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Nuns of China: Part 1
The Main Land

Prior to the Cultural Revolution, there were
thousands of Buddhist temples and hundreds of
thousands Buddhist monks and nuns in china. It
has been generally accepted that there were
500,000 temples and three million monks and
nuns. It is also Known that the communist
condemnation and suppression of Buddhism as
well as of other religions in china began as early
as 1920 By 1956, however, the establistment of
the chinese buddhist Academy,several centers for
training of sangha, and the restoration of the
Buddhist Publication Society brought a fresh
impetus to Buddhism. Before long, though, the
cultural Revolution occurred and many Buddhist
temples and nunneries were converted into
factories.or warehouses. Buddhist monks and
nuns were compelled to work in factories or
engage in agricultural activities Since the crushing
of the gang of Four, Buddhist activities have
resumed and Buddhist temples, monasteries, and
nunneries are being restored with the aid of
government grants. wherever buildings have been
restored, religious observances as well as training
centers for monks and nuns have started.
Provincial Buddhist associations have been
reactivated as well.

| was Privileged to visit china in september
1984 as part of a study lecture tour of several
countries in Asia. In china, | visited Buddhist
temples and nunneries in Beijing, shanghai,
Nanjing, and canton the largest nunnery | visited
in china was the Zi Xiu Nunnery in shanghai. The
shanghai Buddhist Association had arranged my
visit to this nunnery, and my chinese guide and
interpreter, an associate professor at the Institute
of contemporary. International Relations, Beijing,
accompanied me. As we arrived, we saw at a
distance a crowd of about one hundred men and
women who had gathered at the entrance to the
temple to welcome us. The abbess of the temple,
the serior nuns, and the chairperson and office
bearess of the shanghai Buddhist Associasion
were all in front. | was struck by the deep warmth
shown to me. The abbess, her eyes beaming with
joy, said to me in chinese,"we have opened our
nunnery to a visitor for the first time in eighteen
years."

—_9c e

- Dr.Hema Goonatilake

we were us hered into the main Buddha hall
of the temple and then into an assembly hall where
we were treated to a grand Chinese tea with a
wide variety of sweets. This was followed by a
discussion with nuns, office bearers, members of
the Shanghai Buddhist Association, and lay
devotees.

| gathered that this temple was founded by
a nun one hundred years ago and that now four
generations of nuns have, lived there. During the
Cultural Revolution, the nunnnery was turned into
a ware house and the nuns were compelled to
work in factories or . go to the countryside to do
farm work. The older ones who have since restored
the nunnery said proudly that they had practiced
the Dhamma while living in their country side
homes and growing their own food. some others
had given up robes. The oldest of the fifteen who
had returned was eighty-six years old and was in
delicate health. she was being cared for by the
younger nuns. The abbess of the temple was
seventy-three years old and had become a nun at
the age of twenty. The eleputy head of the temple
was seventy four years old and had been given to
the temple at the age of two years, since her
Parents had too many children to support. The nun
who was a teacher and the head of the training
school for nuns was seventy nine years old.

Of the twenty-six nuns residing in the
nunnery, eleven had entered the order after the
nunnery was restored in 1982. Their ages ranged
from eighteen to twenty-eight years. They all
belonged to farming or working class families.
One Common Characteristic they all shared was
that they had been strongly influenced by their
deeply religious parents or grand parents. Three
among them had even closer Connections with
the Buddhist clergy: one nun"s aunt was a nun;
another had two brothers who were monks; the
third had been brought up by a nun.

The trainee nuns at the school are given a
two-year training course, consisting primarily of
Buddhist texts, chinese language, chinese history,
and meditation. The course began in September
1982 and was schedule to finish at the end of
september 1984. Upon Completion of the course,
the nuns were to leave for various temples around
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the country. Another group was scheduled to begin
their training at the end of September. Students
were recruited for the course after being given a
preliminary test in the Dhamma.

At the end of the discussion, we were taken
upstairs into the teaching- lecture hall where | gave
a talk | described the situation of the sri lankan
dasasil matas (ten precept nuns) today, different
aspects of the controversy over the restoration of
the bhikkhuni 'order, and the historical role the Sri
Lankan bhikkhunis had played in china with regard
to the transmission of higher ordination to chinese
bhikkhunis in 433 A.D.

New interest in the issue. was seen after
the visit of the sri lankan minister of cultural Affairs
in 1985 to china, where he gained first-hand
knowledge of an unbroken lineage of the bhikkhuni.
older, and following his subsequent invitation to
bhikkhus and scholars to submit their views on the
subject. since them periodic discussions have
taken place in the subject. since them periodic
discussions have taken place in the sri lankan
media focucing on the initial establisnment of the
higher ordination in china by sri lankan nuns, and
the possibility. of reviring. The bhikkhuni order in
sri lankan by having sri lankan nuns receive
ordinanion from chinese bhikkhunis.

During this talk | noticed that some of the
members of the audience were deeply moved.
several asked questions Concerning ancient sri
Lankan-chinese Buddhist Connections and the
possibility of renewing. Bhikkhuni Sangha links
between china and sri lanka.

over the two days | spent at this nunnery, it
was interesting to observe the nuns' religious
activities and their interactions with the lay
community. In the afternoons lay people
occasionally came into the temple, where they
chanted or prayed for a few minutes and also
spoke with the nuns in a friendly manner, on
holidays, the nuns said , the temple was
crowded.

following these two days at Zi Xiu Nunnery
in shanghai, I next traveled to Nanjing. The
nunnery | Visited there was in the process of being
restored. A large building complex was in the final
phase of completing its construction. The nineteen
resident nuns and novices were occupying two
rooms in a dilapidated building in the meanwhile
Adjoining their living. quarters was a shrine room
with Buddha images where religious Ceremonies
were observed.
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Here too, we were received warmly and
treated to a formal tea, followed by a discussion
in which all nuns and novices participated over two
hours had passed when a bell rang at 3.15 p.M.
sharp and all the nuns and novices, except the
abbess, moved into the shrine room and began
the afternoon service, walking in procession, they
made offering of food to the Buddhas while
chanting. The ritual took about forty-five minutes.
we spent the whole afternoon. there, some of the
time in the company of the abbess who was
supervising every detail of the construction work
and some of the time observing the novices who
swept the sprawling garden, carried pails of water,
and cleaned utensils in addition to their religious
activities.

The abbess. of this nunnery was Seventy-
two years old. she had been living there from the
age of six, when she became a novice. she had
to leave the nunnery along with the other nuns in
1966 when the nunnery was converted into a
factory. she lived with her sister in the country side
from 1966. t01972, Then went to live with a group
of nuns in another nunnery. that had been restored.
It was only in 1981 that she was able to resturn to
this nunnery and begin the restoration work. of the
nineteen residents in this nunnery, twelve were
fully ordained nuns, the others novices. some
novices still had not shaved thier heads. They said
they would continue with unshaven heads for a bit
longer as a test of commitment to see whether
they could be lifelong nuns.

The next nunnery. | visited was in Beijing.
It was also being restored at that time and only six
nuns were in residence. The activities and
atmosphere of this nunnery were similar to those
of the nunnery in Nanjing. one of the major reasons
for both boys and girls joining the order, before
the communists came to power, was poverty in
families with large numbers of children.
circumstances compelled the parents to hand over
a child to the temple so that they had one less
mouth to feed. Another motivating factor for
encouraging the children to enter the order
(especially on the part of the parents) may have
been the chinese belief that the ordination of a son
or daughter would relieve seven generations of
the ordained child's family from suffering, a
common belief in many Buddhist Countries An
effort is now being made in china to maintain a
minimum age requirement of eighteen years are
those wishing to enter the order, to ensure that
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young people are prepared to make a genuine
spiritual Commitment,

Most of the nuns whom | hed the opportunity
to meet either had been brought up in a Buddhist
environment or had experienced spiritual a
wakening,even if they had been give to the temple
at a young age. | also came across several cases
of women joining the order after having lost interest
in woredly life following the death of a husband or
a child, or after the failure of a marriage or love
affair.

In many discussions | had during my three-
week stay in china, strong commitment to
maintaining ordination was emphasi zed as a key
qualification for a nun or a monk. They categorically
stated that theirs is a lifetime commitment unlike
the situation in Thailand, for example, and that
those who could not keep the rigorous discipline
were discouraged from entering the order.

| noticed deep enthusiasm in all the monks,
nuns and lay people | met at temples and
nunneries. Although every nunnery | visited had a
temple run by the nuns and was patronized by
Buddhists in the area, the temples run by monks
appeared to be better patronized and organized.
some of the Buddhist temples | visited in Beijing,
Nanjing, Shanghai and Canton were hives of
activity, with religious care monies well attended
by both men and women. (5) The ratio of young
devotees to old, however, was low: approximately
one to ten.

since reinstatement of a certain amount of
religious freedom,state patronage of Buddhism is
evident at several levels. First, goverment grants
are being. given for the restoration of Buddhist
temples and nunneries. Second, religious faiths
are being given representation at major decision-
making.bodies with the result that monks and nuns
are being elected as representalives to the political
consultative conference.

The Compiling and printing of the Chinese
Tripitaka, which contains 23,000 volumes of
Buddhist texts, has begun and is expected to be
completed by 1994. Centers for printing and
distributing Buddhist sutras have appeared in
different parts of the country. The activities of the
chin Ling Buddhist Text society have resumed, and
the publication and distribution of classics of the
different Buddhist schools have began again.
Training schools for monks and nuns have also
been established in several provinces.

China has had strong cultural ties with

_Qog

countries in the region, especially with India and

sri lanka, from as early as the first century A.D(7)

My interactions with the heads of buddhist temples

and deans of Buddhist institutions revealed that

they are eager to re-establish cultural ties once
again, particularly the Bhikkhunis shangha links
between china and Sri-Lanka.

(1) Martha Sentnor, "statistical Figures on the
order of Bhikkhunis in china, New york,
1985.

(2) Owing to lack of time, | was not able to visit
the provinces better known for Buddhist
activity in general and for Buddhist nuns in
particular. These include the provinuces better
known for Buddist activity in general and for
Buddhist nuns in particular.These include the
provinces of sichuan, fujian, Hubei, and
shanzi. All those of whom | inquried about
bhikkhunis. referred to the famous scholars
nun, Long Lien, who was seventy-three years
old and resided in the chendo nunnery on Mt.
ome in sichuan Province. Herbook on
Madnyamika was also mentioned by same of
my repondents, and it appeared that she
commanded the highest respect in the entire
country among contemporary bhikkhunis. |
also gathered that Bhikkhuni Long Lien and
seme of her colleagues had been permitted to
remain behind in the nunnery during the
cultural revolution, but were compelled to grow
their own food.

(3) This has also been one of the reasons for
joining the order in certain other countries like
Sri Lanka.

(4) In Srilanka, however, it is believed that only a
son's ordination will bring this advantage.

(5) Expections are certain historical Buddhist
places, such as the Guangxiao Temple, abode
Hui Neng, the Sixth Patriarch of Zen Buddhism
in china, which have been restored and are
being maintained chiefly as museums

(6) Speech delivered at the fourteenth Conference
of the world Fellowship of Buddhists by Mr.
chao Puchu, head of the chinese Buddhist
delegation, Colombo,1984.

(7) See w 'pacuow' Ancient cultural Relations
Between Ceylon and china,"

University of ceylon Revied, Vol.XI, No.3.
and 4, and Hema Goonatilake, The Impact of some
Mahayana Cenleptson Sri lankan Buddhism,Ph.D
thesis, University of London, 1974.
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