric communities

that Fo Guang Shan addresses: the monastic sangha within the monastery, the global

lay community organized through the Buddha’s Light International Association

(BLIA), and a broader public audience that includes secular tourists, spiritual seekers,

and potential believers (Irons 103–104). The statue complexes and surrounding

architecture function as “beacons” for all three groups, presenting Buddhism not as an

ethnic or sectarian identity but as a universal ethical and emotional offering. In

addition, Fo Guang Shan’s promotion of Humanistic Buddhism (人間佛教, Renjian

Fojiao, ) emphasizes secular happiness, service, ethics, engagement with the modern

world, and accessibility—especially for younger generations (Irons 115–116).
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Through these teachings, Fo Guang Shan avoids overt political statements but

nonetheless projects Taiwan’s democratic and civil values, particularly through its

emphasis on pluralism, gender equality, and consumer transparency. Irons also notes

the interplay between religious devotion and consumerism at Fo Guang Shan. Visitors

are free to move between the roles of “tourist”, “pilgrim”, and “secular seeker”,and

the temple actively encourages this flexibility, aiming to plant seeds of emotional

affinity (結緣, Jieyuan) rather than enforce strict religious adherence (Irons 108–111).

This form of emotional and sensory hospitality itself operates as a soft power strategy,

offering voluntary transformation rather than imposed belief. These examples align

with Kawanami’s broader point that Buddhist actors often operate within “gray

zones” between religion and politics, particularly in contexts where formal political

expression is constrained. In Buddhism and the Political Process, Kawanami and

others argue that the popular image of Buddhism as apolitical—rooted in European

misinterpretations of Buddhist quietism—obscures Buddhism’s long-standing roles in

state formation, nationalist movements, and international diplomacy (Kawanami ix–

xiv). Even when Buddhist groups avoid explicit political claims, their actions still

shape civic values, national memory, and geopolitical alignments through indirect but

potent means.

My own ethnographic work similarly reveals how Buddhist organizations

function as soft power agents at a more micro and emotional level. Rather than

focusing on official state rhetoric, I observed how temples like Chung Tai Chan

Monastery engage in seemingly apolitical activities—such as hosting youth retreats,

offering meditation classes, giving bilingual Dharma talks, and decorating altars with

Sinicized imagery—that nonetheless generate emotional attachments to ideas of

“Chineseness”, “Taiwaneseness,”moral order, and authentic Buddhism. These values
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are transmitted not through ideology or formal instruction, but through tone, rhythm,

posture, care, and everyday temple experiences. My study shows that soft power is

not only exercised through top-down diplomacy or spectacle, but also through subtle,

relational, and emotional practices at the social margins—through lay volunteers,

immigrants, and transnational practitioners whose religious labor is often affective

rather than doctrinal. These actors negotiate, interpret, and sometimes articulate what

monks imply but do not explicitly state. In this way, my fieldwork documents the

quiet but powerful ways in which religious diplomacy unfolds—not through official

speeches, but through the lived, felt, and emotionally negotiated practices of everyday

Buddhist communities.

In sum, my research shows that Chinese Buddhist institutions abroad, while

shaped by different homeland affiliations and political landscapes, engage in soft

power practices through both visible and invisible means. Mainland-affiliated temples

like Fawang Temple tend to maintain cautious neutrality in their public messaging but

are nonetheless incorporated into broader state-led narratives of cultural diplomacy.

Taiwanese Buddhist institutions such as Chung Tai Chan Monastery, in contrast,

strategically cultivate emotional connections, cultural pride, and civic values through

seemingly apolitical activities like meditation classes, cultural festivals, and bilingual

ceremonies. Across these cases, soft power operates not only through large-scale

spectacles or official diplomacy but also through the subtle rhythms of everyday

religious life—through gestures of care, spaces of hospitality, emotional resonance,

and shared rituals.

2.6 Conclusion

In conclusion, I have explored existing scholarship that provides important

insights into the global adaptation of Buddhism, the layered and dynamic construction
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of religious and ethnic identities, and the subtle political and diplomatic roles

Buddhist institutions can play. Studies on Buddhist modernism, transnational

religious flows, and critiques of the “two Buddhisms” framework highlight the ways

in which Buddhist identity is continually reinterpreted and negotiated across cultural

contexts. Meanwhile, research on translational practices, gender dynamics, and soft

power strategies reveals how Buddhist institutions operate not only through formal

doctrine but also through emotional labor, symbolic gestures, and everyday

interactions. Building on these conversations, my research seeks to extend the field by

offering an ethnographically grounded analysis of how Chinese Buddhist

organizations from mainland China and Taiwan construct, embody, and project their

visions of Buddhism in the American sociocultural landscape.
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3. Visions and Institutions: Imagining the “Ideal” Buddhism

3.1 Introduction

In the previous chapters, I examined the broader historical, political, and

cultural conditions that shape Chinese Buddhist institutions in the American

landscape. This section turns to the institutional visions that anchor these

organizations. These visions articulate what kind of Buddhism an organization seeks

to present to the world, whom it imagines as its audience, and what ethical, cultural,

or political values it hopes to embody. In the context of Chinese Buddhist institutions

in the United States, such visions are never developed in isolation. They emerge from

the historical trajectories of their home traditions, the social landscapes of their host

country, and the practical constraints of diasporic life. Vision is not simply a matter of

doctrine—it is how different institutions intend to explain and practice doctrine. In

practice, it functions as an aspirational narrative that informs architectural design,

linguistic choices, pedagogical style, and the emotional tone of community

engagement. This section examines the visions of the three institutions in my

fieldwork—each articulating its own vision of “ideal” Buddhism to define the

boundaries of authenticity, assert moral authority, and shape how Buddhist identity

becomes legible in the American public sphere. Visions are the beginning of

everything that follows.

3.2 From Ritual to Reason: The Modernist Vision of Chung Tai

Chung Tai Chan Monastery, the parent institution of both the Chung Tai Zen

Center of Houston and, in a broader sense, the NYU Zen Buddhist Club, oversees a

global network of affiliated organizations that share a common institutional vision. In

both the Houston center and the NYU Club, this vision is consistently expressed and

carefully enacted. At its core, Chung Tai aims to present a modern, inclusive,



30

international, and intellectually grounded form of Buddhism—one that departs from

ritual-centered religious life and instead emphasizes philosophical clarity and secular

relevance. This orientation is reflected in its framework of the Three Links of

Cultivation: scripture study, meritorious service, and meditation (Chung Tai Chan

Buddhist Foundation). Rather than prioritizing ritual performance or devotional

affect—the more religious perspective of Buddhism— this model highlights a

balanced approach to self-cultivation. Scripture study promotes intellectual

engagement with Buddhist thought, positioning Buddhism as a system of reasoned

inquiry rather than mysticism. Meritorious service anchors practice in ethical

responsibility and social contribution, emphasizing the public-facing dimension of

Buddhism as a moral force in society. Meditation, meanwhile, offers an experiential

method for internal transformation, but is often framed in psychological rather than

cosmological terms—especially in diasporic contexts where Western audiences

respond more readily to secularized presentations of inner calm and mindfulness.

Chung Tai’s modernist vision is further articulated through its concept of the

Five Approaches for Sharing the Dharma, which emphasize the integration of

Buddhist values into daily living, education, art, science, and academic research

(Chung Tai Chan Buddhist Foundation). These five domains represent an institutional

claim that Buddhism is compatible with—and even enhances—the key domains of

modern life. The emphasis on daily living grounds Buddhist ethics in ordinary

experience, making it both accessible and actionable. The focus on education and

academia positions the institution as intellectually serious and culturally legitimate,

distancing it from stereotypes of superstition or anti-intellectualism often projected

onto Asian religions in the West. The inclusion of art and science as sites for Dharma

transmission suggests that Buddhism, as envisioned by Chung Tai, is not only a
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spiritual path but also a cultural system—one capable of being expressed through

architecture, aesthetics, and even empirical inquiry. Together, these approaches signal

a deliberate effort to redefine Buddhism as a morally rigorous, intellectually

respectable, and socially engaged tradition that can thrive in a globalized, modern

society. This institutional vision is echoed, with contextual variation, across its

affiliated sites. Although the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston and the NYU Zen

Buddhist Club differ slightly in vision due to their respective structural and social

contexts, both consistently express the core tenets of the Chung Tai tradition—

portraying Buddhism as a secular, rational, and ethically meaningful path for modern

life. The strategic adaptations each site employs in pursuit of this vision will be

examined in the next chapter.

3.3 Orthodoxy and Continuity: Lingyin’s Legacy and Fawang’s
Institutional Uncertainty

Fawang Temple’s parent monastery, Lingyin Temple, stands as one of the

most historically significant and orthodox centers of Buddhism in mainland China.

Founded in 328 CE by the Indian monk Huili at the foot of Mount Lingyin in

Hangzhou, the temple flourished during the Southern and Northern Dynasties and

again under the Wuyue Kingdom and the Song dynasty, when imperial patronage and

eminent abbots such as Yongming Yanshou elevated it into a leading monastic and

intellectual center. Throughout its long history, Lingyin Temple suffered repeated

destruction from wars and fires but was rebuilt time and again—most notably through

the efforts of Abbot Huotang and his close associate Venerable Jude in the

seventeenth century, and later under imperial sponsorship during the Qing dynasty.

Today, Lingyin Temple has been considered as a symbol of Chinese Buddhist

orthodoxy and traditional Chinese culture.
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Lingyin Temple’s engagement with this discourse is also evident on its official

website. In its official introduction, Lingyin describes itself as “located at the

northwest of West Lake in Hangzhou, Lingyin Temple is one of the oldest and most

significant ancient Buddhist temples in China. As the largest of several temples in

Hangzhou’s Wulin Mountains, with its long history and charming scenery…,” a

description that strongly emphasizes its historical depth and prominent status. Notably,

in the “Lingyin Culture” section of the website, one striking feature is the focus on tea

culture—presented as a symbolic fusion of Buddhism and traditional Chinese cultural

heritage (Lingyin Temple). Across its online materials, what stands out in Lingyin’s

vision is an emphasis on cultural preservation and historical legacy. Its institutional

identity is rooted in ancient heritage, ritual excellence, and cultural prestige.

As an affiliated branch of Lingyin Temple, Fawang Temple does not appear to

have a clear or coherent institutional vision. As mentioned above, all of its resident

monastics are sent from Lingyin Temple or its affiliated monasteries. Except for

Abbot Zhaohua and Venerable Fazhen, all other monks serve on short-term, six-

month rotations. Based on my ethnographic research, most of the monastics I

encountered did not express any specific vision for their work at Fawang Temple.

Many were sent simply because they were assigned by Lingyin Temple, and several

even expressed reluctance about serving at the overseas branch. Among them, only

Abbot Zhaohua articulated a discernible vision: he aimed to replicate Lingyin

Temple’s model of Buddhism in the American context and, ultimately, expand its

influence globally. During a public conversation, he once noted that if Lingyin

Temple had begun its overseas Dharma propagation earlier, it might have achieved an

influence comparable to that of Fo Guang Shan—one of the most internationally

prominent Taiwanese Buddhist organizations—since Lingyin’s Buddhism is equally
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well-established. Because most, if not all, of the other monastics lacked a clear sense

of vision for the institution and largely followed Abbot Zhaohua’s instructions, his

personal vision effectively became the temple’s de facto institutional vision.

3.4 Conclusion

In sum, the institutional visions of these two lineages—Chung Tai and

Lingyin—differ markedly: Chung Tai promotes a secular, modernist, and rational

form of Buddhism, whereas Lingyin Temple emphasizes orthodoxy and the

preservation of cultural heritage. These divergent visions reflect “the differing social

and political contexts of their respective home societies, which will be examined in

Chapter 7. Chung Tai’s overseas affiliates share a clear and coherent vision with their

parent institution—one that explicitly seeks to construct a secular, modern, and

rational version of Buddhism. This vision is consistently reproduced across its

affiliated sites, with the capacity to adapt to varying local contexts while retaining its

core principles. Fawang Temple, by contrast, has neither developed a coherent vision

of its own nor effectively inherited one from its parent temple. Lingyin defines its

identity through the preservation of orthodoxy and cultural heritage, projecting

symbolic authority rooted in history and ritual; yet at Fawang Temple, this vision is

not collectively embraced by the monastic community. Instead, it is sustained almost

entirely by the abbot’s personal aspiration to replicate the parent institution’s model

and promote Lingyin Temple’s version of Buddhism overseas. Since vision is not

merely a doctrinal statement but a structuring principle that shapes the possibilities

and limits of institutional engagement, these divergent models profoundly influence

how each site approaches community engagement and Dharma transmission. The

ways in which these visions are operationalized, and the strategies each site employs

to achieve the vision, will be explored in the following chapters.
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4. Strategies: From Institutional Vision to Everyday Practice

4.1 Introduction

As Anna Tsing observes in Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection,

cultures—here, the Buddhist discourses and practices presented by different

institutions—are “continually co-produced” through what she calls friction: “the

awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of interconnection across

difference” (Tsing 4). Institutional visions articulate ideals of what kind of Buddhism

should be shared with the world, but their realization on the ground is shaped less by

clarity than by compromise. Between vision and outcome lies a crucial zone: the

everyday strategies temples adopt to navigate linguistic and cultural barriers, engage

with diverse audiences, and make themselves legible in the American public sphere.

These strategies depend not only on institutional intention, but also on the

surrounding community, the broader American cultural landscape, and the capacities

and choices of individual monastics. Whether linguistic, ritual, or relational, they are

the sites where Buddhism becomes lived, adapted, and occasionally reimagined—

bridging internal aspirations and external realities. This section examines how three

Chinese Buddhist institutions deploy different strategies to sustain their communities,

reach new participants, and ultimately transmit the Dharma in the American context.

Institutional strategies, I argue, are not straightforward expressions of coherent visions,

but negotiated responses to audience expectations, social constraints, and diasporic

conditions. What emerges is a complex interplay between intention and

implementation, where translation, misalignment, and improvisation are not

exceptions but constitutive of religious transmission itself.
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4.2 NYU Zen Buddhist Club: Intensifying Vision and Contextual
Strategies

As discussed in the previous section, the NYU Zen Buddhist Club embodies a

clear and intentional vision of Buddhism—one that is secular, scientific, rational, and

free of superstition. This vision is further reinforced by its environment: as its name

suggests, all activities are held in NYU classrooms, and the club primarily engages

NYU students, who are more likely to find an extremely secular, rational, and

philosophical form of Buddhism accessible and appealing. The surrounding

community, together with the broader American cultural landscape—where Buddhist

discourse often emphasizes individualism, emotional well-being, and scientific

legitimacy—has not only strengthened the club’s commitment to presenting a secular

Buddhism but also reframed its strategies for outreach and engagement.

The NYU Zen Buddhist Club employs a full range of strategies to present a

student-oriented, secular vision of Buddhism. Its activities are organized entirely

around the needs and lifestyles of students, delivered in formats they are likely to find

appealing and accessible, and deliberately avoid any formal religious rituals. Weekly

meditation sessions and Dharma talks—often focused on relatable student concerns

such as procrastination—are complemented by occasional social events like movie

nights and end-of-semester parties, offering entertainment and opportunities for

connection to all students, including those with no prior exposure to or interest in

Buddhism. These activities exemplify the club’s strategy of cultivating an inclusive,

secular form of Buddhism. The club’s Instagram account further illustrates this

approach: rather than emphasizing Buddhist doctrine or traditional ritual, event posts

highlight how activities can address everyday challenges or simply offer moments of

fun and relaxation. One post, for example, reads, “Join us tomorrow for a calming

meditation and Dharma talk on making peace with our past!” (NYU Zen Buddhist
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Club Official Instagram, February 20, 2025). Another announces, “Welcome to join

us this Friday for the End-of-Semester Party! We’ll provide food and games—can’t

wait to see all of you!” (NYU Zen Buddhist Club Official Instagram, April 30, 2025).

Monastic members—the individuals who guide the activities—also actively present

Buddhism in a secular, philosophical frame. For instance, during one session, an NYU

undergraduate shared a personal dilemma: he wanted to help unhoused individuals in

New York—perhaps by buying them a cup of coffee—but felt paralyzed by fear and

uncertainty. He asked how he might overcome this hesitation and act in a Buddhist

way. The monastic advised that the first step was to acknowledge and sit with his own

feelings. By recognizing his fear with compassion, he explained, he could begin to

transform it—and in doing so, cultivate the strength to extend genuine compassion to

others. Without invoking any supernatural elements, such as “the Buddha will protect

you when you do good,” the monastic addressed the student’s question from a

philosophical perspective, emphasizing the core Buddhist principle compassion.

In sum, the case of the NYU Zen Buddhist Club demonstrates how an

institutional vision—in this case, the presentation of a secular and rational form of

Buddhism—can be reinforced by a surrounding environment closely aligned with that

vision. It also illustrates that when such alignment occurs, the strategies adopted—

from event design to social media outreach—are deliberately shaped to serve a

specific audience, respond to cultural expectations, and adapt to institutional

surroundings. Even under perfect alignment between institutional vision and

surrounding context, the presentation of Buddhism is co-produced through the

interaction between the institution and its broader environment, with institutional

strategies functioning as the bridge that connects and mediates the two.
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4.3 Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston: Strategies Bridging Secularism,
Tradition, and Community Diversity

Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston, while not explicitly identifying itself as a

traditional Buddhist temple, operates in a setting that is unmistakably more traditional

than the NYU Zen Buddhist Club. With its formal architectural layout, monastic

presence, and dedicated ritual spaces, it embodies many features associated with

institutional Buddhism. Located in a suburb near Houston—a city with a highly

diverse population—the temple serves a community that varies widely in age,

ethnicity, and educational background. This broader and more complex social

environment requires the center to navigate multiple priorities. Therefore, its

strategies are shaped by a triple vision: presenting a secular, rational form of

Buddhism that resonates with American cultural norms; preserving and transmitting

the traditions of Taiwanese Buddhism; and engaging meaningfully with a broad and

diverse local community.

The center places equal emphasis on meditation, Dharma talks, scripture study,

and traditional Buddhist rituals. Weekly programs include meditation sessions tailored

for different age groups—including parent–child and youth meditation courses—as

well as regular scripture study classes. These activities reflect the center’s strategic

effort to present a secular, rational, and accessible version of Buddhism. Meditation,

in particular, aligns with popular American understandings of Buddhism as a tool for

self-improvement, embodying the ongoing secularization of Buddhist practice in the

U.S. Dharma talks and scripture study sessions further reinforce a rational

presentation of Buddhism: rather than focusing solely on chanting texts without

explanation, the center explicitly interprets scripture and teaches participants how to

apply its ethical and philosophical insights in daily life. At the same time, the center

continues to maintain traditional weekly and seasonal Dharma assemblies. Most
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major Chinese Buddhist rituals—such as The Jeweled Repentance of Emperor Liang

(梁皇宝忏) and the Bathing the Buddha Ceremony (浴佛法会)—are regularly

conducted. These ceremonies, often performed for the benefit of participants or

dedicated to deceased relatives, reflect the center’s strategy to maintain a strong

resonance with many Asian participants, for whom such practices carry deep cultural

and religious significance. By sustaining these forms alongside its secular outreach,

such as meditation as a pure self-improvement practice, the center ensures that it

remains relevant and appealing to traditional Buddhist communities and more secular

audiences. Finally, all activities and rituals are conducted in both Chinese and English,

a bilingual approach that signals the center’s effort to engage a broader, more diverse

community across linguistic and cultural boundaries. This inclusive orientation

extends to other programs as well, such as the parent–child and youth meditation

courses, which are designed to engage with Houston’s varied and expansive

community.

In sum, the strategies of the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston demonstrate

how an institution can actively balance and integrate multiple priorities within a

complex social environment through the deliberate approaches it adopts. By

presenting a secular, rational form of Buddhism, it aligns with broader American

cultural norms; by preserving the rituals and devotional practices of Taiwanese

Buddhism, it maintains continuity with its lineage and sustains strong connections

with Asian participants; and by engaging bilingually with a wide range of community

members, it extends its reach into Houston’s diverse social landscape. These

intertwined strategies embody the center’s triple vision and adapt to the varied and

complex context of Houston, illustrating the broader argument of this chapter: that

institutional aspirations and everyday practices are co-produced through the



39

negotiation of vision and reality, with strategies functioning as the bridge between

tradition, adaptation, and community engagement in the American religious landscape.

4.4 Fawang Temple: Strategies Negotiating Vision and Compromise

Fawang Temple, located in Chinatown in New York, is affiliated with Lingyin

Temple. As mentioned in the previous section, its institutional vision—more precisely,

the vision of its abbot, Venerable Zhaohua—is to maintain and spread Lingyin’s

model of Buddhism—a form that is pure and majestic in both appearance and spirit—

within the American context, much like what Fo Guang Shan has done. To realize this

vision, Fawang Temple has implemented a range of strategies, spanning from ritual

design to online publicity efforts. However, the temple faces considerable challenges,

both internal and external, which forced the institution to develop new strategies.

Those strategies—some aiming to preserve the original vision, others shaped by the

need to compromise with local realities—in turn, shape how Buddhism is presented

and embodied by Fawang Temple within the American religious landscape.

Fawang Temple’s rituals and online publicity reflect its vision of replicating

Lingyin Temple’s model of Buddhism. All rituals closely mirror those of its parent

temple. Although the monastic staff rotates approximately every six months, their

shared training at Lingyin ensures smooth cooperation, allowing new monks to

integrate quickly into ongoing practices without disrupting their structure or flow.

Abbot Zhaohua has instructed that all online articles—including those on the temple’s

official WeChat account and website—must adhere to formal Buddhist terminology

and maintain a dignified tone, aligning with Lingyin Temple’s style while standing in

sharp contrast to the casual, student-friendly language of the NYU Zen Buddhist

Club’s Instagram posts. These strategies illustrate how Fawang Temple seeks to

present Lingyin’s vision of Buddhism within the American context.
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However, the temple faces significant challenges, requiring it to devise

additional strategies to bridge the gap between its vision—especially the ambition to

widely spread Lingyin Temple’s model of Buddhism in a global context—and reality.

Language remains one of the primary obstacles. Among the monks, only Abbot

Zhaohua can comfortably communicate in English; therefore, all activities and events

are conducted in Chinese—even when non-Chinese-speaking participants are present.

This compelled choice of language functions as a pragmatic strategy to sustain the

temple’s operations in the face of linguistic barriers. Also, as noted above, the primary

participants at Fawang Temple are elderly, first-generation Chinese immigrant women,

many without college-level educational backgrounds. Their access to formal Buddhist

philosophy and advanced meditation training is limited. In this context, the absence of

meditation or in-depth philosophical instruction also becomes a deliberate strategy for

retaining the temple’s existing followers. Monks instead emphasize the most

accessible Buddhist concepts, such as karma and compassion, and often deliver short

Dharma talks—typically offered after rituals, when most followers are present—

framing them around themes that are readily understandable and immediately relevant

to the community’s lived experience.

In sum, Fawang Temple’s case reveals how an institution rooted in a

transnational lineage negotiates the tension between preserving a “pure and majestic”

vision of Buddhism and adapting to the constraints of its local context, with strategies

serving as the bridge between the two. While Lingyin Temple benefits from the

Chinese social context—where Buddhism is culturally familiar, regarded as a form of

heritage, and supported by both language and state institutions—Fawang Temple

operates in a secular and pluralistic environment that demands greater flexibility.

Strategies that directly replicate Lingyin Temple’s rituals and publicity style reinforce
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the temple’s institutional identity, while pragmatic adjustments—such as the

compelled choice of language and the selective focus on accessible teachings—bridge

the gap between the realities of its demographic base and linguistic limitations and its

vision. More than the other two cases, this example demonstrates how strategies not

only function as tools for achieving an institutional vision, but also operate as a bridge

when inherited ideals confront real-world challenges, co-producing the form of

Buddhism ultimately presented by the institution.

4.5 Conclusion

Across these three cases, strategies emerge not as secondary to vision but as

the very mechanisms through which vision is made real. Although the demographic

composition of their communities—mixing PRC- and non-PRC-affiliated Chinese

immigrants as well as non-Chinese participants—is broadly similar, each institution

negotiates its vision through distinct strategic emphases shaped by local context.

At the NYU Zen Buddhist Club, alignment between context and a secular

vision allows strategies to amplify and refine that vision. At the Chung Tai Zen

Center of Houston, a triple vision is sustained through bilingual outreach and layered

programming. At Fawang Temple, strategies arise as much from constraint as from

choice, preserving a Lingyin-inspired model while adapting to demographic and

linguistic realities. In each case, strategies act as bridges between inherited ideals and

lived conditions, co-producing the distinctive forms of Buddhism presented in the

American religious landscape. Ultimately, these cases show that in the Chinese

Buddhist diaspora, what is preserved, adapted, or transformed is determined not only

by vision but also by strategies that emerge from the everyday negotiations through

which institutions and communities make Buddhism appealing, legible, and relevant

in a new cultural context.
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5. Individuals as Architects: The Role of Monastics,
Practitioners, and Visitors

5.1 Introduction

In Crossing and Dwelling: A Theory of Religion, Thomas Tweed proposes

that religion should be understood not as a fixed system, but as a set of flows—of

people, texts, emotions, and practices—that cross boundaries and settle into places

(Tweed, “Crossing and Dwelling” 54). In this view, religion is closely tied to

movement and place-making, rather than limited to belief or doctrine alone (Tweed,

“Crossing and Dwelling” 16–18). This perspective is especially useful for

understanding how Chinese Buddhist institutions adapt to new cultural and

geographic contexts as they expand into the United States. These organizations do not

simply transfer a pre-existing version of Buddhism; instead, they revise and reshape it

through daily interactions with local communities, spaces, and expectations. Many

institutions arrive in the U.S. with a clear vision of what kind of Buddhism they hope

to present—whether it is modern and rational, traditional and ritual-centered, or

socially engaged; also, they have clear strategies. However, once these visions and

strategies are put into practice, they often change. Their implementation is shaped not

only by the goals of institutional leadership, but also by the everyday decisions of

monastics and the participation of lay practitioners. This chapter explores how

Buddhism in the United States is not only defined by institutional visions, but also co-

produced through the situated actions, judgments, and improvisations of individuals.

Drawing on fieldwork at Fawang Temple, NYU Zen Buddhist Club, and Chung Tai

Chan Monastery, I focus on the individual agents—laywomen, students, converts,

monastics, and myself—who actively shape how Buddhism is lived, practiced, and

interpreted in American contexts. Monastics’ micro-decisions and situational

responses often play a major role in how Buddhist institutions function and evolve; at
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the same time, lay practitioners shape Buddhism through emotional labor, informal

teaching, and everyday practices—labor that is grounded in the American landscape

yet extends outward to shape the public face of Buddhism. These forms of

participation often matter as much as, or even more than, official institutional goals.

In this way, Buddhism in the U.S. emerges not as a fixed tradition transmitted intact,

but as a dynamic formation shaped by individuals who are themselves shaped by—

and in turn shaping—the cultural, spatial, and social environments in which they

practice.

5.2 From Participation to Production: A Laywoman’s Vernacular
Authority

As Justin McDaniel argues, many Buddhist practices unfold outside formal

doctrine and are shaped by vernacular agents—often lay practitioners—who uphold

rituals and reinterpret religious meaning in everyday life (McDaniel 6–7). Among

them, laywomen have played an especially significant role. Their emotional, physical,

and organizational labor is essential to sustaining Buddhist spiritual life, particularly

in diasporic contexts (Gross 27). At the same time, they also gradually shape Buddhist

practices and discourse in subtle but impactful ways. In my own ethnographic work at

Fawang Temple, I encountered May, a laywoman in her sixties who occupied a

visible yet often overlooked role in the temple’s ongoing efforts to survive, adapt, and

thrive in the unfamiliar landscape of Manhattan. May is neither a monastic nor an

official employee, yet she volunteers with deep commitment. In many ways, she blurs

the boundary between clerical and lay roles, exerting quiet authority over

interpersonal dynamics and even influencing how Fawang Temple reinterprets and

presents Buddhism in the American context. May’s case illustrates how laywomen

can wield quiet but decisive authority in diasporic Buddhist settings—how, as
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vernacular agents, their everyday actions and informal authority shape not only the

internal rhythms of temple life, but also the ways in which Chinese Buddhist

institutions reinterpret, reframe, and communicate Buddhism in the American cultural

landscape.

May came from Taiwan and arrived in the United States as an undocumented

immigrant, receiving permanent resident status nearly a decade later. Like many first-

generation immigrants from both mainland China and Taiwan, she regularly visited

temples while living in Taiwan and continued this practice during her initial years in

America. Her commitment to Buddhism deepened following a series of personal

hardships, including a divorce and a painful falling out with her son. These

experiences led May to a more profound understanding of the Buddhist concept of

impermanence. During our interview, she reflected that even one’s own children may

not love them for a lifetime; it all depends on whether the karmic bond between two

individuals is strong enough. With this realization, she became deeply devoted to the

life and responsibilities of Fawang Temple. Robert Orsi, in his examination of

religion as lived experience, suggests that individuals often “appropriate religious

idioms as they need them, in response to particular circumstances”(Orsi, “Everyday

Miracles” 8). In this view, religious engagement allows individuals to draw upon

religious meanings to interpret and transform life experiences, making them more

endurable and intelligible. Sharon Suh applies this framework to Korean American

communities, showing how practitioners use religious discourse to navigate and make

sense of their changing social and emotional worlds (Suh 4). May’s experience

reflects this dynamic: she draws on Buddhist teachings—such as impermanence and

karmic bonds—not only to endure suffering, but to reinterpret it within a meaningful

cosmological and ethical framework.
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A decade ago, May created a WeChat group for laypeople interested in

Buddhism, aiming to establish a dedicated space for study and practice. WeChat,

developed by the Chinese tech giant Tencent, is a multi-purpose messaging, social

media, and mobile payment app. Over the years, it has become ubiquitous in China

and widely adopted by first-generation Chinese Americans.Since the group’s

inception, May has followed a strict daily routine: she reads Buddhist articles

published on WeChat, takes handwritten notes, and shares both the articles and her

reflections with the group—May confirmed that over the past ten years, she hasn’t

missed a single day. To maintain the group’s focus, May also prohibited non-Buddhist

conversations and even removed members who violated this rule. May’s creation and

ongoing curation of this WeChat group clearly demonstrate how individual agents can

actively shape the transmission of Buddhist discourse in diasporic contexts—not by

altering doctrine, but by curating its tone, content, and interpretive frame. Through her

daily selection of readings and the commentaries she adds, May shapes the specific

form of Buddhism that group members encounter. Guiding the group’s collective

interpretation of Buddhist teachings, May mediates not only what is read, but also

how it is understood. This influence, however, extends beyond the lay community, as

May also plays a key role in shaping how Buddhist teachings are maintained and

delivered within the temple itself.

The following example took place at Cihang Jingshe—a sister temple of

Fawang Temple located in Flushing, New York. Both institutions are operated under

the same organizational umbrella: the Chinese Buddhist Association, a lay-run NGO

responsible for managing personnel and finances at both sites. Founded by the same

lineage master and now affiliated with Lingyin Monastery in Hangzhou, the two

temples share overlapping monastics and volunteers. May has long served as a
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volunteer at both temples, moving between them as needed. Before the COVID-19

pandemic, Cihang Jingshe hosted a weekly Friday evening Dharma talk focused on

classical Buddhist scriptures. On one occasion, following an all-day ceremony,

another volunteer noticed the monk’s fatigue and suggested canceling the lecture.

When the monk turned to May for her opinion, she insisted, “You must proceed with

the lecture as planned. It’s easy to close the doors of the temple, but reopening them is

much harder.” The monk ultimately decided to go ahead with the Dharma talk. This

incident and May’s response illustrate how lay agency can directly shape the delivery

and continuity of Buddhist discourse, especially in loosely structured and volunteer-

dependent diasporic temples. In privileged institutions located in mainland China and

Taiwan—such as Lingyin Temple or Fo Guang Shan—rituals and educational events

tend to follow a strict schedule, backed by stable resources and institutional

infrastructure. In contrast, diasporic temples may rely on lay figures to anchor

institutional values and ensure consistency. May’s intervention reaffirmed the

temple’s commitment to its educational mission at a moment of uncertainty. In doing

so, she embodied a form of vernacular authority rooted not in institutional rank, but in

moral conviction.

May was a somewhat controversial figure in the temple due to her

assertiveness. Both some monastics and lay practitioners found her style overly direct,

even abrasive at times, while the temple quietly depended on her to ensure that daily

activities ran smoothly. Her approach challenged traditional expectations of

laywomen as deferential, emotionally supportive, and subordinate to monastic

leadership. Yet her actions were often essential for maintaining ritual order and

communicative clarity—especially in a setting where the monastic community was

fluid and frequently rotating. This tension reflects a deeper dynamic in the diasporic
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temple context: the clash between conventional gendered expectations and the

practical need for stable, assertive lay leadership.

Taken together, May’s story reflects the core of my argument: the Buddhist

discourse, teachings, and practices presented by different diasporic institutions are not

solely dictated by institutional visions or monastic actions. Buddhism offers a

framework through which immigrant laypeople interpret their changing environment;

meanwhile, laypeople are also actively shaping, reinterpreting, and negotiating both

its discourse and practice within the American landscape—through daily labor, both

emotional and organizational, and through deep moral conviction. In a context where

temple monastic communities are often short-staffed and transient, and institutional

boundaries are porous, vernacular agents like May become essential carriers of both

religious continuity and its adaptation. Vernacular agency like May’s operates not

through formal authority, but through persistent work, relational trust, and moral

clarity. May’s story underscores how Buddhist tradition is not simply preserved or

translated abroad by institutions, but reconstituted through the contingent, grounded

actions of individuals whose lives are deeply entwined with the religious spaces they

sustain. In this way, May does not merely participate in Buddhism—she helps

produce it. 4

5.3 Youth and Conversion: the Reimagining of Buddhism

May represents a widely observed profile of Buddhist practitioners across

Taiwan, mainland China, and diasporic contexts: middle-aged laywomen with

relatively limited formal education (Chen 84). This demographic often forms the

backbone of temple operations and contributes significantly to the reinterpretation and

reconstruction of Buddhism in the American landscape—typically through gradual,

4 This section about Brian is connected to research from my undergraduate honors thesis.
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embodied, and often unselfconscious forms of practice. In contrast, a new generation

of highly educated, young Asian American or international student Buddhists is

shaping Buddhism in more self-aware, deliberate, and progressive ways. Rather than

simply sustaining inherited practices, they actively engage with Buddhist institutions,

discourse, and identity-making as sites of cultural production. These individual agents

are not only reclaiming visibility in a landscape often dominated by white convert

narratives, but are also helping to redefine what Buddhism looks like in American

public life and diasporic communities (Han 63). Joey, a Taiwanese international

student at NYU and a self-identified member of Chung Tai Chan Monastery, is a

compelling figure in this process. Her story illustrates how younger Buddhists

consciously frame the public presentation of Buddhism and articulate their

aspirations—what they envision Buddhism to become in contemporary America.

Their vision of Buddhism—often framed as modern, rational, and free of

superstition—reveals the deep imprint of Western secular and scientific ideals. Yet at

the same time, by embodying and disseminating this reframed Buddhism, they also

participate in reshaping how Buddhism is perceived in the United States, subtly

influencing broader cultural understandings of religion, modernity, and Asian

American identity.

Joey is an undergraduate student at New York University, majoring in

psychology. Coming from Taiwan, she was born into a Buddhist family and

participated in a refuge-taking ceremony as a child, brought by her parents. However,

her personal engagement with Buddhism remained minimal for many years—until she

took a gap year during the COVID-19 pandemic. Hoping to discover her genuine

interests, Joey returned to Taiwan and enrolled in several courses at National Taiwan

University during her gap year. One of them, a class on religion and psychology,
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introduced her to Buddhist philosophy in greater depth. It was during this course that

she began to view Buddhism not simply as a family custom, but as a worldview she

consciously chose. Joey’s experience mirrors what Carolyn Chen describes in her

book Getting Saved in America—the transformation from embedded religion to

explicit religion. In Taiwan, religious practice is often embedded in kinship structures,

social routines, and cultural traditions. It is rarely articulated as a personal belief or

identity. However, in the religiously pluralistic and individualistic setting of the

United States, religion becomes more consciously chosen, reflected upon, and

internalized (Chen 78). Joey’s transformation fits this pattern: shaped by her

American education and cultural context, she began to revisit Buddhism not as

something inherited, but as something to explore, question, and eventually embrace

on her own terms. Her turn toward Buddhism illustrates how American cultural

values—particularly the emphasis on personal choice, self-discovery, and

psychological meaning—can reshape how individuals relate to inherited religious

traditions. Joey, in return, subtly influences how Buddhism is presented in America,

contributing in small but meaningful ways to the broader landscape of American

religious life.

After finishing her gap year and returning to NYU, Joey became deeply

committed to studying, practicing, and spreading Buddhism. NYU already had a

Buddhist Club, originally established by a former student who was also affiliated with

the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston—an extension of Chung Tai Chan Monastery, a

Taiwan-based monastic institution with branches around the world. The club’s

founder had invited the Houston center to oversee its activities and provide spiritual

guidance. However, by the time Joey returned, the club was struggling to survive.

Several core members had recently graduated, and the group was on the verge of
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disappearing due to a lack of participation. At this critical moment, Joey—newly re-

energized by her time in Taiwan and determined to commit to Buddhism—stepped in.

Her first move was to attend NYU’s 2023 Club Fair. Together with a few remaining

members, she designed bilingual posters and introduced the club to every student who

passed by their info booth. To everyone’s surprise, the Buddhist Club’s first event of

the 2023–2024 academic year attracted over 200 participants. Even Joey was caught

off guard—she quickly called the monks at the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston for

help. With monastic guidance via Zoom, the event ran smoothly.

Since then, the club has hosted weekly meetings attended by anywhere from a

few dozen to over a hundred participants. Each session typically consists of a 30-

minute meditation followed by a Dharma talk—an instructional lecture in which a

leading monastic discusses topics such as applying Buddhist thought to everyday

challenges—guided remotely by monastics from the Houston center, and usually

concluded with a brief Q&A session. In a landscape where Buddhism is often

rendered quiet or peripheral, Joey’s grassroots efforts transformed it into a visible and

legitimate part of student life. By attracting hundreds of multiethnic and multicultural

students—many likely unfamiliar with Buddhist institutions—Joey and the broader

NYU Zen Buddhist Club presented a clear vision of Buddhist discourse shaped by

American encounters. Determined to make Buddhism more approachable, Joey

invited everyone she knew to club activities without emphasizing the religious aspect.

She used casual language like, “We’ll have free food—just eat and leave if you

want!” or “You can ask the monks anything, even about your dating life.” By

choosing such language, she opened up new interpretive possibilities for what

Buddhism can be in diasporic, youth-oriented, and secular environments.
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Joey’s efforts to reconstruct the NYU Zen Buddhist Club and her strategies for

attracting new participants, I argue, do not merely represent a transmission of heritage

Buddhism or an implementation of pre-existing institutional visions. Rather, they

constitute active cultural production: a bottom-up process in which individual agents

both absorb and rearticulate Buddhist values and American cultural norms. In doing

so, they do not simply popularize Buddhism—they actively participate in defining its

terms, its tone, and its place in American public life, subtly shaping the broader

religious landscape in which Buddhism now circulates.

5.4 Between Participation and Representation: Researcher as
Vernacular Agent

As James Clifford argues in his essay “Partial Truths”, ethnographic writing is

never a neutral act of description—it is a representational process shaped by the

researcher’s position, choices, and cultural assumptions. As he puts it, “The maker

(but why only one?) of ethnographic texts cannot not select, cannot not pose as he

translates it”(Clifford 7). In other words, ethnographic writing itself is a process of

reinterpretation and reconstruction. My own positionality embodies this complexity. I

am a young, Asian Buddhist; a Chinese international student majoring in

Anthropology and Religious Studies; a former employee at Fawang Temple; an active

participant in Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston; and an ethnographic researcher

studying both institutions. These overlapping roles placed me within the very

processes I was studying. As a practitioner, I brought my own understanding of

Buddhism—shaped by Chinese cultural assumptions—into the American context,

where it was in turn reshaped by encounters with secularism, individualism, and

pluralism. As a translator and communicator, I participated in rearticulating Buddhist

ideas for English-speaking audiences. And as a researcher, I reinterpreted these
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dynamics through the act of ethnographic narration itself. In all these ways, I became

both a subject and producer of the very discourse I sought to analyze.

I graduated from Syracuse University in May 2023 and spent a gap year

working as an assistant at Fawang Temple. One of my primary responsibilities was

providing oral translation for monastics and non-Chinese-speaking visitors. The

vocabulary I instinctively used—terms like “good karma,”“reincarnation,”and

“enlightenment”—did not arise from direct doctrinal training in Buddhism, but from

my undergraduate education in religious studies, where I had taken multiple courses

in Buddhist thought and philosophy. As a result, the version of Buddhism I presented

through translation was not framed as a discourse of faith or devotional commitment,

but rather as an academic system—filtered through conceptual vocabularies shaped by

Euro-American epistemologies. My unconscious reliance on these scholarly terms

reflects the imprint of American educational and intellectual frameworks on my own

thinking. When I later applied these same terms in temple interpretation, I was not

merely borrowing familiar terminology; I was applying academic categories into a

lived religious context, channeling the language of religious studies back into

Buddhist discourse. In doing so, I participated in a nuanced and often invisible

process of rearticulating how Buddhism is publicly presented, understood, and

legitimized in the American context. Simply by selecting certain terms in translation, I

may have contributed to framing Buddhism as a religion aligned with scientific

rationality, psychological well-being, and ethical universality—characteristics that

render it more intelligible and acceptable within the landscape of American

secularism.

While my oral interpretation work gave me considerable freedom in choosing

language, my website writing duties were more constrained. The content—written in
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Chinese—was dictated by the abbots and monastics at Fawang Temple, often with

very specific phrases, theological terms, and rhetorical structures. My task was not to

invent new framings, but to organize their instructions into clear, readable, and

appropriately reverent articles. Still, even within these limits, subtle forms of agency

emerged. I often adjusted the tone to make texts more engaging or less esoteric for a

general audience. For example, instead of directly repeating doctrinal formulations, I

might insert a short contextual explanation or rearrange the flow of a paragraph to

build narrative clarity. These choices, though small, shaped how the temple’s official

discourse was presented to a broader public—especially considering that many

readers were overseas Chinese, second-generation youth, or first-time temple visitors.

In this sense, my role resembled what Orsi describes as “vernacular labor”: the

everyday, often invisible work of making religion meaningful and legible across

boundaries of generation, culture, and authority. I was not producing a new version of

Buddhism, but I was participating in the mediation of its presentation—negotiating

between institutional authority and reader accessibility.

In addition to providing oral translation, I was also responsible for introducing

basic Buddhist concepts to non-Chinese-speaking visitors. Since Fawang Temple is

located in Manhattan’s Chinatown—one of the largest and most visited Chinatowns in

the United States—it occasionally receives tourists who visit the temple as part of a

broader sightseeing or cultural experience. Compared to formal translation, this form

of informal explanation allowed me greater flexibility and thus a wider scope of

agency. As a Buddhist, I hope to see Buddhism flourish in the United States; and as a

student of religious studies, my academic experience at an American university has

helped me understand which forms of Buddhist discourse are most readily accepted in

secular contexts. Drawing from both contexts, I have consciously aimed to present
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Buddhism as rational, psychological, and non-superstitious—aligned with intellectual

inquiry, emotional wellness, and moral reflection. One day, I showed a visitor the

memorial tablet wall—each tablet bears the name of a deceased family member,

allowing their relatives to visit, remember, and transfer good karma to them. He asked

me how we could know whether the souls of those deceased family members were

truly present. I instinctively replied, “Wherever we call them, they are here.” While

this response did not fully capture Buddhist theories concerning the nature of the soul,

I intentionally chose an explanation grounded in Buddhist thought yet framed in a

way that would likely resonate with a Western audience. Through such interactions, I

participated in shaping a version of Buddhism that not only responds to internal

critiques of superstition but also resonates with contemporary Western values. In this

way, the act of explaining Buddhism—even in casual conversation—became a site of

discourse negotiation, translation, and subtle reformulation.

While I exercised agency as both a Buddhist and an employee at Fawang

Temple, I also acted as a vernacular agent in my role as an ethnographer. Through my

continuous presence and clear research purpose, I gradually became “the person who

listens”. The primary group of lay practitioners at Fawang Temple consists of first-

generation Chinese immigrant women in their fifties to seventies, many of whom

have limited formal education and English proficiency. Some arrived in the United

States as undocumented immigrants. They often live under vulnerable social and

economic conditions, and their family environments are frequently shaped by

traditional Chinese cultural norms that discourage emotional expression. Because I

was present not only as a participant and staff member, but also as someone explicitly

conducting research, I often asked about their lives with sustained interest and care.

They understood that I was recording their experiences—that their stories would not



55

only be heard attentively, but preserved, analyzed, and shared with broader audiences.

For many, this was the first time they had encountered someone who offered a space

where their emotions and memories could be taken seriously and remembered with

intention. I cannot say with certainty whether this openness was unique to me or

would have been offered to any attentive listener. But what matters, analytically, is

that I was there to hear it—and that my act of listening, and later writing, became part

of the preservation of marginalized Buddhist voices that might otherwise have gone

unrecorded—such as May’s story. In doing so, I participated in the reframing of how

Buddhism is recorded and represented understood within the American context.

My presence as an ethnographer not only offered lay practitioners a space to

voice personal narratives that might otherwise go unheard, but also gave monastics an

opportunity to express their own perspectives—often indirectly, shaped by

institutional boundaries, yet highly consequential for how Buddhist discourse takes

shape in the United States. As an affiliated branch of Lingyin Temple—one of the

most prestigious and orthodox Buddhist institutions in mainland China—Fawang

Temple maintained a strictly nonpolitical and doctrinally neutral public discourse.

However, my sustained presence and daily collaboration with different monastics

created opportunities for informal conversations. During casual moments—while I

staffed the main hall with the monks (one of my regular responsibilities) or shared

lunch with them (I ate at the temple every workday)—monastics occasionally

expressed views that would not appear in official settings. Despite having received

similar institutional training and having lived within the same tightly regulated

political environment, the monastics held strikingly diverse personal opinions on both

Buddhist doctrine and Chinese politics—perspectives that remained invisible in

formal discourse and may never have been voiced without the presence of a receptive
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ethnographer. For instance, more than one monk openly criticized the Chinese

Communist Party’s interference in religious affairs. One statement that particularly

stayed with me was a monk’s remark that Buddhists have never tried to shape what

the Party should look like; therefore, the Party should not attempt to shape what

Buddhism should look like. In contrast, another commonly held view among the

monastics was that Buddhism has historically maintained a cooperative relationship

with the state—thus, accepting state intervention is seen by some as both legitimate

and necessary to spread Dharma. These divergent perspectives are not only rarely

acknowledged in official Buddhist discourse, but also significantly shape how

individual monastics respond to unexpected situations in the American context. Their

personal reactions—as individual agents—deeply influence how Buddhism is

embodied and perceived in the U.S. public sphere. By recording these narratives, I

was able to contextualize the motivations behind their actions, thereby contributing to

the broader reframing of Buddhist discourse in America.

As a “halfie anthropologist”—the concept proposed by Abu-Lughod—I

occupy an in-between position: simultaneously a Buddhist practitioner, an

international student trained in religious studies, an employee at Fawang Temple, and

an ethnographer. Rather than obstructing my research, this layered positionality

enabled deeper relational access to the lived dimensions of Buddhist practice. Because

I was perceived not merely as an academic outsider but as someone with shared

cultural, linguistic, and religious reference points, individuals were often willing to

share stories that might otherwise remain unspoken—narratives shaped by gendered

experience, immigration trauma, moral striving, or quiet critique. Abu-Lughod writes

that halfie anthropologists “cannot easily avoid the issue of positionality…when they

present the Other they are presenting themselves”(Abu-Lughod, 54). This is
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especially true in my case: I was not only listening to and documenting these

narratives, but also translating and selecting them for academic audiences. In doing so,

I actively participated in shaping how Chinese Buddhism is publicly interpreted in the

United States—not through institutional declarations, but through the textured,

affective, and contingent voices of its everyday agents. My role as a listener,

translator, and writer positioned me as an individual agent actively participating in the

process through which Buddhism is being reframed in the American cultural

landscape.

5.5 “Oh My Buddha”: Non-Chinese Practitioners and the Reframing of
Buddhism

As Jeff Wilson argues in Mindful America, “members of the new culture”

(referring to non-Asian practitioners) exert significant agency “in the process

spawning new Buddhisms” (Wilson 3). My ethnographic sites are all primarily

composed of Chinese participants, particularly in the case of Fawang Temple. While

the Chung Tai Zen Center and NYU Zen Buddhist Club include a higher proportion

of non-Chinese participants, Chinese individuals still constitute the majority.

Nevertheless, across all three sites, non-Chinese participants play a disproportionately

significant role in negotiating Buddhist discourse and practice within the American

context. They represent a dimension of the American cultural landscape that would

not exist within the Buddhist institutions’ original Chinese settings. Their

involvement introduces new expectations, ethical priorities, and interpretive habits.

These subtle but persistent pressures lead to shifts in how Buddhism is taught,

practiced, and publicly framed. Furthermore, nearly all of the non-Chinese individuals

I encountered held a clear vision of what Buddhism “should be”—an ideal shaped by

their personal backgrounds, their engagement with multiple Buddhist traditions, and
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their location within the American cultural landscape. Many were also motivated to

share or promote this vision within their own social circles, acting as informal cultural

translators or advocates. In this sense, they exerted considerable agency in shaping

how Buddhism is presented, circulated, and reimagined in the United States.

There is only one non-Chinese American lay practitioner at Fawang Temple

who routinely attends rituals and assists the monks: Brian. Brian is an African

American high school teacher in New York City with Congolese heritage from both

of his grandfathers. Since 1996, he had been a practitioner of the Afro-Cuban Yoruba

religion—specifically Santería (also known as Ocha)—in which he became a Santero,

or priest, a highly respected spiritual role. In January 2022, Brian visited a temple on

Bowery Street in New York City dedicated to Immortal Huang, a Daoist deity.

Although it was not a Buddhist temple, it was during this visit that he encountered a

booklet titled On Amidism: A Short Discourse by Grandmaster T’an Hsu of Chan

Shan Temple to Buddhist Catechumens. After reading and reflecting on the text, he

was deeply moved by the Buddhist concept of compassion for all sentient beings. This

encounter led him to question one of the core practices of Santería—animal sacrifice.

Seeking to revisit the Daoist temple where he had discovered the text, Brian found it

closed during the Covid Pandemic. He then turned to Google Maps and discovered

Fawang Temple. During his first visit on October 15, 2022, he met the abbot,

Venerable Zhaohua, who advised that one should follow only one religious path.

After the conversation, Brian made the difficult decision to fully renounce Santería

and formally convert to Buddhism—in his seventies.

Brian’s turn toward Buddhism was not the result of institutional outreach or

structured conversion efforts. Rather, he actively sought out Buddhist teachings after

his encounter with the booklet, wrestled with the ethical implications of his previous



59

practice, and arrived at his own understanding of Buddhist compassion. While his

transformation was self-motivated, it was not purely internal—in a pivotal moment

during his first visit to Fawang Temple, Abbot Zhaohua gently urged him to commit

to a single spiritual path, offering an institutional nudge that catalyzed Brian’s formal

conversion. In this way, Brian’s embrace of Buddhism reflects the broader pattern

described above: it emerged from a confluence of factors, including his personal

background (his spiritual disposition), the influence of the American cultural

context—which may have shaped the moral and ethical lens through which he

engaged with concepts such as compassion for all beings—and his direct institutional

encounter with a diasporic Chinese temple. His version of Buddhism, therefore, is not

a passive adoption but a recomposed vision—one shaped by ethical reflection, cross-

cultural engagement, and dialogical interaction with religious authority. This personal

vision, and his very presence, in turn, becomes part of the evolving presentation of

Buddhism in the United States.5

As mentioned above, as the only non-Chinese participant in the temple, Brian

represents a dimension of the American cultural landscape that would not exist within

the Buddhist institutions’ original Chinese context. Although Fawang Temple appears

not to have altered its formal rituals or discourse in response to him—the ceremonies

remain unchanged, services are conducted solely in Chinese, and only chopsticks are

provided during communal meals—Brian nonetheless exerted subtle individual

agency within the temple. All of the monastics were sent directly from Lingyin

Temple in China, and most spoke little or no English; only Abbot Zhaohua possessed

limited English proficiency. Two resident monks, Zhaohua and Fazhen, expressed a

desire to improve their English. It was at their request—not Brian’s initiative—that he

5 This section on Brian builds on research originally conducted for my undergraduate honors thesis.
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began occasionally helping them with language practice. While this was a relatively

modest and informal gesture, it nonetheless slightly expanded the temple’s linguistic

possibilities. In this way, Brian’s presence—though not overtly transformative—

contributed to a subtle shift in how Buddhism could be communicated and embodied

across linguistic boundaries. Brian also actively shared Buddhism within his own

social circle. As a high school teacher in New York City, he sometimes incorporated

Buddhist ideas into his teaching. When students misbehaved, he would gently say,

“You are just like a Buddha”—without irony—drawing on the Mahayana Buddhist

teaching that all sentient beings possess Buddha-nature. In his view, the phrase was

surprisingly effective: the misbehaving student would smile and comply with his

instructions. In this sense, Brian was not only a Buddhist follower and practitioner but

also a cultural translator—someone who brought Buddhist teachings into American

secular life and introduced them to individuals who might otherwise never have

encountered them. His case illustrates how non-Chinese individuals—despite lacking

formal authority or institutional roles—can exercise vernacular agency by applying

Buddhist doctrine in secular contexts, thereby subtly shaping how Buddhist discourse

is articulated, interpreted, and lived within the American landscape. His use of

Buddhist language, such as invoking Buddha-nature in everyday classroom

interactions, reflects a personal vision of Buddhism—one that, in turn, contributes to

the evolving public face of Buddhism in America.

Brian represents an individual who, having found his spiritual path in his

seventies, continues to exert significant vernacular agency in translating and

reshaping Buddhism within the American landscape—through his presence, his

personal vision of Buddhism, and his everyday application of Buddhist principles. In

contrast, young non-Chinese practitioners are also transforming how Buddhism is
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spoken, felt, and embodied in the American context, particularly as they explore their

own identities in relation to religion and culture. The following section explores how

this younger, highly educated generation of non-Chinese Buddhists first encounters

and becomes drawn to Buddhism. Many of them are dissatisfied with simply using

Buddhist techniques such as mindfulness for stress relief or self-optimization. Instead,

they seek to construct fuller religious identities as non-Chinese Buddhists. In doing so,

they too participate in translating and reconfiguring how Buddhism is represented in

the United States. This discussion focuses on a retreat organized by the NYU Zen

Buddhist Club and held at the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston—a monastery

affiliated with the same institution that sponsors the club itself.

As mentioned above, after graduating from Syracuse University, I took a gap

year and worked at Fawang Temple, located in Manhattan’s Chinatown. During my

year in New York City, I was introduced to the NYU Zen Buddhist Club, began

attending their regular activities, and later registered for a three-days retreat they

organized. All of the retreat participants were students based in New York—primarily

from NYU, with several from Columbia University, and myself. The group comprised

fourteen Chinese participants (including those from Taiwan) and two American

students. Although non-Chinese participants constituted a small minority, both the

monastics and Chinese-speaking members expressed appreciation for their presence,

viewing it as evidence of Buddhism’s extension beyond the Chinese cultural sphere.

Also, their presence significantly shaped how the retreat was conducted: all rituals

and Dharma talks were delivered in English; Q&A sessions were divided into Chinese

and English sections; and during chanting, non-Chinese attendees received scripture

booklets that included English translations and Romanized transcriptions to guide

pronunciation. The very presence of non-Chinese -participants represented an element
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of the American cultural landscape that would not exist in Buddhist institutions

located in China or Taiwan—and this element was actively reshaping how the Chung

Tai Zen Center of Houston presented Buddhism in the United States.

Among the two non-Chinese participants, one student in particular left a

strong impression on me: a white undergraduate from NYU named Jack, who

replaced the common phrase “oh my God” with “oh my Buddha”, using it

consistently whenever he was surprised. For instance, when he nearly trampled a trail

of ants, he jumped back and exclaimed, “Oh my Buddha—I didn’t mean it!”As

Christian Lee Novetzke argues, vernacularization is not simply the translation of

religious texts into local languages, but also involves embedding spiritual and ethical

messages into the fabric of everyday life (Novetzke 2). It is a cultural and social

process that reshapes public memory, ethics, and identity. In this sense, Jack was

exercising a small but significantly meaningful form of agency. His habitual use of

“Oh my Buddha”was a subtle act of vernacularization in Novetzke’s full sense of the

term: he was embedding Buddhist language into the everyday emotional vocabulary

of American youth culture. By inserting “Buddha”into a discursive space traditionally

occupied by “God”, Jack challenged the implicit Christian normativity embedded in

everyday American expressions. His use of the phrase repositioned the Buddha—not

as a distant or exotic figure, but as a morally legible presence in the American cultural

landscape, someone who could be invoked instinctively, even playfully, in moments

of emotional intensity. In doing so, he helped localize Buddhist discourse, rendering it

intimate, accessible, and emotionally resonant. The phrase functioned as a micro-

declaration: that the Buddha, like God, can be called upon, turned to, and carried

within one’s daily life—not through formal ritual, but through spontaneous, affective

speech.
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Taken together, these ethnographic cases reveal that non-Chinese vernacular

agents—such as Brian, Jack, and others—actively influence, shape, and negotiate the

evolving landscape of American Buddhism. First, their very presence represents a

dimension of the American cultural landscape that would not exist in traditional

Buddhist institutions based in China or Taiwan. This presence alone influences how

Buddhism is presented and practiced within diasporic Buddhist communities. Second,

these individual agents often carry their own visions of what Buddhism should look

like—visions shaped by their personal backgrounds, their experience of American

social and cultural life, and their interactions with various Buddhist institutions. These

interpretations, and the ways in which they apply Buddhism to their everyday lives,

play a crucial role in translating Buddhist discourse into locally meaningful forms.

In this sense, these agents do not merely adopt Buddhism as it is presented to

them; rather, they co-create its public meanings through everyday actions, linguistic

creativity, and relational interpretation. In doing so, they participate in a broader

cultural negotiation—one that subtly but powerfully redefines how Buddhism is

practiced, represented, and understood in the American context.

5.6 Inside the Institution: Monastics as Agents of Reinterpretation

Compared to the forms of vernacular agency explored earlier, monastics are

often assumed to embody the institutional voice of religious orthodoxy—figures who

fully accept institutional visions and faithfully implement their strategies. However,

my ethnographic observations suggest a more complex reality. Monastics, too, carry

personal values that may be shaped by their encounters with American cultural and

social life. In the unfamiliar landscape of the United States, they are frequently

required to make micro-level decisions in response to situations for which doctrinal

guidelines or institutional precedents offer little direction. Faced with questions they
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may not have encountered in China—such as how to speak with non-Chinese visitors,

how to respond to secular questions about gender or ethics, or how to function in a

multilingual environment—monastics engage in subtle forms of negotiation,

improvisation, and judgment. These everyday decisions, while often small and

unremarked, cumulatively shape how Buddhism is lived, practiced, and publicly

presented in the American context. In this sense, monastics are not merely carriers of

institutional vision, but co-producers of Buddhism’s evolving form in diaspora.

As mentioned above, all of the monastics at Fawang Temple were sent from

Lingyin Temple or its directly affiliated branches in mainland China. The temple

typically housed between five and ten monks at a time, most of whom served for only

five to six months before being rotated out and replaced by a new cohort. Among

them, only two—Abbot Zhaohua and Venerable Fazhen—were long-term residents.

Both monks came from traditional Chinese families in southern China, with

Venerable Fazhen growing up in a rural household. They had ordained at a young age

and received formal training in Chinese Buddhist colleges. In addition, Abbot

Zhaohua pursued graduate studies at a Buddhist university in Sri Lanka, where he

earned a master’s degree. In short, both monks were shaped by highly conservative

cultural environments, rigorous Buddhist education, and long-term affiliation with

one of the most orthodox temples in mainland China. Unsurprisingly, they both

upheld highly orthodox values—particularly Abbot Zhaohua, who also served as my

direct supervisor during my time at Fawang Temple. His vision for Buddhism in

America centered on replicating the practices of Lingyin Temple as faithfully as

possible. Accordingly, he sought to reproduce Lingyin’s ritual structure, publicity

strategies, and institutional management style within the diasporic setting of Fawang

Temple.
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However, these monastics were living and transmitting the Dharma in a

radically different cultural and social landscape—the United States. In such a context,

doctrinal guidelines and institutional instructions often proved insufficient for

navigating everyday situations. When faced with challenges, monastics were required

to rely on personal judgment, responding according to their own interpretation of

Buddhist values. Crucially, because monastics are perceived as authoritative

representatives of Buddhism, their choices carried particular weight—shaping not

only immediate temple practices, but also broader public perceptions of what

Buddhism looks like in the American landscape. In many cases, their agency had

more influence on the presentation of Buddhism than those of vernacular agents.

One moment during my fieldwork left a particularly deep impression on me.

One day, a Japanese spiritual organization, New York Zen Center for Contemplative

Care, visited Fawang Temple to promote their teachings. Out of a desire to broaden

my understanding of Buddhism—as both a practitioner and a researcher—I later

visited their center. There, I was surprised to learn that the leaders of the group—two

monastics—were also a gay couple. Had they been lay leaders, I likely would not

have any thought of it. But because they were ordained monks, I experienced a

moment of emotional conflict. Although I fully support LGBTQ rights and understand

that Japanese monastics are often non-celibate, I nonetheless found myself grappling

with the dissonance between the ideal of spiritual renunciation and the public

presentation of monastics as a romantic couple—especially given the traditional view

that the ultimate goal of monastic life is liberation from worldly attachments. Upon

returning to Fawang Temple, I brought up the experience with Abbot Zhaohua and

Venerable Fazhen. As noted above, both had received orthodox monastic training in

mainland China and were shaped by deeply conservative cultural environments. I
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assumed they would respond with even greater resistance than I had. But their

reactions surprised me—both listened without judgment and responded with calmness.

Abbot Zhaohua simply said that everything is the result of karmic conditions (因缘,

Yinyuan), and that there was nothing inherently wrong with it. Venerable Fazhen

added that if the couple believed this way of life allowed them to better help sentient

beings, then it was a good thing.

Several observers, including a documentary filmmaker who had come to shoot

in Manhattan’s Chinatown, were present during this conversation. Needless to say,

both their understanding—and my own—of what Buddhism is, and what it can

accommodate, was reshaped in that moment. In responding to my question—a

question they likely would not have encountered in China—these two monastics

expressed their own understandings of Buddhism, shaped by compassion, empathy,

and personal judgment. In doing so, they not only conveyed their interpretations to me

and to others who were present, but also subtly contributed to reshaping how

Buddhism is perceived in the broader American landscape. Their compassionate and

nonjudgmental responses—not only toward LGBTQ individuals, but also toward a

form of Buddhist monastic life that directly contradicted their own lifelong training—

reframed Buddhism as an inclusive, empathetic tradition. While their responses did

not contradict the vision of Lingyin Temple, they certainly extended beyond its

institutional guidance. In that moment, their very own agency offered a public face of

Buddhism that was notably more open, emotionally responsive, and culturally attuned

than what Lingyin Temple typically projects. Such monastics’ personal micro-level

improvisations quietly shape the broader discourse of what Buddhism can look like in

the United States.
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Even for monastics who largely endorse the values and institutional visions of

their home temples, the very act of implementation involves agency. Through

countless micro-level decisions made in daily practice, such as how to respond to a

visitor, how to explain a ritual, how to navigate cultural misunderstandings, they

continuously shape how Buddhism is presented, interpreted, and embodied in the

American context. When I attended the retreat at Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston—

organized by the NYU Zen Buddhist Club—Venerable Huitan was responsible for

leading the entire program. He also regularly guided the NYU Zen Buddhist Club’s

weekly activities, usually via Zoom. Venerable Huitan was deeply committed to

spreading the Dharma in the United States and believed that presenting Buddhism as a

rational, scientific, and accessible spiritual path, one that could help individuals in

their everyday lives, was the most effective approach. This vision was fully aligned

with that of both the Houston Center and the NYU Zen Buddhist Club. However, the

actual implementation of this vision depends not on abstract institutional values alone,

but on the day-to-day decisions of monastics like Venerable Huitan.

For instance, during the retreat, there were multiple Q&A sessions where

participants could ask Venerable Huitan questions about the challenges they faced in

daily life and Buddhist practice. His conversational tone, the atmosphere he chose to

cultivate, and the way he responded to these inquiries, including questions about

dating frustrations, difficulties adjusting to life in America, and various questions

related to Buddhism that might not be frequently asked in China, were all the result of

his own micro-level decisions. One of my questions and Venerable Huitan revealed

this depth of interpretive agency that monastics exercise. I asked Venerable Huitan

how karmic responsibility should be understood in cases of abortion—a question I

had quietly wrestled with for years—particularly concerning who bears the karmic
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burden for the life of killing the fetus. Initially, he responded that karmic consequence

follows the person who makes the decision. Sensing some hesitation in myself, I

posed a follow-up scenario: what if the pregnancy resulted from rape, or if the father

had abandoned the mother entirely? In such cases, the woman is technically the

decision-maker, yet the moral weight seems unequally distributed. Without

defensiveness, Venerable Huitan reconsidered his earlier response and emphasized

that karmic responsibility is rarely singular. Rather, he explained, it arises through

shared conditions and interconnected causes; the burden is never borne by one party

alone.

This exchange exemplifies how monastics, who faithfully implement the

institutional vision, exert agency in American landscape. In a Chinese temple context,

such a question—especially coming from a young woman—might never be posed so

directly. But in the diasporic setting of an American retreat, monks like Venerable

Huitan must respond to inquiries shaped by a different moral and cultural landscape.

How they choose to engage such questions becomes a form of micro-level agency.

Venerable Huitan’s approach to my probing—and potentially contentious—

question about karmic responsibility in abortion revealed his commitment to

presenting Buddhism as a rational and accessible tradition. Rather than responding

with defensiveness or retreating into abstract doctrine, he engaged me respectfully and

as an equal, even while speaking from a position of religious authority. Also, he did

not rigidly insist on a single doctrinal interpretation. Instead, he adapted his response

to account for the nuances I raisedacknowledging, for example, that even if a man

does not explicitly call for an abortion, his absence or negligence may carry karmic

weight. In doing so, he was not only offering moral guidance but also modeling a

version of Buddhist discourse grounded in reason, openness, and responsiveness to
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complexity. This moment, I argue, illustrates how monastics exert agency—not by

deviating from tradition, but by interpreting and transmitting it in ways that feel

ethically legible and emotionally resonant in an American cultural context.

In conclusion, these ethnographic cases reveal how monastic agents such as

Venerables Huitan, Zhaohua, and Fazhen engage in ongoing, micro-level interpretive

judgments, continually recalibrating Buddhist teachings in response to the moral and

cultural complexities of the American context. Those monastics perform acts of

agency that quietly reshape the boundaries of what Buddhism can mean in America.

While these monastics formally represent highly orthodox institutions such as Lingyin

Temple and Chung Tai Chan Monastery, their interpretive flexibility and moral

reasoning reflect a form of lived Buddhist leadership that transcends institutional

templates. In these moments, monastic agents are not deviating from doctrine, but

renegotiating it in the new landscape—co-producing Buddhism within the pluralistic

setting of American religious life.

5.7 Conclusion

In sum, this section has shown that the public presentation of Buddhism in the

United States is not determined solely by institutional visions or doctrinal blueprints.

Instead, it emerges through the actions, negotiations, and everyday judgments of

diverse individual agents operating within and around diasporic Buddhist institutions.

At Fawang Temple, May—a Taiwanese laywoman—exerted quiet but decisive

authority, curating online Buddhist discourse and sustaining Dharma education in the

absence of strong institutional infrastructure. At NYU, Joey—a Taiwanese

international student—revived a declining Buddhist club through secularized outreach,

bilingual framing, and digital branding, reframing Buddhism as modern, rational, and

emotionally resonant for a new generation. Non-Chinese participants such as Brian
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and Jack further expanded this vernacularization: Brian, a Aferican American high

school teacher, integrated Buddhist ethics into his classroom and quietly influenced

monastic language practices; Jack, a white undergraduate, recontextualized sacred

language into the emotional grammar of American youth culture by saying “Oh my

Buddha”. Even I—as a bilingual Buddhist and ethnographer—participated in this

reframing, translating doctrine through conceptual vocabularies shaped by my

American academic formation. Crucially, monastics themselves—often viewed as

institutional representatives—also exercised subtle but powerful forms of agency. By

negotiating Buddhist doctrine in response to a drastically different landscape, monks

like Venerable Huitan, Zhaohua, and Fazhen demonstrated that religious authority is

not simply implemented, but interpreted and improvised in context. These micro-level

decisions reveal that even within rigid institutional structures, monastic agency plays

a vital role in adapting and localizing Buddhist discourse.

Taken together, these actors did not simply receive Buddhism as it was offered

to them; they actively reimagined it. Through informal pedagogy, cultural translation,

affective labor, and vernacular speech, they shaped how Buddhism is practiced,

communicated, and rendered meaningful in the American context. Therefore, I argue

that both lay and monastic vernacular agents must be seen not as recipients of

religious transmission, but as its architects. They are not merely adapting Buddhism to

fit American life; they are co-authoring its future. This conclusion aligns with and

further substantiates my overall argument: the forms of Buddhism ultimately

presented in the United States are not singularly determined, but rather the result of a

contingent and interdependent process—one shaped by institutional visions, the

intentions and transformations of individual monastics, their situational responses to
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unexpected encounters, the agency of individual participants, and the broader cultural,

political, and social landscape of the United States.
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6. When Vision Meet Reality: Architecture, Community, and
the Unexpected

6.1 Introduction

As Robert Orsi argues in Between Heaven and Earth: The Religious Worlds

People Make and the Scholars Who Study Them, religion should be understood “as

relationships between heaven and earth with the specific shapes that relationships take

in particular times and places” (Orsi 13). In this sense, Buddhist visions and practices

do not unfold in a vacuum, but are shaped by the social, spatial, and cultural contexts

in which they are embedded. While Chinese Buddhist institutions in the United States

may begin with clearly articulated ideals—whether Chung Tai Chan’s modern

meditative vision or Fawang Temple’s ritual orthodoxy—these ideals inevitably

encounter the material, social, and spatial realities of the American landscape. This

section explores how physical environments, neighborhood contexts, and unforeseen

encounters shape, constrain, and at times transform how Buddhism is enacted and

perceived. Rather than serving as passive backdrops, buildings and communities

become active agents in religious life, generating new forms of engagement, tension,

and meaning.

I begin by examining the potential spatial limitation each temple must

negotiate. These architectural environments—products of choice, negotiation, and

limitation—continuously shape religious practice. Communities, often vastly different

from those surrounding their home institutions, form the landscapes into which these

temples are embedded. At Fawang Temple, for example, located in a five-story walk-

up in Manhattan’s Chinatown with no backyard, monastics had to find alternative

ways to perform essential rituals such as burning joss paper—symbolic offerings of

money or, in this case, representations of good karma—traditionally burned for the

deceased in Chinese Buddhist and folk religious practice. In addition, the regular
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presence of unhoused individuals complicates the temple’s moral and ritual authority.

Monastics and lay volunteers must navigate ethical dilemmas around charity, spatial

boundaries, and social order—issues rarely addressed in doctrinal texts. Meanwhile,

NYU Zen Buddhist Club operates without a dedicated religious space, instead holding

events in multipurpose university classrooms. Though secular and academically coded,

these spaces become sites of reinterpretation: students infuse Buddhist teachings with

discourses of emotional well-being, social needs, and intellectual inquiry, blending

spiritual exploration with reflective—and at times speculative—analysis. What

emerges, then, is not a singular projection of Buddhism but a series of improvisations.

These improvisations are shaped not only by spatial constraints and surrounding

communities, but also by the unpredictable presence of others—passersby, unhoused

individuals, students, and strangers—each carrying their own expectations, needs, and

interpretations. In these complex landscapes, Buddhism is not diluted or distorted.

Rather, it is reconfigured into context-specific moral fields. It is in these messy,

negotiated, and embodied moments that Buddhism becomes truly lived.

6.2 Terrains of Adaptation: Negotiating the Sacred in Constrained
Space

As Bruno Latour argues in his book Reassembling the Social: An Introduction

to Actor-Network-Theory, the social should not be treated as a domain, a substance,

or a stable background; instead, he proposes that it is what emerges when

heterogeneous elements—people, things, texts, technologies, laws, microbes—are

associated and held together in a network. In this sense, the spatial and material forms

of diasporic Buddhist institutions—ranging from purpose-built temples to cramped

walk-ups and university classrooms—acted not as neutral containers but as what

Latour calls “actants” within a network of religious practice (Latour 71). Spatial
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constraints and the frequent need to rely on borrowed spaces represent two major

challenges for Buddhist institutions in diasporic contexts. These challenges arise not

only from material limitations, but also from the ambition to spread the Dharma to

diverse social groups—many of whom might never set foot in a traditional temple. To

reach these audiences, Buddhist teachings and practices must often be reconfigured

within non-dedicated or secular environments. Yet monastic and lay agents alike

respond to these spatial limitations with creativity and resolve. Therefore, spatial

constraints can be considered as a possibility—not merely a limitation, but a site of

improvisation, where sacred intentions are enacted within, and through, the everyday

structures of diasporic life.

Fawang Temple offers a vivid example of how spatial improvisation unfolds

in practice. Located in Manhattan’s Chinatown, the temple occupies multiple floors of

a narrow walk-up building. Unlike traditional temples in China, it lacks a courtyard or

any visible sacred marker from the outside. The first floor serves as an elevator lobby

with no obvious religious presence. The second floor, which houses statues of the

Buddha and Guanyin, functions as the main shrine hall and hosts all Buddhist rituals

and events. Monastics reside on the third floor, while the fourth floor is currently used

for storage—though Abbot Zhaohua has expressed plans to convert it into guest

accommodations. The fifth floor functions as the administrative office. Weekly rituals

are held every Sunday, with additional ceremonies on the 1st and 15th days of the

lunar calendar. On major Buddhist festival days, specific scriptures are chanted, and

incense is offered to Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, and ancestors. As in many Chinese

temples, practitioners can request that the names of deceased relatives be written on

specially designed slips of paper. These names are then displayed on the shrine room

wall during ceremonies, so that they may hear the chanting and receive the merit.
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In traditional settings, these papers would be ritually burned in spacious main

halls—spaces designed for such rituals, and free from the constraints of fire alarms.

But at Fawang Temple, the lack of outdoor space and the presence of a sensitive

smoke alarm system posed a significant challenge. Ultimately, the monastics devised

a solution: one monk would burn the papers in the stairwell, while the others—along

with the lay participants—lined up facing the stairwell entrance, continuing to chant

sutras as the ritual unfolded. This scene illustrates how religious actors overcame

spatial constraints to preserve ritual integrity—despite the awkwardness of chanting

toward a stairwell, the atmosphere always remained focused and reverent. Participants

believed wholeheartedly that their offerings would reach their love ones. In this

moment, a narrow stairwell became a sacred threshold, and the absence of

architectural grandeur was replaced by a powerful shared intentionality. Burning

paper offerings inside a stairwell—in a building governed by American fire codes,

with no courtyard and western safety infrastructure—reflects both the difficulties of

transplanting Buddhism into a radically different landscape and the creative agency of

those who carry it forward. The ritual, though constrained, was neither diminished nor

diluted. Its outer form was gently reshaped, but its core meaning remained fully

intact—sustained through adaptation, improvisation, and unwavering faith.

The NYU Zen Buddhist Club presented a contrasting example of how

Buddhist practice was spatially reconfigured in the complete absence of a dedicated

religious space. As noted above, the club collaborated with the Chung Tai Zen Center

of Houston: its routine weekly activities were led by monastics affiliated with the

center, and both its founder and student leaders had been longtime participants in the

Chung Tai tradition. However, due to geographic distance, the monastics from

Houston typically led sessions via Zoom, only occasionally traveling to New York in



76

person. As a result, most participants had never physically visited the Chung Tai Zen

Center of Houston. Without access to a formal temple, the NYU Zen Buddhist Club

held weekly meditation sessions, Dharma discussions, and holiday rituals in borrowed

university classrooms. Because of campus policy, participants who were not NYU

students—such as myself—had to register in advance and obtain permission to enter

the building.

The activities take place in typical university classrooms—brightly lit, filled

with desks and projectors, and marked by academic decor—a far cry from traditional

shrine halls or even Western-style meditation spaces. In this context, I argue that the

spatial environment both reflected and reinforced the shared vision of the NYU Zen

Buddhist Club and the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston—to present a modern,

rational, and non-superstitious form of Buddhism to American audiences. The

classroom, as a secular and intellectual setting, thus aligned with this vision—

reinforcing a version of Buddhism that emphasized inquiry over ritual, and reflection

over devotion. Moreover, the environment actively shaped a new organizational form

of Buddhism, distinct from its institutional configurations in mainland China and

Taiwan. This was a form geared toward a younger generation with high levels of

education—individuals seeking self-cultivation, social need, and philosophical

meaning through Buddhist teachings. The club did not conduct traditional rituals.

Instead, its activities consisted of Dharma talks, Q&A sessions, meditation practice,

and occasional social events. The Dharma talks focused primarily on Buddhist

philosophy and its application to daily life. Students frequently posed questions about

their secular struggles—ranging from interpersonal dilemmas to existential

uncertainty—and sought insight through Buddhist frameworks. In this sense, I argue,

the classroom was not merely a borrowed space but one infused with affect:
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participants shared intellectual reflections, emotional vulnerabilities, and moral

aspirations through Buddhist discourse and practice. In doing so, they engaged with

Buddhism not to fulfill traditional ritual or devotional expectations, but to pursue and

articulate a different set of needs—ones rooted in personal growth, emotional clarity,

and community connection. The result was a liminal zone—neither fully secular nor

entirely sacred—where Buddhism was not inherited but recreated through intention,

dialogue, and improvisation.

In both cases—Fawang Temple and the NYU Zen Buddhist Club—space does

far more than host Buddhist practice; it shapes, challenges, and co-produces it.

Whether through the improvisational use of a stairwell to complete a ritual or the

transformation of a classroom into a site of moral dialogue, these examples illustrate

how Buddhist agents adapt their visions within the constraints and possibilities of

their environments. Spatial limitation, then, is not merely a backdrop to diaspora

Buddhism but a generative force that brings forth new modes of ritual, authority, and

meaning. In the stairwell and the classroom alike, Buddhism is not inherited intact but

reassembled through material negotiation, affective investment, and everyday acts of

intention. These improvised sacred geographies reveal how religious life is

continuously being made—not in ideal spaces, but in the spaces that are available,

inhabited, and reimagined.

6.3 Coexistence and Contingency: Buddhism in the Neighborhood

As Henri Lefebvre reminds us, space is not a neutral container but a socially

produced field of power, symbolism, and everyday practice (Lefebvre 73). In the

context of diasporic Buddhism, this insight draws attention to the ways in which

religious spaces are shaped not only by institutional visions or active agents, but also

by the surrounding communities in which these temples are embedded. This section
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explores a more subtle form of influence—one exerted by those who do not actively

participate in Buddhist practice, yet whose presence leaves a formative imprint.

Visitors, passersby, neighbors, and unhoused individuals may remain physically or

symbolically at the margins of religious life, yet they help shape its tone, tempo, and

meaning. Whether through fleeting contact, silent proximity, or embodied contrast,

these unseen participants contribute to the construction of Buddhist discourse and

practice in diaspora. Their presence may not constitute active agency, but it is deeply

felt in the negotiations of sacredness, the boundaries of inclusion, and the affective

atmosphere of practice. In what follows, I examine how community—both in its

visible and invisible forms—participates in the ongoing reconfiguration of Buddhism

in urban American life, focusing in particular on the case of Fawang Temple.

As mentioned above, Fawang Temple is located in Manhattan’s Chinatown—

one of the oldest Chinese ethnic enclaves in the United States. Because of this

location, the temple is often seen as a potential cultural destination by visitors to New

York City. Situated within this historic neighborhood, Fawang Temple attracts a

considerable number of tourists from around the United States and world. Many of

these visitors have little familiarity with Buddhism and view the temple primarily as a

site of cultural interest rather than religious devotion. Their very presence, however,

serves as a constant reminder that Fawang Temple—unlike its parent institution,

Lingyin Temple in China—exists in a dramatically different social and cultural

landscape. At Lingyin Temple, most, if not all, casual visitors speak Chinese and

possess at least a basic familiarity with Buddhist practices, as Buddhism has long

been embedded in Chinese cultural heritage. This is not the case at Fawang Temple,

where the linguistic and religious backgrounds of visitors vary widely. As a result, its

resident monastics must consider how Buddhism should be presented to audiences
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who may have no prior exposure to it. This challenge has directly shaped the

rhetorical strategies, aesthetic choices, and outreach practices of the temple—and by

extension, has contributed to how Buddhism is represented in the United States more

broadly.

At Fawang Temple, Abbot Zhaohua instructed the monastic members—and

me—to offer each visitor a stick of incense and ask whether they would like to pay

respect to the Buddha statue. He explained why the temple insists on performing this

small, non-doctrinal ritual: the temple does not seek to convert people to Buddhism,

as conversion is ultimately a matter of karma. If a person’s karmic conditions are ripe,

they will naturally be drawn to Buddhism; the temple’s role is simply to plant the seed.

One day, a couple in their forties from France visited the temple while on their annual

vacation to New York. Expressing a keen interest in Buddhism, they engaged the

monks in conversation, and I served as translator. The monks shared basic teachings

and answered their questions. Before departing, the couple accepted the incense, knelt,

and prayed before the Buddha statue—participating, however briefly, in the ritual

space. Rather than treating tourists as outsiders, this practice positions them as

potential karmic subjects, whose presence—even if incidental—is a construction of

contemporary Buddhist discourse in America. The metaphor of “planting a seed”

reframes casual encounters as latent religious significance, opening the possibility for

future spiritual development. By using this narrative, Abbot Zhaohua avoided shaping

Buddhism as an insular, ethnic enclave serving only immigrant communities, and

instead framed the broader American landscape as part of the karmic terrain in which

Buddhism would grow. Through the simple act of offering incense, the temple also

momentarily expands the boundary of ritual space, allowing visitors to occupy a

liminal position between observer and participant. This gesture demonstrates how
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Buddhism in diaspora can integrate a broader community through partial ritual

inclusion—a mode of hospitality that both aligns with Buddhist traditions of openness

and fits the religiously plural, often secular, American context.

While tourists—representing both the local community and the diasporic

landscape—are often welcomed and symbolically incorporated into the ritual space,

another group from the surrounding neighborhood—unhoused individuals—occupies

a more complex and, at times, uncomfortable position in the temple’s daily life. Yet

their presence also prompts individual actors—especially monastics—to enact

Buddhist compassion in ways that are immediate, embodied, and often unplanned.

Situated in Manhattan’s Chinatown, Fawang Temple is part of an urban environment

where individuals experiencing homelessness are a visible and constant presence. For

the monastics—many of whom come from Lingyin Temple, a privileged and

institutionally resourced monastery in mainland China—this proximity was unfamiliar.

At Lingyin, they had rarely, if ever, engaged with such populations so closely.

Practicing and presenting Buddhism in the United States thus involves responding to

this ethical ambiguity and spatial tension. The monastic community meets this reality

not through exclusion or confrontation, but by embodying Buddhist compassion—

while also striving to preserve the dignity and functionality of the temple space. These

interactions reveal how even those who remain outside the institution’s formal

boundaries can influence the discourse and practice of diasporic Buddhism.

The first floor of Fawang Temple serves as an elevator lobby without any

form of entry restriction. Monastics and staff responsible for overseeing the main hall

were stationed on the second floor, leaving the ground level largely unmonitored. As

a result, unhoused individuals sometimes used the first floor as a temporary shelter—

sleeping on the floor or occasionally smoking marijuana. The monastics, however,
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were tasked with maintaining both the practical and symbolic functions of the temple.

When encountering unhoused individuals on the first floor, they would gently remind

them that the building was a place of worship, and not appropriate for sleeping or

smoking. Occasionally, some individuals would also wander into the second-floor

main hall. In such cases, the monastics—often through me as a translator—would

kindly ask if there was anything they could assist with. If the person simply wished to

look around, they were allowed to do so. At the same time, the monks would

discreetly keep an eye on them, as there had been instances where offerings intended

for the Buddha statue had been taken. The temple also regularly offered free

vegetarian lunch to anyone who visited during mealtimes, including unhoused

individuals. One woman came consistently for a while. At one point, she asked the

monastics for a job. They gently declined, but assured her she was always welcome to

come for lunch.

One of the most difficult moments occurred when an unhoused individual

defecated in the temple’s elevator. The monastic on duty—who, as mentioned, came

from Lingyin Temple, one of the most privileged and well-maintained monasteries in

mainland China—had never encountered anything like this before. Yet without

hesitation, he cleaned the elevator himself, even when I offered to do it—reflected a

protective gesture toward me as a younger participant. When Abbot Zhaohua later

heard about the incident, he responded calmly, noting that the individual likely

suffered from a mental health condition. He made no complaints—only a quiet

acknowledgment of the situation, embodying a posture of compassion. The incident

played a subtle but crucial role in shaping how Buddhism was presented by Fawang

Temple in the United States. The practice of compassion did not depend solely on
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institutional vision, but emerged largely through unexpected encounters with the

surrounding community—and the monastic responses they demanded.

These ethnographic examples demonstrate how the presence of unhoused

individuals subtly influenced the way Buddhism was practiced and presented at

Fawang Temple. Their presence symbolized a markedly different social and cultural

landscape from that of the temple’s parent institution in China, compelling monastics

to respond to challenges that would not typically arise in the Chinese monastic

context. In doing so, the monastics sought to strike a delicate balance between

Buddhist compassion for all sentient beings—including, in this case, unhoused

individuals—and the practical demands of maintaining a functioning religious space.

These improvised responses, while seemingly minor, played a formative role in

shaping the temple’s adaptation to its American environment. Despite Fawang

Temple’s aspiration to inherit and replicate the institutional model of Lingyin Temple,

the realities of its diasporic context—symbolized most vividly by the daily presence

of unhoused individuals—necessitated ongoing negotiation, adaptation, and

improvisation.

6.4 Conclusion

This chapter has shown that Buddhist visions do not unfold in a vacuum, but

are continually shaped by the physical environments, spatial limitations, and social

contingencies that characterize diasporic life. Both Fawang Temple’s navigation of

spatial constraints—such as burning joss paper in the stairwell—and the NYU Zen

Buddhist Club’s transformation of secular classrooms into spiritual spaces reveal that

space is not merely a backdrop, but an active force—an actant—that shapes how

Buddhism is practiced and presented in the United States. In the case of the NYU Zen

Buddhist Club, the classroom setting was not only transformed into a temporary
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sacred space, but also played a constitutive role in shaping a distinctly secular,

intellectualized form of Buddhism—one oriented toward emotional well-being,

ethical inquiry, and philosophical reflection rather than ritual or devotion. Fawang

Temple’s encounters with the surrounding community—welcoming tourists with

incense or responding to the moral ambiguities posed by unhoused individuals—

further illustrate that the presentation of Buddhism is not determined solely by

institutional vision or doctrinal intent. Rather, it is co-produced within a broader

social landscape—in this case, the community itself—where compassion is enacted,

boundaries are negotiated, and religious meaning takes shape through everyday

interaction. In this sense, diasporic Buddhism is best understood not as the

transmission of a fixed tradition, but as a relational and adaptive process—deeply

embedded in space and community, shaped through encounter, and sustained by

ordinary acts of improvisation.
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7. Soft Power without Slogans: Cultural Diplomacy and
Unspoken Politics

7.1 Introduction

In the contemporary global landscape, religion has increasingly become a

vehicle of soft power—projecting cultural values, shaping international perceptions,

and facilitating cross-border diplomacy, often without overt political messaging.

Buddhism, frequently perceived in the Western imagination as a neutral, non-political

religion, occupies a distinctive position within this dynamic. In diasporic contexts,

Buddhist institutions often function as subtle carriers of national identity and cultural

diplomacy. Yet, as this chapter argues, the soft power they exert is neither monolithic

nor systematically orchestrated. Instead, it emerges unevenly through aesthetics,

atmospheres, ethical pedagogies, and affective encounters—what might be described

as “soft power without slogans.” These diffuse modes of influence operate in what

Hiroko Kawanami calls the gray zone between religion and politics—a space in which

Buddhist institutions neither openly engage in political discourse nor entirely detach

from it (Kawanami ix–xiv). Within this ambiguous terrain, Buddhist actors shape

civic values, emotional affinities, and geopolitical perceptions through seemingly

apolitical practices: bilingual Dharma talks, youth meditation retreats, emotionally

resonant rituals, and spatial design—or, in some cases, through passive entanglement

in national discourse. All of this occurs under the guise of religious neutrality.

In this context, Taiwanese Buddhist institutions such as Chung Tai Chan

Monastery offer a striking example of how soft power can be enacted through clarity

of vision, affective resonance, and institutional coherence. Without making explicit

political claims, these organizations consistently promote a vision of Buddhism that is

rational, non-superstitious, emotionally-attuned, and socially inclusive. Through

secular-friendly programming and pedagogical gentleness, they project not only a
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“better” Buddhism—but, implicitly, a better cultural and political alternative. This

form of soft power does not rely on slogans or central coordination. Rather, it emerges

organically from the shared commitments of monastics and lay participants who enter

these institutions precisely because they believe in the values they represent.

By contrast, mainland-affiliated Buddhist institutions such as Fawang Temple

do not articulate a coherent vision of Buddhism tied to national identity or global

outreach. While they occasionally relay official narratives, such as reposting content

related to state-sponsored Buddhist forums, these gestures are typically performed out

of institutional obligation rather than aspirational intent. In practice, their self-

presentation focuses on lineage continuity and tradition preservation, rather than on

broader cultural positioning or transnational relevance. The absence of a shared vision

has direct implications for how these institutions function—it deeply weakens

monastic motivation for proactive community engagement. In addition to lacking

internal coherence and collective initiative, Fawang Temple also faces a form of

external constraint rarely experienced by Taiwanese Buddhist institutions: its

structural entanglement with the Chinese state. Rather than serving as a source of

institutional strength, this connection functions as a liability in the American religious

landscape—where state-linked religious institutions, especially those associated with

authoritarian regimes, are often met with skepticism and moral unease.

Scholars such as Ashiwa and Wank have argued that the Chinese state is

actively mobilizing Buddhism as a tool of religious soft power in service of its

geopolitical ambitions. Yet, as my fieldwork suggests, soft power does not

automatically follow from policy discourse. It must be enacted—through affect,

coherence, and shared institutional vision. In what follows, I compare Taiwanese and

mainland-affiliated Buddhist institutions not by the slogans they adopt, but by the
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emotional and moral worlds they cultivate. The question is not who speaks for

Buddhism abroad, but whose Buddhism people are willing to follow.

7.2 Implicit Soft Power and Aesthetics in Taiwanese Buddhist
Institutions

In the diasporic religious landscape, Taiwanese Buddhist institutions have

emerged as soft power actors—not through direct political advocacy, but through the

projection of a modern, rational, and emotionally accessible form of Buddhism.

Organizations like Chung Tai Chan Monastery cultivate an image of Buddhism that is

de-superstitized, pedagogically inclusive, and ethically universal—qualities that not

only resonate with global audiences but also serve as cultural representations of

Taiwan’s civic identity. This form of Buddhist diplomacy operates affectively: it does

not rely on slogans or explicit claims, but generates moral authority through ritual

atmosphere, emotional contrast, and the silent juxtaposition with CCP-controlled

religious institutions in mainland China. Rather than declaring opposition, these

institutions quietly position themselves as an alternative—offering a version of

Buddhism that feels freer, more humanistic, and less ideologically constrained. As

evidenced both in my fieldwork with Joey—an international student from Taiwan

who is deeply involved in Chung Tai—and in Gareth Fisher’s study of three mainland

Chinese practitioners, this contrast is far from lost on diasporic audiences. Their

affective attachments to Taiwanese temples are often grounded in the perception that

“true Buddhism” cannot flourish under state control, and that Taiwanese institutions

embody a spiritual authenticity absent in mainland-affiliated spaces. Through this

affective diplomacy, Taiwanese Buddhist organizations become moral ambassadors—

not only of a religion, but also of a political ethos that values openness, voluntarism,

and pluralism—without ever needing to say any of this out loud. The unspoken
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implication is quietly persuasive: a freer, wiser Buddhism suggests not only a better

religion, but a better society—and, ultimately, a better Taiwan.

As discussed in the sections above, the NYU Zen Buddhist Club—jointly

operated by a student committee and the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston—

maintains a remarkably clear vision of the kind of Buddhism it seeks to present within

the American landscape: secular, rational, and inclusive. The club aims to cultivate an

intellectually engaging and emotionally supportive environment—one that addresses

students’ social needs, offers spiritual refuge, and provides Buddhist philosophical

tools to navigate everyday challenges. While this model departs significantly from

that of a traditional Buddhist temple, it fits seamlessly within the cultural and

institutional setting of NYU.

Every aspect of the Club’s programming aligns with this vision and reinforces

it with strategic consistency. Religious rituals are intentionally avoided. Instead, the

Club offers weekly meditation sessions, Dharma talks focused on students’ everyday

concerns, and social events such as end-of-semester parties. Public-facing materials—

such as Instagram posts and event flyers—employ highly secular, student-friendly

language. For example, one advertisement invites students to “make peace with your

past” through meditation, while another promotes a party “with food and games” as a

way to build community. An illustrative moment occurred when a student asked how

to overcome his fear of interacting with unhoused individuals. The monastic

responded: “First, be conscious of your fear. Be compassionate with it. Only then can

that compassion extend to others and help you move past fear.” Moreover, the

exchange described above—between the student who asked how to overcome his fear

of interacting with unhoused individuals and Venerable Huitan—illustrates the

consistency of the monastic’s pedagogical approach: they emphasize compassion,
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self-awareness, and inner discipline, rather than highlighting supernatural elements or

encouraging devotional acts for personal gain. Though the Club carefully distances

itself from overtly religious symbolism—let alone political discourse—it effectively

communicates an entire Buddhist worldview. Participants are not only introduced to

Buddhism as a spiritual and philosophical system, but also gradually come to

internalize the specific vision that Chung Tai represents: a modern, rational, and

emotionally grounded alternative to more traditional or ritual-centered forms. For

many students, this becomes their normative image of what Buddhism is—and what it

ought to be.

While the NYU Zen Buddhist Club represents how Chung Tai Chan

monastery implement their vision in a renovated Buddhism organization that

drastically different from traditional temple, the retreat held at the Houston Zen

Center offered a more immersive experience—revealing how this vision is enacted in

a more traditional Buddhist institutional setting, but the same vision has been

delivered through a plenty of teachings, ethical reasoning, and affective engagement.

Also, instead of the mainly student participants, Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston

manage to let a broader audience groups considered the version of Buddhism they

presented —secular, rational, and modern—is the Buddhism ought to be.

During the retreat to the Chung Tai Zen Center of Houston, organized by the

NYU Zen Buddhist Club, it became evident that the Club’s vision was closely

adapted from that of its parent institution. Participants engaged in several rounds of

scripture chanting—a common ritual in both mainland and Taiwanese Buddhist

temples—but what stood out was that after each session, monastics offered careful,

structured explanations. They clarified what the sutras meant, how the content aligned

with the broader Buddhist philosophical system, how it illuminated key concepts such
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as compassion, emptiness, and impermanence, and how these ideas could be applied

in everyday life. This stood in stark contrast to traditional mainland temples, where

chanting is rarely followed by interpretation or contextualization.

In addition to chanting, meditation sessions, Dharma talks, and extended Q&A

periods formed the core of the three-day retreat. Much like in the NYU Zen Buddhist

Club, students asked a wide range of questions—from intellectual critiques of

Buddhist philosophy to deeply personal dilemmas. For instance, as noted in a

previous section, I posed a question about abortion. Venerable Huitan stating that in

some cases, both men and women share karmic responsibility. This moment revealed

not only the accessibility of the monastics, but also their openness to engaging with

difficult ethical questions. They encouraged participants to voice moral dilemmas and

responded through reasoning, treating students as equals rather than simply citing

doctrine or asserting authority. The atmosphere they created was one of rationality,

respect, and mutual inquiry. In another session, Venerable Huitan discussed the realm

of hungry ghosts. Rather than invoking supernatural fear or mystery, he centered the

discussion on the suffering of these beings and the importance of responding with

compassion.

These consistent pedagogical strategies—emphasizing reason, emotional

openness, and non-superstition—reflect a coherent institutional vision: to present a

form of Buddhism that is modern, rational, and resonant within a diasporic context.

While the NYU Zen Buddhist Club represents how Chung Tai Chan Monastery

adapts its vision within a student-run Buddhist organization—one that departs

significantly from traditional temples—the retreat held at the Houston Zen Center

offered a more immersive encounter with that same vision in a conventional monastic

setting. Despite institutional differences, the core message was delivered consistently
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through teachings, ethical reasoning, and affective engagement. Unlike the Club,

which primarily serves NYU students, the Houston retreat engaged a broader

demographic. Yet the version of Buddhism it presented—secular, rational, and

modern—was similarly received not only as accessible, but as what Buddhism ought

to be.

The unspoken message—that Chung Tai represents a better form of Buddhism,

and implicitly a better moral and political system—is clearly perceived by its diaspora

participants. As discussed earlier, Joey, an international student from Taiwan, served

as president of the NYU Zen Buddhist Club and was an active member of the Chung

Tai Zen Center of Houston. After graduating from NYU, she chose to work full-time

for the Zen Center. In multiple conversations, she expressed how fortunate she felt to

have been born in Taiwan, as it gave her the opportunity to encounter Chung Tai and

discover what she described as “real Buddhism”—a version she believed she might

never have found had she grown up in mainland China. The idea that Chung Tai

represents authentic Buddhism—in contrast to what exists under state control in the

mainland—appears frequently in participants’ discourse. This consistently implied,

yet never explicitly stated, contrast between Chung Tai’s rational, secular, and

compassionate Buddhism and the bureaucratized, politically entangled version in

China is deeply internalized.

Gareth Fisher’s ethnographic study further supports this pattern of affective

alignment. Li Minmin first encountered Chung Tai during her undergraduate years in

the southeastern United States, when she was struggling with academic pressure.

Initially drawn to meditation as a tool for emotional balance, she soon recognized the

ethical rigor and moral clarity embodied by the monastics—especially the head nun,

who became her mentor. After becoming a lay practitioner, she adopted a vegetarian
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diet and continued her engagement with the center even after graduation. Upon

returning to China, she worked at a quasi-religious teahouse and later opened her own

meditation space (Fisher 13–16). While she never directly criticized Chinese state-

sanctioned Buddhism, her actions spoke for themselves: she believed that what Chung

Tai offered was urgently needed in China. Her silence was not apolitical—it was an

embodied form of soft critique, grounded in affect and example.

Wu Meirong’s transformation was even more explicitly political. Also

introduced to Chung Tai during her undergraduate years, Wu attended retreats and

teachings alongside other Chinese-speaking students. She eventually concluded that

the kind of Buddhism she had experienced at Chung Tai could not exist under China’s

political constraints. During a Dharma talk in Beijing, she asked a monk how one

could find a true Dharma teacher in a city full of “fake” temples (Fisher 18–19). For

Wu, the label jia de (假的) was no metaphor—it was a pointed indictment of what she

saw as a Buddhist system corrupted by its proximity to both state and market. What

mattered to her was not only what Chung Tai taught, but what it allowed her to feel:

sincerity, safety, and moral clarity—qualities she found entirely absent from religious

life in the mainland. A message was expressed and received, without ever needing to

be spoken aloud.

Zhang Lin’s experience followed a similar trajectory, beginning in the

aftermath of a car accident and emotional burnout. She joined Chung Tai for healing

but stayed for its philosophy. Like the others, she formally converted, adopted a

vegetarian diet, and reshaped her life goals around Buddhist ethics and environmental

service. Zhang repeatedly told Fisher that “anyone could become a monk” in China—

there was “no standard.” This was more than a comment on training; it was a moral

judgment. She believed that the compassion and discipline she found in Chung Tai’s
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nuns were entirely absent from the monastics she had encountered in China, who

appeared to her as bureaucratic and spiritually disengaged. Although she continued

practicing with a local nunnery in Jiangsu, she emphasized that true cultivation

required more than ritual. Zhang’s aspiration to pursue a PhD near a Chung Tai center

in the U.S. was not only academic, but deeply related with the view (Fisher 20–21).

She wanted to stay close to what she understood as “real practice”—something she

believed she could not find within a state-controlled Chinese context.

Indeed, Chung Tai consistently contrasts its own practice—not only rooted in

discipline, but also grounded in philosophy and morality—with the ritual-centric

focus of many mainland institutions. This contrast is clearly perceived by participants.

As the ethnographic accounts reveal, many participants’ understanding of Buddhist

authenticity was deeply shaped by their experiences with Chung Tai—and with it,

their broader moral alignment. For these individuals, Buddhism in China was not

merely flawed; it was fundamentally broken, primarily due to its entanglement with

state power. Chung Tai’s implicit message—that it represents a better form of

Buddhism, and by extension, a better system—was effectively communicated without

ever needing to be spoken aloud.

In conclusion, Taiwanese Buddhist institutions such as Chung Tai Chan

Monastery spread soft power not through institutional ambition or overt messaging,

but through the moral consistency, emotional coherence, and lived practice of

Buddhism that they offer. Through consistent pedagogical strategies, practices

adapted to modern contexts and younger participants, and close personal relationships

with adherents, they present a vision of Buddhism that feels not only spiritually

authentic but also culturally and politically superior. For diasporic participants—

whether Taiwanese like Joey or mainland Chinese students like Li, Wu, and Zhang—
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this version of Buddhism becomes a powerful affective alternative to the state-

regulated, ritual-heavy, and often morally ambiguous Buddhism found in the

mainland. It is not that Chung Tai explicitly declares itself superior; rather, its

everyday practices allow others to draw that conclusion for themselves. In doing so,

Taiwanese Buddhist institutions like Chung Tai operate as quiet yet effective agents

of cultural soft power—not only offering a better form of Buddhism, but implicitly

symbolizing a better political and ethical system. As the next section will show, this

contrast becomes even more striking when viewed alongside mainland-affiliated

temples, where soft power ambitions are often assumed but rarely enacted—and

where religious institutions, far from generating moral resonance, often struggle under

the weight of political entanglement and internal fragmentation.

7.3 Between State and Sangha: The Affective Limits of Mainland
Buddhist Outreach

Compared to Taiwanese Buddhist organizations like Chung Tai Chan

Monastery, which project a clear and consistent vision of modern, rational Buddhism,

mainland-affiliated temples abroad often lack such coherence. While these temples

are active and visible in the diaspora, their engagement with soft power is mostly

indirect and fragmented. Rather than promoting a shared message or affective

connection, they tend to replicate traditional forms and follow institutional routines

without adapting to the diasporic context or addressing local audiences in meaningful

ways. This section focuses on Fawang Temple in New York, a branch of Lingyin

Monastery in Hangzhou, to explore the limitations of mainland Buddhism’s overseas

presence. Although scholars such as Ashiwa and Wank have argued that the Chinese

state uses Buddhism as a tool of cultural soft power, my fieldwork suggests that this

promotion does not take shape in a systematic or effective way at the local level in the
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United States. Fawang Temple does not actively represent state narratives, nor does it

clearly distance itself from them. Instead, it often becomes passively involved—for

example, reposting government-approved content or participating in state-sponsored

forums—without framing these actions within a coherent vision. As a result, temples

like Fawang are not perceived by diaspora participants as meaningful religious or

cultural alternatives. Without a strong sense of purpose or affective resonance, their

presence in the diaspora lacks the soft power impact that policy discourse assumes.

First of all, the primary vision of Fawang Temple—more specifically, that of

Abbot Zhaohua and some monastics—is centered on promoting Lingyin-style

Buddhism. As discussed in the previous section, Abbot Zhaohua aimed to replicate

Lingyin Temple’s ritual structure, publicity strategies, and institutional management

model within the diasporic context of Fawang Temple. As his comment -- If Lingyin

Temple had started spreading the Dharma overseas earlier, it would be as influential

as Fo Guang Shan—shows, his aspiration to extend the reach of Lingyin’s specific

tradition, rather than aligning with any vision related to the Chinese Communist

Party’s cultural diplomacy or soft power agenda.

However, most of the monastics I encountered did not appear to have a clear

vision for their work at Fawang Temple. Many were sent simply because Lingyin

Temple had assigned them, and several expressed reluctance about serving at the

overseas branch. Venerable Fazhen, for example, showed visible frustration when his

R-1 visa—a long-term religious worker visa—was approved, as it meant he would not

be able to return to Lingyin Temple for at least two years. One particular conversation

further revealed the general hesitation among Lingyin monastics to relocate overseas.

During a routine lunch in October 2023, Abbot Zhaohua expressed concern over the

temple’s ongoing staffing shortages. To his dismay, not a single monk from Lingyin
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Temple had shown willingness to assist. Despite his repeated assurances that the

temple would sponsor religious worker visas—and eventually green cards—there was

little enthusiasm among the monastics to come to the United States. In response,

another monk, Venerable Zhengyuan, proposed a strategy to improve recruitment. He

noted that the abbots of Lingyin Temple also served as presidents of Hangzhou

Buddhist College, where most students aspired to ordain at Lingyin Temple after

graduation. Drawing on this institutional connection, Zhengyuan suggested that the

Abbot could implement a policy requiring these students to serve at Fawang Temple

for several years before becoming eligible for ordination at Lingyin. This

conversation illustrates that most monks did not view their time at Fawang Temple as

a meaningful religious mission. Their motivations for coming—or avoiding coming—

were largely shaped by institutional assignment and the prospect of career

advancement within the Lingyin system.

The absence of a shared vision among the monastics—as well as the lack of

long-term resident monks—significantly weakens Fawang Temple’s potential to

operate as an effective agent of religious soft power. Without a clear institutional

vision, most monastics lack personal motivation and long-term commitment. This

results in minimal engagement with the broader community, let alone any strategic

effort to adapt Buddhist outreach to the American landscape. Religious soft power

does not arise simply from institutional presence or visibility; it depends on a shared

narrative and consistent enactment across individuals. Without a collective sense of

purpose, even well-resourced temples struggle to build emotional trust or project

coherent values to outsiders.

Abbot Zhaohua, who does hold a relatively clear vision—namely, to spread

Lingyin Temple’s form of Buddhism internationally—demonstrates noticeably
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stronger motivation and initiative. He has established Fawang Temple’s official

website and WeChat Official Account, and regularly publishes articles reporting on

temple rituals and Buddhist teachings (a task I was personally responsible for). He has

also organized cultural activities such as Chinese tea art classes and opened the

temple space to a local Go club for weekly gatherings. These efforts reflect his

strategy of integrating Fawang Temple’s Buddhist identity with Chinese cultural

elements—aligning with Richard Seager’s observation that, in the American context,

Buddhist institutions often function as both religious and cultural centers, aiming to

serve immigrant communities while attracting broader local engagement (Seager 4).

However, most of the other monastics have shown little initiative. They largely follow

Abbot Zhaohua’s instructions without engaging in independent planning or outreach.

In my observation, while monks were sincerely committed to serving the existing

follower base during their stay, their participation rarely extended beyond that. This

lack of initiative and limited social engagement has significantly constrained the

temple’s capacity to develop soft power. For instance, I once witnessed a Japanese

Buddhist institution visiting Fawang Temple for community outreach—an effort Fa

Wang itself was unlikely to initiate, as most of its monastics showed little interest in

engaging with the wider public. This episode highlights the contrast between temples

where members share a coherent vision and proactively engage in outreach, and Fa

Wang’s inward-facing, instruction-driven model—one that significantly limits its

capacity to function as an effective agent of religious soft power.

In addition to lacking an internal vision or collective initiative, Fawang

Temple also faces a form of external complexity that Taiwanese Buddhist institutions

typically do not encounter: its structural entanglement with the Chinese state.

Although the temple has never publicly promoted state ideology—and has, in fact,
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intentionally avoided displaying any overt connection to political discourse—its

affiliation with Lingyin Temple, a prominent monastic institution in Hangzhou, makes

it susceptible to symbolic and political expectations originating from mainland China.

While such affiliation may be advantageous within the domestic Chinese religious

system, it becomes a liability in the American context, where state-linked religions—

particularly those associated with authoritarian regimes—are often met with

skepticism or even rejection. Also, in the United States, Buddhism is commonly

associated with moral clarity, political neutrality, and emotional refuge. Within this

cultural framework, even indirect ties to nationalist narratives or politically

controversial actors can undermine a temple’s credibility and alienate diaspora

practitioners. Fawang Temple’s perceived association with the Chinese state,

regardless of its actual intent, thus fails to build trust or generate the affective

connection that religious soft power relies upon. Instead, this association risks

compromising the very moral and emotional foundations on which Buddhist

institutions in diaspora typically gain traction. In this way, proximity to state power

does not enhance Fawang Temple’s soft power—it weakens it.

This ethnographic episode offers a vivid example of how Fawang Temple’s

entanglement with the Chinese state can become a liability in the American context.

On one of my working days at the temple, I witnessed a brief but telling exchange

between a lay follower and Abbot Zhaohua—a public conversation that reflected the

discomfort, if not outright disapproval, that diaspora practitioners often feel toward

the politicization of Buddhist institutions. To provide some background: in September

2023, as reported by Hong Kong 01, the then-President of Syria, Bashar al-Assad,

visited Hangzhou’s historic Lingyin Temple during his attendance at the Asian Games

opening ceremony. In an extraordinary gesture, the temple opened its main gate—an
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honor traditionally reserved for the most revered religious figures. According to local

legend, Emperor Qianlong once visited the temple incognito and was denied entry

through the main gate. Following that event, he reportedly decreed that it should

remain closed except on the rarest ceremonial occasions. Since the founding of the

People’s Republic of China, the gate had reportedly only been opened once—for

Deng Xiaoping in 1983 (Hong Kong 01).6 The decision to open the gate for a

controversial, non-Buddhist, non-Chinese political figure sparked strong reactions

online. Many interpreted the gesture as a symbolic submission to state power and an

attempt to align Buddhism with China’s Belt and Road Initiative. For some, it

exemplified the instrumentalization of religion for diplomatic spectacle. Back at

Fawang Temple, shortly after the event, a Chinese-speaking lay practitioner directly

questioned Abbot Zhaohua, asking how Lingyin Temple could “compromise itself to

Xi.” In response, Abbot Zhaohua stated that Lingyin Temple welcomes all guests,

including the then-President of Syria—carefully avoiding the question of why Assad

had been received with such unprecedented ceremonial honor. He added that, in

contrast to many other abbots in China who actively court political favor, Lingyin’s

abbot, Venerable Guangquan, has generally maintained a relatively independent

stance. This comment subtly revealed Zhaohua’s own awareness—perhaps even an

unconscious one—that overt displays of political alignment with the CCP are

disapproved of in the American context, given that many Chinese immigrants and

their descendants hold diverse, and often negative, views toward the Party.

This fieldwork encounter reveals how symbolic proximity to the Chinese

state—even in the complete absence of overt political messaging—can become a

liability in the American context. In the United States, where Buddhism is widely

6 It would be valuable to investigate this story further using more reliable sources; however, I was unable to find
any, as no authoritative Chinese media outlets have covered it—a situation that is understandable given the
censorship system in mainland China. Nevertheless, the story remains widely known among the Chinese public.
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associated with apolitical spirituality and moral refuge, and where authoritarianism is

broadly disapproved of, state-linked religious gestures are often met not with

admiration but with discomfort or even suspicion. While the opening of Lingyin

Temple’s main gate for Syria’s then-president may have been framed as a gesture of

diplomatic hospitality within China’s domestic political logic, diaspora practitioners

interpreted it through a different lens—one shaped by expectations of religious

autonomy and ethical integrity. The fact that a lay follower at Fawang Temple would

openly question the legitimacy of such an act—and that Abbot Zhaohua responded by

distancing himself from any political endorsement—illustrates an acute awareness of

the risks of the entanglement with Chinese state. Even when monastics refrain from

political expression, their institutional affiliations—and even their silence—can be

interpreted as alignment. In this sense, Fawang Temple’s association with state power

becomes not a neutral condition, but an affective liability: it disrupts the emotional

trust and moral clarity upon which religious soft power depends.

Fawang Temple’s sharp contrast with Chung Tai raises a broader question:

why are Taiwanese Buddhist institutions able to project soft power through culturally

loaded narratives—such as secularism, rationality, and inclusivity—without

provoking backlash, while mainland-affiliated temples face suspicion even when they

remain politically silent? The answer lies not in whether national discourse is present,

but in how that discourse is delivered and perceived. Taiwanese Buddhist

organizations tend to present their values through emotionally resonant, morally

coherent, and pedagogically consistent practices. Their promotion of spiritual

openness, ethical self-cultivation, and cultural refinement is framed as voluntary and

universal, rather than state-mandated. Their implicit connection to Taiwan’s

pluralistic identity—particularly in contrast to the CCP—enhances, rather than
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undermines, their credibility in diaspora contexts. By contrast, mainland-affiliated

temples are structurally tied to a political system widely perceived—especially in

Western settings—as authoritarian and ideologically rigid. Even when these temples

refrain from articulating official narratives, their proximity to state institutions leaves

an indelible imprint. In short, soft power in diaspora Buddhism is not only about what

is said, but about who is perceived to be speaking—and for what purpose. Taiwanese

institutions succeed not by avoiding political meaning, but by embedding it in forms

that feel emotionally credible and ethically trustworthy.

The analysis above demonstrates that Fawang Temple’s affiliation with

Lingyin Temple—which ostensibly grants it access to extensive institutional

resources—and its proximity to the Chinese state—which might be expected to

provide governmental support for promoting national discourse—do not, in practice,

enhance its capacity for religious soft power abroad. On the contrary, its lack of a

coherent vision and its structural entanglement with political symbolism often

undermine both the motivation of its monastics and the emotional trust of its

followers, leading diaspora practitioners to question the temple’s spiritual autonomy

and moral credibility. These findings complicate recent arguments by scholars such as

Ashiwa and Wank, who suggest that the Chinese state is actively deploying Buddhism

as a tool of global cultural soft power, particularly under Xi Jinping’s administration.

While such discourse clearly exists at the policy level—manifested in state-sponsored

forums, international Buddhist conferences, and official media campaigns—the gap

between rhetorical ambition and institutional implementation remains substantial. The

case of Fawang Temple suggests that discourse alone does not produce soft power.

What matters is how that discourse is enacted: whether it is consistently implemented

by the state and internalized by religious actors on the ground. In the absence of
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meaningful policy support, a shared institutional vision, and strategic coherence, the

state’s efforts to globalize Chinese Buddhism appear fragmented, performative, and—

at least in the American context—largely ineffective.

Ashiwa and Wank (2020) argue that the Chinese state under Xi Jinping has

sought to mobilize Buddhism as a tool of cultural soft power—particularly through

state-sponsored forums, official visits, and references to Buddhism as “excellent

traditional culture” (Ashiwa and Wank 3). However, my ethnographic research

suggests that such efforts remain largely discursive and lack meaningful policy

support. In their analysis, Buddhist institutions are increasingly framed as

“civilizational ambassadors” tasked with projecting a modern, harmonious image of

China on the global stage. Yet this role is difficult to realize when the state fails to

provide even basic logistical or financial support to temples operating abroad. The

case of Fawang Temple illustrates this gap. Despite its affiliation with Lingyin

Temple—one of China’s most prominent and well-resourced monastic centers—

Fawang Temple receives no financial assistance from the Chinese state due to strict

foreign exchange controls. According to my ethnographic research, Lingyin Temple is

not permitted to transfer funds internationally to support its overseas branches.

Moreover, monastics serving at Fawang Temple must navigate visa applications,

living costs, and community engagement without any coordinated backing from the

government. If the state were genuinely invested in promoting Buddhism abroad as a

soft power strategy, one would expect it to ease, rather than restrict, such processes.

More fundamentally, my fieldwork suggests that the Chinese state has not

cultivated the necessary conditions for Buddhist institutions to function as coherent

agents of soft power. Individual monastics receive no systematic language training,

are not informed of any long-term vision, and are not equipped with consistent
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messaging for overseas engagement. Most monastics at Fawang Temple—typically

sent temporarily from Lingyin—expressed reluctance to stay, lacked personal

motivation, and had no clear understanding of how their work might relate to a larger

national project. Some even expressed differing or evolving personal opinions about

the Chinese political system itself. In this context, it is difficult to describe Buddhism

as functioning as soft power in any sustained or strategic sense. What exists instead is

symbolic alignment without institutional support, and rhetorical ambition without

practical enactment.

This gap is not lost on diaspora audiences. As earlier sections have shown, lay

practitioners in diaspora contexts respond not to what the state claims Buddhism

represents, but to how it is embodied in daily practice. When they encounter

inconsistency, reluctance, or political entanglement, they interpret these as signs of

insincerity or state co-optation. Far from enhancing China’s global image, such

symbolic gestures often backfire—reinforcing perceptions of authoritarian control

rather than moral leadership. In short, while the discourse of Buddhist soft power is

increasingly visible in Chinese policy rhetoric, my ethnographic evidence suggests

that the infrastructure necessary to make this discourse effective is lacking. Without

genuine autonomy, institutional coherence, and moral resonance, Buddhist institutions

like Fawang Temple are unlikely to fulfill the role envisioned by Ashiwa and Wank.

7.4 From Values to Vision: When Soft Power Works—and When It
Doesn’t

The preceding analysis of Fawang Temple illustrates that the absence of a

shared vision, limited institutional initiative, and deep entanglement with state

symbolism can significantly weaken the ability of mainland-affiliated Buddhist

institutions to operate as effective agents of cultural soft power in diaspora contexts.
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In sharp contrast, Taiwanese Buddhist organizations—though equally situated within

broader political and cultural narratives—have proven far more adept at functioning

as efficient vehicles of soft power in overseas settings. Beyond differences in

language training or monastic composition, a more fundamental structural factor

underlies this divergence—their different political institutions and social context.

Whereas Fawang Temple’s structure reflects a top-down, assignment-based

system with limited autonomy and inconsistent engagement, Taiwanese institutions

such as Chung Tai Chan Monastery operate under a value-driven model in which

monastics voluntarily join because they share—and wish to advance—a coherent

vision. In Taiwan, monastics can freely choose among a variety of organizations—

such as Fo Guang Shan, Chung Tai, and Tzu Chi—each with its own distinct values.

Choosing to join Chung Tai, for example, signals agreement with its particular ethos

and mission. In mainland China, by contrast, while monastics may also formally

choose among different institutions, they cannot escape the framework of state-

controlled Buddhism. In practice, this means they have no genuine institutional choice.

The state-controlled religious environment in China makes it difficult for institutions

to develop independent values or distinctive visions. As a result, when it comes to

how institutions position themselves or articulate their religious vision, only a few

themes are consistently emphasized: historical heritage, orthodoxy, and popularity.

These elements are considered relatively safe and politically acceptable. This

constraint is also clearly reflected in state regulations, which require that all religious

organizations “love and defend the Chinese Communist Party first, and only then love

and defend their religion” (State Religious Affairs Bureau Article 3). As a result,

joining a specific monastery in the mainland typically signals only belief in Buddhism
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as a whole, not commitment to the values of that institution—let alone alignment with

the CCP’s political priorities.

As discussed in the above section, even when they share similar institutional

training and operate within the same tightly regulated political environment, mainland

monastics often hold strikingly divergent personal views on both Buddhist doctrine

and Chinese politics. More than one monk openly criticized the CCP’s interference in

religious affairs, while others maintained that Buddhism has historically cooperated

with the state, and therefore saw state intervention as both legitimate and necessary to

spread the Dharma. Still others revised their views after living in the United States,

with several commenting that “America is better than I expected.” These divergences

make it impossible for Fawang Temple to form a unified national discourse; indeed,

there is no such consensus even within the institution itself. By contrast, the voluntary

alignment that defines Taiwanese monastic recruitment produces not only more

consistent practice but also a stronger connection between institutional ideals and the

lived experience of practitioners—an alignment that is essential to building emotional

trust, projecting cultural legitimacy, and sustaining religious soft power abroad.

The comparison between Taiwanese and mainland-affiliated Buddhist

institutions demonstrates that the effectiveness of religious soft power is shaped less

by the documental presence of political and cultural narratives than by the

institutional and diasporic environment in which they operate. Taiwanese

organizations benefit from a framework that allows voluntary affiliation, value-based

cohesion, and a high degree of internal alignment between doctrine, practice, and

individual commitment. This coherence enables them to cultivate trust, project

cultural authority, and sustain influence across diverse audiences abroad. Mainland-

affiliated temples, by contrast, operate within a system that constrains institutional
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autonomy and leaves room for wide internal divergence, thereby diluting their

capacity to present a unified moral and cultural vision. In diaspora contexts—where

credibility often hinges on perceived independence and integrity—such structural

differences translate directly into divergent outcomes. The Taiwanese model shows

that soft power flourishes not through state sponsorship alone, but through institutions

that can authentically embody the values they seek to transmit.

7.5 Conclusion

The comparative trajectories of Taiwanese and mainland-affiliated Buddhist

institutions in the American diaspora reveal that religious soft power is neither an

automatic outcome of state discourse nor a simple byproduct of institutional presence.

Rather, it is an emergent property of coherence, credibility, and affective trust—

qualities built through the alignment of institutional vision, pedagogical practice, and

individual commitment. Taiwanese organizations such as Chung Tai Chan Monastery

demonstrate that when monastics voluntarily affiliate on the basis of shared values,

and when those values are enacted with consistency across settings—from student-led

clubs to formal retreats—Buddhism can quietly project a cultural and even political

alternative without ever making explicit claims. Their rational, secular, and

emotionally attuned pedagogy not only redefines Buddhism for diaspora audiences

but also implicitly frames Taiwan as a space where such spiritual authenticity can

thrive. By contrast, the case of Fawang Temple illustrates how structural

entanglement with the Chinese state, the absence of a shared institutional vision, and

the reliance on reluctant, transient monastic assignments can undermine this process.

Even when no political messages are spoken, affiliations and symbolic gestures are

read by diaspora participants through the lens of moral credibility—and in the

American context, perceived proximity to authoritarian power often erodes, rather
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than enhances, trust. Lacking both internal cohesion and external legitimacy,

mainland-affiliated temples struggle to transform cultural narratives into lived,

persuasive experiences. In short, soft power in the religious sphere is most effective

when it is not performed as policy theater but lived as a credible moral world.

Taiwanese Buddhist institutions succeed because they embed political meaning in

forms that feel voluntary, humanistic, and emotionally resonant, allowing participants

to reach political conclusions on their own. Mainland-affiliated institutions,

constrained by state frameworks and fragmented internal cultures, often do the

opposite—transforming soft power potential into affective liability. This contrast

underscores a broader truth: in diaspora contexts, the strength of religious soft power

lies less in who claims to speak for a tradition than in whose version people actually

choose to follow.
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8. Conclusion

This study has examined how Chinese and Taiwanese Buddhist organizations

in the United States connect with local religious and cultural populations, how their

visions differ, how those visions are enacted or altered in practice, how local agendas

and individual agency complicate institutional intentions, and what these processes

reveal about their potential as agents of soft power.

The findings suggest that Buddhism those institutions eventually presented are

not singularly determined, but rather the result of a contingent, interdependent process.

Institutional visions articulate ideals of what kind of Buddhism should be shared with

the world—they form the conceptual starting point for everything that follows. Yet

their realization on the ground is shaped less by clarity than by compromise. Between

vision and outcome lies a crucial zone of translation: the everyday strategies through

which temples navigate linguistic and cultural barriers, engage with diverse audiences,

and make themselves legible in the American public sphere. These strategies—

bilingual communication, ritual design, and outreach programming—not only

function as tools for achieving an institutional vision, but also act as a bridge when

ideal visions meet the constraints of lived reality.

In this process, individual agency emerges as a decisive force. Monastics are

not passive vessels of institutional vision; they make micro-level decisions about how

to explain karma in accessible terms, whether to modify ritual procedures to fit local

conditions, and how to respond to unexpected ethical questions during Q&A sessions.

Lay agents likewise do more than transmit heritage Buddhism or implement pre-

existing plans—they are active cultural producers, engaging in a bottom-up process of

absorbing and rearticulating Buddhist values alongside American cultural norms. My

own presence as both ethnographer and partial insider also became part of this
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dynamic: as a listener, translator, and writer, I participated in shaping how Chinese

Buddhism was interpreted in public settings, actively contributing to its reframing

within the American cultural landscape.

Material and social contexts also operate as active agents in this negotiation.

Physical environments—from cramped stairwells in Manhattan’s Chinatown to

multipurpose university classrooms—actively shape the accessibility, tone, and moral

framing of religious life. Neighborhood contexts and unforeseen encounters, whether

with tourists, unhoused individuals, or interfaith visitors, generate new forms of

engagement, tension, and meaning. In this way, buildings and communities are not

passive backdrops; they directly shape how Buddhism is enacted and perceived,

constraining certain practices while opening space for new ones.

Within these shifting landscapes, soft power emerges not as an automatic

extension of lineage, state affiliation, or national discourse, but as a lived and

relational practice. It is built incrementally through the consistent embodiment of

coherent moral worlds, affective resonance, and credibility in the eyes of participants.

Chung Tai succeeds not because of slogans, but because its monastics and lay leaders

enact a rational, ethical, and emotionally attuned religious world across both ritual and

pedagogical spaces. By contrast, when institutional vision is fragmented—as in

Fawang Temple’s reliance on short-term monastic rotations and absence of internal

consensus—soft power weakens. The temple’s symbolic proximity to the Chinese

state, despite the absence of explicit political discourse, further undermines public

trust. The sharp contrast between Chung Tai and Fawang Temple—specifically, why

Chung Tai’s monastics are able to establish a coherent vision while Fawang Temple’s

monastics are not—can be traced, in part, to the differing political systems of their

homelands. In Taiwan, monastics are free to choose among a range of Buddhist
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organizations, and joining Chung Tai, for instance, typically reflects agreement with

its particular ethos and institutional mission. In mainland China, by contrast, although

monastics may formally affiliate with different temples, they remain within the

broader framework of state-regulated Buddhism. As such, affiliation with a specific

monastery often signals a general commitment to Buddhism, rather than alignment

with a clearly defined institutional vision. Ultimately, soft power does not reside in

policy documents or official rhetoric, but in the moral coherence and emotional trust

generated through lived practice. Where such coherence is absent or inconsistent,

even well-resourced institutions struggle to persuade; where it is sustained, even

modest temples can become effective agents of cultural diplomacy.

8.1 Contribution

This thesis has examined how Chinese and Taiwanese Buddhist organizations

engage with the American religious landscape through a complex interplay of

institutional vision, local adaptation, and individual agency. Across the cases studied,

Buddhism does not simply travel intact across borders; it is reassembled through

everyday negotiations—between global aspirations and local constraints, between

institutional orthodoxy and individual interpretation, and between state-linked

discourse and lived religious practice. These encounters reveal that transnational

Buddhism is a process of co-production, continually shaped by the affective labor,

moral reasoning, unexpected encounters, local contexts, and strategic creativity of

those who live it.

Monastics and lay practitioners alike emerge not as passive recipients of

institutional agendas but as active agents who mediate between religious ideals and

social realities. Their improvisations constitute the very texture of Buddhism’s

American presence. Through these micro-level judgments and affective engagements,
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lofty visions—whether articulated by institutions or states—are translated into

everyday acts of care, persuasion, and meaning-making. Also, local contexts and

accents cannot be viewed merely as backdrops; rather, they actively generate new

forms of engagement, tension, and interpretation.

Ultimately, this study engages ethnographically with Ashiwa and Wank’s

argument that the Chinese state seeks to use Buddhism as a tool of cultural soft power.

It explores how this form of soft power is lived in practice, demonstrating that

influence through Buddhism does not automatically follow from policy discourse.

Rather, it is co-produced, negotiated, and reinterpreted by institutions, individual

actors, and local contexts. The central question, therefore, is not who speaks for

Buddhism abroad, but whose Buddhism can be preserved while adapted—and whose

Buddhism people are willing to follow.

8.2 Future Directions

Future research could extend this comparative framework to Tibetan Buddhist

institutions, which operate under markedly different historical and political conditions.

Unlike state-linked Chinese or democratic Taiwanese cases, Tibetan Buddhism’s

global presence is shaped by exile, statelessness, and the moral authority of political

victimhood. Its soft power draws on philosophical appeal, ritual distinctiveness, the

charismatic authority of leaders such as the Dalai Lama, and narratives of cultural

survival that resonate internationally. Investigating Tibetan Buddhist centers in the

United States would allow for a three-way comparison of Chinese, Taiwanese, and

Tibetan approaches to adaptation and influence. Such research could reveal how

varying combinations of political context, institutional autonomy, and moral capital

produce different strategies for building trust, authority, and cultural resonance in

diaspora.
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In addition, future research might examine how transnational adaptations of

Chinese Buddhism—and the individual actors involved and participated in these

transformations—are perceived by their home temples in the PRC. The locally

reinterpreted practices discussed in this study—while shaped by the moral and

cultural complexities of the American context—exist in implicit dialogue with

mainland institutions operating within a sociopolitical framework that emphasizes

orthodoxy and alignment with the state. Examining this tension would illuminate the

power dynamics and interpretive negotiations that structure the global circulation of

Chinese Buddhism.
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