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On	Vinaya	Master	Hongyi’s	Engagement	with	Vinaya	

	
	

The	radiant	adamantine	precepts	are	the	source	of	all	buddhas,	they	are	the	
source	of	all	bodhisattvas,	they	are	the	seeds	of	buddha	nature.	
光明金剛寶戒、是一切佛本源、一切菩薩本源、佛性種子。	

-	Fanwang	jing	

	

When	we	write	or	talk	about	the	Buddhist	monk	Hongyi	(1880-1942,	better	

known	to	some	by	his	lay	name,	Li	Shutong),	often	we	begin	with	a	list	of	his	multi-

faceted	talents	and	accomplishments,	mainly	the	very	visible	activities	of	the	first	half	of	

his	life,	in	which	he	strikes	a	conspicuously	romantic	figure:	painter	and	modern	artist,	

poet,	song-writer,	teacher,	revolutionary,	stage	actor,	seal	engraver	and	calligrapher,	

and	so	forth.	All	these	fragmented	slivers	somehow	amalgamate	to	form	one	single	and	

perhaps	not	quite	believable	human	being,	an	impossibly	talented	man	who	existed	in	

time	and	now	most	certainly	exists	as	a	kind	of	mythically	constructed	figure	of	cultural	

imagination,	made	ever	famous	by	movies,	stage	dramas,	all	manner	of	written	

representations,	and	the	circulation	of	his	calligraphy	(including	many	fakes,	at	very	high	

prices)	within	a	global	art	market.	Of	course,	Hongyi	also	was	a	monk	who	became	well-

known	among	his	peers	for	his	self-transformation	through	discipline	and	devotion,	by	

which	according	to	their	evaluation	he	became	an	exemplar	of	Buddhist	human	values.	

This	aspect	folds	back	into	all	the	others	to	produce	a	certain	piquant	flavor	within	

imagined	realities.	
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Many	scholars	focus	on	one	sliver	or	another	of	his	experience	and	

accomplishments,	and	magnify	that	element	into	a	conception	of	his	person.	Art	

historians	seem	to	focus	on	his	engagement	with	modernity	in	the	visual	spheres,	while	

those	interested	in	music	consider	not	only	his	compositional	skills	in	creating	songs	that	

became	widely	popular	in	China,	some	of	which	are	still	sung	today,	even	by	

schoolchildren,	but	also	recognize	that	remarkably	he	is	the	individual	who	introduced	

Beethoven	to	a	Chinese	audience	in	the	early	1900s	(to	be	clear,	it	was	a	notion	of	

Beethoven	and	his	music,	characterized	in	an	essay	and	portrait	drawing	published	in	his	

pioneering	music	magazine,	rather	than	performance	of	the	music	itself).	Buddhists	may	

fixate	on	one	or	another	of	his	accomplishments,	for	example	his	role	as	a	vinaya	

master.	He	has	been	considered	both	a	master	of	vinaya	literature	–	the	literature	of	

monastic	regulations	–	and	a	master	of	individual	monastic	behavior,	which	is	to	say	a	

mastery	of	setting	those	regulations	into	a	coherent	way	of	life,	seen	in	daily	activities.	

	 It	is	very	easy	to	trivialize	this	complicated	man	by	limiting	consideration	to	one	

or	another	of	these	categories,	and	also	it	is	very	easy	to	romanticize	him	as	a	kind	of	

non-human	human,	a	mythic	being	who	is	larger	than	life.	In	this	essay,	I	want	to	set	out	

and	then	reflect	on	some	of	Hongyi’s	extensive	engagements	with	what	we	term	vinaya,	

understood	here	in	a	broad	sense,	as	will	be	discussed	below.	I	want	to	assert	from	the	

start	that	the	man	whom	we	call	Hongyi	was	exceptionally	complex	and	most	certainly	

multi-dimensional,	and	he	existed	in	time,	which	means	that	even	if	we	think	of	him	as	a	

stable	figure,	fixed	in	memory	as	one	thing	or	another,	he	was	a	man	in	the	midst	of	

change.	Thus,	if	one	quotes	“Hongyi”	on	some	matter,	it	is	essential	to	be	aware	that	



	 4	

this	was	a	man	in	the	midst	of	dynamic	transformation,	so	the	Hongyi	of	1920	is	not	

quite	the	same	man	as	the	Hongyi	of	1940,	even	if	they	are	part	of	the	same	mental	

energy	continuum.	(This	is	blatantly	obvious,	of	course;	thank	you	for	bearing	with	me.	I	

respond	here	to	a	certain	kind	of	traditional	or	devotionalist	scholarship	that	evens	out	

the	changes	to	produce	a	fixed	picture	of	this	complex	man,	in	the	same	bizarre	way	

that	one	sometimes	may	find	complex	figures	such	as	Ouyi	Zhixu	stabilized	as	bearing	

equally	authoritative	voice	across	their	lives.)	Even	if	this	essay	does	not	fully	treat	all	of	

Hongyi’s	vinaya	engagements,	nor	any	of	them	completely	within	the	broad	range	of	his	

activities	and	mental	developments,	I	think	of	him	as	a	highly	textured	individual,	not	

simply	as	the	“Vinaya	Master”	who	did	nothing	else	but	that.		

I	hope	I	can	avoid	those	extremes	as	I	consider	Hongyi’s	vinaya	engagements.	

While	these	engagements	brought	forward	much	of	significance	to	the	Chinese	Buddhist	

institution	of	his	time	(and	into	the	present)	and	they	benefited	many	individuals,	

including	his	close	associates	and	disciples,	they	also	played	a	role	in	saving	his	own	life.	

I	trust	it	is	not	demeaning,	in	thinking	about	this	fascinating	man	of	recent	times,	to	say	

that	the	concentrated	drive	to	save	his	own	life	enabled	him	also	to	help	others.	This	

point	of	focused	will	–	the	need	to	save	himself,	and	the	wish	also	to	save	others	–	was	

at	the	center	of	his	adult	life,	it	seems	to	me.	It	is	consideration	of	that	central	issue,	in	

relation	to	vinaya,	that	animates	this	essay,	where	I	seek	as	best	I	can	to	think	about	

some	elements	of	Hongyi	as	a	person,	beyond	the	myths.	

	 If	we	go	to	his	deathbed,	in	1942	Quanzhou,	what	we	might	hear	is	a	quavering	

chanting	of	bodhisattva	vows	to	aid	all	beings,	as	framed	within	a	verse	from	the	
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Huayan	jing.	It	is	this	verse	that	Hongyi	asked	his	attendant	to	recite	with	him	as	he	was	

dying,	and	then	by	Hongyi’s	request	it	was	recited	again	a	week	later	by	the	monastics	

and	laypersons	gathered	to	witness	the	cremation	of	his	body.	We	start	at	the	end	

because	in	those	final	moments	a	thoughtful	person	may	pare	things	down	to	their	

essentials.	Beyond	recitation	of	the	name	of	Amitabha,	this	is	how	Hongyi	used	his	last	

bit	of	energy,	and	this	is	what	he	asked	others	to	do	in	his	memory.	These	vows	came	

out	of	the	mind	ground	established	and	stabilized	by	his	life-long	concerns	with	

bodhisattva	precepts,	a	key	issue	examined	in	this	paper.	

	 In	the	essay	that	follows,	I	would	like	to	consider	three	intersecting	threads:	

Hongyi’s	initial	vinaya	studies	in	the	years	directly	after	entering	the	Order,	mainly	about	

monastic	rules	and	how	to	be	a	monk;	his	later	concerns	with	ordination	procedures	and	

bodhisattva	precepts;	and	finally	his	concerns	with	bodhisattva	vows.		

	 Before	I	proceed,	though,	it	is	important	to	reflect	back	to	all	the	categories	of	

accomplishment	by	which	Hongyi	now	might	be	known	–	artist,	composer,	etc.	–	and	

add	one	more	striking	point:	through	his	Vinaya	studies,	he	became	an	accomplished	

scholar.	Although	he	certainly	had	studied	many	things	in	depth	prior	to	becoming	a	

monk,	I	do	not	know	if	any	of	those	programs	of	study	presaged	this	transformation	into	

the	kind	of	scholar	that	might	in	some	ways	fit	a	research	university-based	model,	in	

which	there	are	some	clear	criteria	considered	basic	for	advanced	scholarly	work.	

	 Making	Vinaya	his	special	field	of	study,	he	exerted	considerable	effort	to	obtain,	

study,	and	analyze	a	broad	range	of	texts	that	represented	all	the	Vinaya	lineages	

historically	known	in	China.	Where	necessary,	he	obtained	texts	from	Japan	that	no	
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longer	could	be	found	easily	in	China.	Comparing	these	various	Vinaya	traditions,	he	

concluded	that	the	Nanshan	Lü	was	most	appropriate	for	his	time	and	place,	and	he	

then	set	out	to	master	it,	even	making	formal	vows	to	do	so.	He	proceeded	in	

systematic	ways,	following	various	themes	and	questions.	The	results	of	his	powerful	

studies	were	expressed	in	three	ways:	

In	writings,	he	sought	to	provide	clear	summaries	of	crucial	matters	treated	in	the	

Nanshan	Lü	literature,	sometimes	using	diagrams	to	organize	and	communicate	

complicated	materials.	He	wrote	in	two	distinctly	different	registers,	depending	on	

subject	matter	and	audience:	a	concise	and	elevated	mode	and	a	more	accessible	mode.	

In	lectures,	for	which	we	have	records	in	manuscript	form	(Hongyi’s	lecture	notes	

and	transcripts	made	by	disciples,	usually	corrected	and	revised	by	Hongyi),	again	he	

presented	materials	in	those	two	modes,	depending	on	the	audience.	

In	daily	life,	he	sought	to	embody	what	he	studied.	For	Hongyi,	Vinaya	was	not	

merely	another	form	of	abstract	material	available	for	processing,	it	was	foundational	

for	his	life,	and	he	encouraged	others	as	well	to	live	within	its	bounds,	even	to	the	point	

of	making	group	vows	with	fellow	clerics.	

	

2.	Early	years	as	a	Buddhist,	and	an	ordination	problem.	

	 Accounts	of	Li	Shutong’s	powerful	encounter	with	Buddhist	life	at	age	thirty-six	

and	his	subsequent	entrance	into	the	Order	at	age	thirty-eight	(taking	on	the	names	

Hongyi	and	Yanyin)	are	well-known	and	acutely	romanticized.	Whatever	the	

circumstances,	it	is	clear	that	the	course	of	his	life	changed	dramatically	through	the	
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experiences	of	those	two	years.	In	the	eyes	of	some,	what	is	truly	interesting	about	him	

came	to	a	premature	end.	In	the	eyes	of	others,	it	was	the	pivot	point	that	launched	him	

toward	an	unexpected	greatness.	And	for	others,	it	was	one	more	fascinating	chapter	in	

a	life	that	was	all	his	own.	I	have	written	at	length	from	somewhat	different	angles	

about	these	matters	in	three	previous	publications,	so	here	I	will	make	an	effort	to	focus	

on	elements	that	seem	relevant	to	Hongyi’s	subsequent	interest	in	vinaya	(with	some	

brief	but	necessary	overlap	with	those	previous	accounts).1	

	 Li	Shutong	by	his	mid-thirties	had	achieved	great	renown	for	his	multi-talented	

achievements	in	the	arts,	as	a	song-writer/composer,	calligrapher	and	painter,	seal	

carver	and	woodblock	printmaker,	poet,	essayist,	dramatist,	and	even	advertising	man,	

with	his	cartoons	for	products.	Born	into	a	very	traditional	environment	and	private	

student	at	a	young	age	of	classic	texts	and	seal	script	calligraphy,	as	a	young	man	he	

made	a	significant	turn	toward	the	modern,	together	with	many	of	the	leading	figures	of	

his	generation,	and	cultivated	this	learning	with	vigorous	studies	in	Japan	as	a	student	of	

oil	painting	in	the	Imperial	Arts	School	in	the	early	years	of	the	twentieth	century.	In	

Japan,	he	also	learned	to	play	piano,	was	active	in	pioneering	Chinese-language	stage	

presentations	of	western	melodramas,	and	he	produced	a	short-lived	Chinese-language	

magazine	about	music	(mainly	European	music).	His	final	graduation	project	in	oil	
																																																								
1	“Master	Hongyi	Looks	Back:	A	Modern	Man	Becomes	a	Monk	in	Twentieth-Century	
China,”	in	Buddhism	in	the	Modern	World,	Steven	Heine	and	Charles	S.	Prebish,	eds.	
(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2003),	75-124;	“The	Deathbed	Image	of	Master	
Hongyi,”	in	The	Buddhist	Dead:	Practices,	Discourses,	Representation,	Bryan	J.	Cuevas	
and	Jacqueline	I.	Stone,	eds.	(Honolulu:	University	of	Hawaii	Press,	2007),	175-207;	and	
“Two	Turns	in	the	Life	of	Master	Hongyi,	A	Buddhist	Monk	in	Twentieth-Century	China,”	
in	Making	Saints	in	Modern	China,	David	Ownby,	Vincent	Goossaert,	and	Ji	Zhe,	eds.	
(New	York:	Oxford	University	Press,	2017),	161-208.	
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painting,	mandated	for	all	students	as	a	self-portrait,	displayed	a	sure	and	compelling	

command	of	the	French	painting	styles	of	the	late	nineteenth-century	that	his	Japanese	

teachers	had	learned	in	Paris.	(The	British	art	historian	Craig	Clunas,	in	a	recent	public	

lecture	in	London	at	Gresham	College	on	early	twentieth-century	Chinese	painting,	used	

this	painting	as	the	poster	image	for	his	talk	and	compared	Li’s	self-portrait	in	a	

favorable	way	to	the	work	of	Seurat.)	With	a	wife	and	children	based	in	the	Li	family	

home	in	Tianjin,	he	returned	to	China	in	1911	with	also	a	Japanese	wife.	

	 His	life	in	China	became	very	complicated.	The	family’s	wealth,	based	on	salt	

monopolies	and	finance,	had	taken	an	adverse	turn,	and	Li	picked	up	various	jobs	mainly	

in	Shanghai	–	art	teacher,	newspaper	literary	supplement	editor,	etc.	–	to	support	

himself	and	his	dependents.	This	eventually	resolved	in	a	long-term	college-level	

teaching	position	at	an	important	outpost	of	modern	education	set	in	Hangzhou,	where	

he	taught	music,	art,	and	literature	to	young	men	of	Zhejiang.	There	seemed	to	be	

mounting	confusion	and	stress	in	his	life,	which	affected	his	health	and	led	to	his	self-

diagnosis	of	shenjing	shuairuo	(“neurasthenia,”	understood	as	a	medical	condition	of	

modernity,	also	with	ties	to	traditional	Chinese	medical	notions	of	kidney	depletion).	It	

was	in	seeking	a	cure	to	his	dilemma,	framed	as	a	physical	condition,	that	Li	Shutong	

took	refuge	in	a	monastery	at	Hupao	near	Hangzhou’s	West	Lake	in	order	to	undergo	a	

progressive	fast	said	in	a	Japanese	magazine	to	work	wonders	for	this	particular	

condition.	This	was	not	a	religious	retreat,	simply	quiet	seclusion	for	the	sake	of	his	

health.	There	in	the	monastery	Li	Shutong	observed	and	then	met	a	monk	whom	he	

admired,	and	suddenly,	fairly	rapidly,	he	turned	his	life	towards	Buddhist	worlds.	In	the	
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space	of	less	than	two	years	he	was	to	live	in	that	same	monastery	as	a	novice	monk,	

and	then	soon	afterwards	he	received	the	full	complement	of	monastic	precepts	at	the	

major	ordination	site	in	Hangzhou,	the	Lingyin	si,	and	was	fully	established	as	a	Buddhist	

monk	within	the	Chinese	system.	

	 If	we	look	to	this	period,	we	can	see	a	few	elements	that	may	be	significant	for	

Hongyi’s	later	interests	in	vinaya.	For	all	the	richness	of	his	accomplishments,	one	

senses	that	in	mid-life	Li	Shutong	in	some	ways	seemed	to	be	careening	in	multiple	

directions.	The	core	of	his	inner	life,	it	seemed,	pressed	upon	a	kind	of	undesirable	

hollowness.	In	his	remembrance	of	the	time	that	he	fasted	at	Hupao,	he	writes	with	

astonishment	at	how	happy	the	monk	he	encountered	seemed	to	be,	something	rarely	

seen.	If	nothing	else,	this	astonishment	points	to	Li’s	own	pervasive	unhappiness,	which	

he	made	palatable	by	viewing	it	as	an	element	of	a	self-diagnosed		illness.	In	this	regard,	

in	the	years	prior	to	the	Hupao	experience,	Li	is	remarkable	in	his	constant	shifting	of	

identity.	We	see	this	in	photographs,	a	flickering	set	of	changes	in	self-presentation	–	

here	a	Chinese	scholar,	there	a	Western	gentleman,	and	there	somewhere	in	between;	

we	see	this	in	the	rapid	instability	of	his	calligraphic	expression,	a	facility	with	multiple	

styles	but	not	yet	a	style	of	his	own;	and	we	see	this	in	the	extraordinary	number	of	

names	that	he	chooses	to	use,	changing	them	again	and	again,	at	least	once	announcing	

the	change	to	his	friends	via	postal	card,	with	a	photo	of	himself	on	the	reverse.	If	

nothing	else,	vinaya	is	about	guidelines	and	order,	an	articulated	and	non-negotiable	

mode	of	behavior,	something	one	could	abide	within	and	find	both	tranquility	and	
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security.	To	become	a	monk	and	live	within	these	bounds	provides	a	certain	kind	of	

solution	to	the	spiraling	patterns	of	his	life.	

	 During	the	short	period	between	the	Hupao	fast	and	becoming	a	monk,	Li	

Shutong	was	studying	with	particular	concentration	the	work	of	the	17th-century	

Confucian	thinker	Liu	Zongchou,	who	focuses	on	both	ethics	(proper	behavior)	and	

qualities	of	human	nature.	This	philosophical	study	was	good	background	for	his	

advance	into	Buddhist	writings	on	such	matters,	and	it	makes	clear	that	questions	of	

ethics	were	on	his	mind	before	he	entered	the	Order,	before	he	began	the	vinaya	

studies	for	which	he	later	became	well	known.	When	he	entered	the	monastery,	among	

the	few	things	of	value	that	he	gave	his	young	student	(later	to	become	disciple	and	

close	friend)	Feng	Zikai,	at	that	time	just	on	the	verge	of	twenty,	was	his	personal	

archive	of	family	photographs.	Feng	very	carefully	preserved	them,	so	that	we	now	have	

a	visual	window	into	some	elements	of	Li	Shutong’s	early	years.	In	addition,	and	this	is	

not	unimportant,	he	inscribed	his	personal	copy	of	Liu	Zongchou’s	major	work	and	gave	

it	to	Feng	Zikai	for	his	own	edification.	In	Hongyi’s	writings	and	transcribed	lectures,	it	is	

not	unusual	to	find	quotes	from	Confucian	texts;	such	works	and	their	ethical	concerns	

formed	a	significant	part	of	his	intellectual	formation	and	were	never	abandoned,	even	

if	he	was	firmly	committed	to	a	Buddhist	path	(textual	fragments	from	the	Lunyu	even	

appeared	in	Hongyi’s	dreams	late	in	life	to	inspire	him	and	urge	him	forward	in	self-

examination).	

	 In	those	two	years	between	the	Hupao	fast	and	entrance	to	the	monastery,	Li	

Shutong’s	Buddhist	engagement	seemed	to	have	a	threefold	approach.	Here	I	rely	as	
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much	on	Hongyi’s	own	remembrances	of	this	period	as	on	any	other	documents.	First,	

he	had	a	devotional	side.	By	his	account,	he	set	up	a	small	altar	with	images	of	Dizang	

and	Guanyin	in	his	living	quarters	in	Hangzhou	within	the	teachers’	residence,	and	he	

regularly	made	incense	offerings	there.	This	devotionalism,	which	remained	significant	

throughout	the	rest	of	his	life	and	I	think	is	key	to	understanding	Hongyi’s	personality,	at	

this	early	stage	was	set	in	relation	to	his	own	needs	and	also	in	memory	of	his	mother,	

who	had	died	over	a	decade	earlier,	in	the	year	preceding	his	departure	for	studies	in	

Japan.	This	mother-son	bond	had	been	particularly	strong,	perhaps	in	part	because	of	

the	father’s	very	early	death	and	the	junior	position	of	the	mother	within	a	four-wife	

household,	and	Li	very	regularly	chanted	sutras	and	invoked	bodhisattvas	in	order	to	

generate	merit	to	benefit	his	mother	wherever	she	might	be	(later	on,	the	merit	

generated	by	his	calligraphic	exercises	of	sutra	copies	often	was	dedicated	to	the	

deceased	parents	of	his	friends	and	acquaintances	–	Hongyi	as	part	of	his	Buddhist	

practices	was	deeply	embedded	in	the	filial	observances	that	thread	through	traditional	

Chinese	cultural	worlds).	

	 In	addition	to	those	two	intertwined	elements	(devotionalism	and	filiality),	Li	

studied	Buddhist	philosophical	texts	such	as	the	Arising	of	Trust	in	the	Great	Vehicle.	

There	he	showed	his	position	as	a	Chinese	intellectual	of	his	era,	for	this	is	the	Buddhist	

text	that	many	of	his	peers	studied	when	they	wanted	a	taste	of	Buddhism.	Because	

that	text	looks	to	issues	of	buddha-nature	(among	other	matters),	there	is	a	connection	

to	the	17th-century	Confucian	philosophical	works	that	he	also	had	been	studying.	Later	

on,	there	are	connections	to	the	Fanwang	jing	and	the	Huayan	jing	in	this	regard.	
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Importantly,	he	turned	to	the	philosopher	Ma	Yifu,	then	living	in	Hangzhou	beside	West	

Lake,	for	his	instruction.	While	Ma	Yifu	has	achieved	some	lasting	fame	as	a	Confucian	

thinker,	in	those	years	he	was	intensely	committed	to	Buddhist	studies.	Feng	Zikai	

recalls	accompanying	his	teacher	to	Ma’s	house,	and	doing	his	best	to	sit	

inconspicuously	while	the	two	elders	(in	relation	to	his	youthful	position)	spoke	at	

length	about	matters	that	were	entirely	outside	his	understanding.	

	 This	bond	with	Ma	Yifu	was	important	to	the	inception	of	Hongyi’s	vinaya	

studies,	because	it	was	Ma	who	gave	him	many	vinaya	texts	directly	after	he	had	

received	the	full	precepts.	Ma	Yifu	encouraged	him	to	make	this	a	special	study.	

	 It	is	here	that	we	can	begin	to	think	about	Hongyi’s	ordination,	which	was	

problematic,	and	his	concerns	about	ordination	procedures	in	China	in	his	era.	

Ordination	-	the	ritual	acceptance	of	a	full	complement	of	precepts	as	the	regulated	

procedure	of	attaining	full	status	within	the	Buddhist	monastic	Order	-	is	a	central	

concern	of	vinaya,	and	it	became	a	central	concern	of	Vinaya	Master	Hongyi.		

	 In	Hongyi’s	essay	that	recollects	the	circumstances	under	which	he	became	

interested	in	Buddhist	life,	took	refuge,	and	then	became	a	monk,	the	discussion	of	his	

ordination	takes	on	a	strange	cast,	one	that	is	self-critical	and	I	think	one	that	explains	

some	of	his	later	concerns	as	he	matured	in	his	new	way	of	life.		

Although	he	had	planned	to	spend	some	time	living	as	a	layperson	in	the	Hupao	

monastery	immediately	after	completing	the	spring	term	at	school,	and	expected	that	

he	would	eventually	become	a	monk	through	a	process	of	acculturation	and	weighed	

priorities,	at	the	urging	of	his	friend	and	teaching	colleague	Xia	Mianzun,	who	visited	
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him	at	Hupao	and	assessed	the	situation,	he	simply	entered	the	Order	immediately.	

Many	such	individuals	wait	a	year	or	two	before	going	through	the	rite	in	which	the	full	

complement	of	monastic	precepts	is	bestowed	and	accepted.	During	that	intermediary	

time,	typically	they	learn	the	basic	liturgies	and	other	elements	of	ordinary	monastery	

life	under	the	guidance	of	a	senior	monk.	They	might	also	learn	some	of	the	basics	of	

meditation	or	other	spiritual	techniques,	and	also	if	well	trained	they	will	be	introduced	

to	the	fifty-three	basic	mindfulness	exercises	(codified	in	the	late	Ming)	that	accompany	

such	fundamental	acts	of	daily	life	as	rising	from	one’s	bed,	washing	the	face,	going	

through	doors,	using	the	toilet,	going	to	sleep,	etc.	Perhaps	Hongyi	already	had	received	

much	of	this	preparatory	training2	–	that	is	not	discernable	from	the	available	

documents	–	but	whatever	his	knowledge	base	at	that	early	stage,	he	proceeded	very	

quickly	to	become	ordained,	having	investigated	his	options	and	choosing	to	go	through	

the	process	that	August	at	the	major	ordination	center	of	Lingyin	Monastery	in	

Hangzhou.	While	this	quick	route	was	not	absolutely	strange,	it	also	was	not	really	

conventional.	Of	course,	for	an	elite	man	to	become	a	Buddhist	monk	at	age	thirty-eight	

also	was	unusual,	and	that	is	a	factor	in	some	of	what	transpired.	The	senior	monk	

presiding	over	the	rite	was	Huiming,	an	illiterate	peasant	who	had	become	a	Chan	

master	and	was	well-known	for	his	unpretentious	wisdom.	Although	nominally	the	

																																																								
2	Because	Li	Shutong	often	visited	the	Hupao	monastery,	and	because	he	was	a	musician	
intently	interested	in	songs,	it	is	reasonable	to	assume	that	in	this	initial	period	as	an	
inquisitive	and	serious	layperson	he	also	learned	to	chant	much	of	the	basic	liturgy.	
Later	on	after	ordination,	with	fellow	monks	under	the	guidance	of	a	senior	figure,	he	
received	formal	training	in	the	use	of	musical	instruments	for	the	basic	liturgies.	
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abbot	of	Lingyin	si,	it	appears	that	there	also	was	an	administrative	abbot	who	was	

responsible	for	day-to-day	functions	of	the	community.	

Monastics	in	the	Republican	period	often	knew	little	about	the	full	extent	of	the	

monastic	rules	until	they	went	through	the	ordination	process	(a	process	where	they	

received	some	initial	training	and	then	went	through	the	ritual	procedures	through	

which	they	formally	accepted	monastic	precepts).	Just	as	Inquisition	records	show	that	

local	Catholics	in	16th-century	Spain	at	most	may	have	learned	a	few	prayers	to	the	

Virgin	Mary3,	I	suspect	that	such	elemental	recitations	as	the	Great	Compassion	Dharani	

(the	Dabei	zhou),	etc.,	may	have	formed	the	core	of	a	less-educated	novice	monk	or	

nun’s	liturgical	repertoire	prior	to	training	at	one	of	the	major	ordination	sites.	It	is	

ordinary	for	all	novices	seeking	ordination	to	live	together	for	a	set	period	of	time	at	the	

ordination	site,	during	which	they	receive	intensive	training	in	a	variety	of	matters	that	a	

new	monastic	ought	to	know,	including	the	basics	of	the	precepts	that	they	will	be	

accepting	as	the	guides	to	their	way	of	life.	To	live	together	breaks	down	individualistic	

barriers	(including	a	strong	sense	of	self	and	all	its	entitlements),	breaks	down	possible	

status	differences,	enables	the	more	able	members	(intellectually,	physically)	to	help	

those	weaker	than	them,	and	builds	a	kind	of	esprit	de	corps	that	may	bind	members	of	

an	“ordination	class”	and	establishes	a	foundation	for	a	future	monastic	career.		

	 Perhaps	he	had	carefully	studied	the	monastic	rules	at	Hupao,	or	while	he	was	

preparing	for	full	ordination	in	Hangzhou	at	Lingyinsi,	but	Hongyi’s	time	at	Lingyinsi	was	

strange	in	relation	to	formal	procedural	custom,	for	the	Lingyinsi	abbot	had	him	live	not	

																																																								
3	See	works	of	William	Christian,	Jr.	
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in	the	ordination	hall	along	with	his	“classmates,”	but	in	a	special	room	in	the	abbot’s	

hall,	separated	from	the	others.	While	the	great	Dharma	teacher	of	Lingyinsi,	the	elder	

monk	Huiming,	took	Hongyi	aside	and	gently	rebuked	him	for	setting	himself	apart,	

Hongyi	did	not	act	on	the	remonstrance	but	simply	stayed	put,	remaining	separate	from	

the	others,	taking	in	pre-ordination	classes	and	activities	as	he	chose,	strolling	about	at	

other	times.4	Thus,	he	displayed	a	kind	of	willful	stubbornness	associated	with	a	casual	

assumption	of	class	and	personal	privilege.	It	was,	it	seemed,	a	great	distance	from	

where	he	began	-	“the	great	artist-intellectual	of	the	highest	social	class”	who	entered	

the	Order	-	to	his	eventual	end,	as	one	widely	perceived	to	have	embodied	the	ideals	

and	actions	of	a	quintessentially	humble	monk.	

This	is	a	matter	that	Hongyi	wrote	about,	and	he	did	so	deliberately.	Asked	to	

prepare	an	essay	on	Buddhism	around	West	Lake,	instead	he	wrote	about	his	

experiences.	He	presents	a	striking	contrast	between	the	privileged	man	in	the	

monastery	and	the	humble,	uneducated,	acutely	ethical	and	astonishingly	generous	

elder	monk	(who,	as	Hongyi	recounts,	once	while	outside	the	monastery	removed	his	

trousers	to	give	to	an	itinerant	monk-beggar,	who	appeared	to	be	in	greater	need).	It	

seems	that	in	some	ways	Huiming	presented	a	model	of	who	the	newly	ordained	monk	

ought	to	become,	and	indeed	in	some	ways	that	was	achieved.	Ostensibly	writing	about	

himself,	Hongyi	devotes	one-third	of	this	essay	to	discussion	of	Huiming;	a	reasonable	

interpretation	is	that	he	was	highlighting	his	own	insufficiencies	at	that	early	stage	by	

placing	them	next	to	the	example	of	a	master	whom	he	admired.	
																																																								
4	in	memoirs,	also	see	“Hongyi	Looks	Back”	
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	 Hongyi	understood	through	his	studies	that	one	ought	to	take	the	precepts	as	

one’s	master	(yijie	weishi),	and	while	at	first	this	may	have	seemed	just	a	slogan,	after	a	

while	he	took	it	seriously.	If	he	wanted	to	be	a	monk	because	he	wanted	to	save	his	life,	

then	how	could	he	become	a	proper	monk?	He	turned	in	two	directions	for	guidance.	

The	first	was	human,	in	that	he	turned	to	some	experienced	elder	monks	with	his	

questions,	most	notably	his	questions	posed	to	Yinguang,	whom	he	also	visited	for	a	

week	and	carefully	observed	in	daily	activities.	Related	to	this,	he	studied	(and	

composed)	biographies	of	monks	whom	he	admired.	Second,	he	launched	into	the	

intensive	textual	studies	of	vinaya	works	that	formed	a	foundation	for	the	rest	of	his	

monastic	career.	Recognizing	that	many	key	texts	no	longer	were	available	in	China,	he	

had	friends	acquire	them	for	him	in	Japan,	where	he	had	studied	art	and	music	in	the	

first	decade	of	the	twentieth	century,	and	had	maintained	friendships	with	Japanese	

intellectuals	(including	bookstore	owners)	living	in	Shanghai	during	his	time	as	a	literary	

editor	there	after	his	return	from	overseas	studies.	

	

3.	Hongyi’s	engagement	with	Vinaya	

Hongyi’s	concerns	with	Vinaya	are	situated	in	a	comprehensive	study	of	the	

entirety	available	to	him	in	Chinese	(including	materials	reintroduced	from	Japan),	

examination	of	the	operating	logics	of	the	various	elements,	and	then	selected	

application	of	the	most	significant	parts	of	Vinaya,	to	his	estimation,	for	the	particular	

moment	at	hand:	China	in	the	twentieth	century.	The	animating	element	is	his	intense	

wish	to	save	lives.	First,	he	sought	to	save	his	own	life,	which	in	some	ways	had	been	
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careening	out	of	control	such	that	he	found	himself	terribly	unhappy.	He	looked	for	a	

way	out,	saw	it	in	Buddhist	monastic	life	(that	is,	in	his	commitment	to	these	principles	

and	practices,	including	a	social	position),	and	understood	that	study	of	Vinaya	was	a	

sanctioned	method	for	a	deep	engagement	with	Buddhist	life.	Having	established	that	

foundation,	he	also	then	aimed	to	save	the	lives	of	others:	various	individuals,	the	Order	

and	all	its	members,	and	in	the	widest	sense	all	creatures	–	including	especially	animals	

and	insects.	(See	on	this	the	series	of	volumes	on	“protecting	all	living	creatures”	he	co-

produced	beginning	at	age	fifty	with	Feng	Zikai,	where	Zikai	prepared	a	series	of	

drawings	that	Hongyi	matched	with	poetry	and	other	appropriate	texts	in	his	

calligraphy.)	

When	we	look	to	Hongyi’s	interests	in	Vinaya,	we	can	see	most	especially	a	focus	

on	four	conventional	elements,	as	well	as	highly	intensive	focus	on	one	aspect	that	I	

would	like	to	place	in	the	Vinaya	category,	even	if	conventionally	that	is	not	its	ordinary	

context.	First,	he	was	concerned	with	the	basic	precepts	of	individual	discipline,	as	

articulated	mainly	for	monastics	but	also	for	laypersons.	Second,	he	was	concerned	with	

what	we	conventionally	term	ordination	procedures,	the	rules	and	practices	governing	

entrance	to	the	various	aspects	of	the	monastic	Order	–	who	can	get	in,	and	how	this	is	

done.	Third,	he	was	concerned	with	the	regulations	of	the	Order	such	that	it	functions	

as	a	social	and	economic	entity.	And	finally,	fourth,	he	was	concerned	with	a	variety	of	

ritual	procedures,	so	that	they	could	be	carried	out	properly	and	thus	so	that	they	could	

have	efficacy.	The	additional	factor,	which	became	central	to	his	life	in	his	later	years,	is	

the	world	of	vows,	voluntary	assertions	and	promises	that	formed	the	activated	core	of	
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his	inner	life.	These	vows	are	so	intertwined	with	the	more	strictly	defined	Vinaya	

elements	listed	above	that	they	should	not	be	seen	outside	that	context,	and	the	

context	in	the	end	should	not	be	seen	outside	of	the	world	of	vows.	These	are	the	

matters	that	I	seek	to	discuss	here.	

Although	I	listed	Hongyi’s	Vinaya	interests	in	a	certain	sequence	that	is	logical	to	

Vinaya	contents,	I	would	like	to	alter	that	sequence	now	for	this	discussion	of	Hongyi’s	

Vinaya	engagements,	to	follow	a	somewhat	different	logic.		

As	a	new	Buddhist	layperson,	Li	Shutong	learned	something	about	the	five	basic	

precepts,	the	behavioral	guidelines	upheld	by	dedicated	members	of	the	Buddhist	

community.	These	formed	the	core	of	a	life-long	self-study.	His	first	deep	dive	into	the	

larger	world	of	Vinaya	occurred	at	the	time	of	his	entry	into	the	monastic	Order	and	the	

ordination	procedure	shortly	afterwards	in	which	he	accepted	the	complete	precepts	

customary	for	Buddhist	monks	in	China	in	his	era:	the	ten	precepts	of	novice	

commitment,	the	two	hundred	fifty	precepts	of	full	commitment	to	monastic	status	

(according	to	the	Chinese	version	of	the	Dharmaguptaka	pratimoksa),	and	the	ten	major	

and	forty-eight	minor	precepts	of	the	bodhisattva	(according	to	the	Fanwang	jing).	

In	relation	to	his	studies	of	precepts,	Hongyi	devoted	very	considerable	attention	

to	the	Fanwang	jing,	which	had	become	accepted	as	the	basic	text	for	bodhisattva	

precepts	in	the	Chinese	traditions.	(I	have	seen	no	evidence	that	he	had	any	significant	

commitment	to	the	alternative	bodhisattva	precepts	text	advocated	by	Taixu.)	A	major	

step	in	Hongyi’s	deepening	engagement	with	the	Fanwang	jing	was	his	hand-copy	made	

in	1920.	Hongyi	made	the	practice	of	sutra	copying	basic	to	his	vocation,	from	the	very	
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first	night	after	he	entered	the	Order	as	a	novice	at	Hupao.	At	that	time,	he	copied	out	

the	section	of	the	Lengyan	jing	that	presents	the	practice	method	by	which	the	

bodhisattva	Dashizhi	(Mahasthamaprapta)	became	awakened.	In	this	context,	the	date	

for	his	ritual	entrance	to	the	Order	it	is	entirely	relevant,	for	this	was	done	on	Dashizhi’s	

birthday,	according	to	the	Chinese	calendar,	so	in	this	way	a	relationship	was	

established	between	them.	(This	is	one	element	of	the	intense	devotional	practices	of	

Hongyi,	seen	to	the	very	end	of	his	days,	that	was	established.)	As	to	his	practice	of	

sutra	copying,	Hongyi	was	after	all	a	famed	calligrapher	long	before	he	became	a	

Buddhist,	and	this	was	a	way	to	couple	his	developed	talents	with	Buddhist	dedication	

and	devotion.	(The	esteemed	senior	teacher	Yinguang,	for	whom	Hongyi	had	apparently	

boundless	respect,	encouraged	him	to	do	this.	It	may	be	relevant	to	note,	in	regard	to	

their	relationship,	that	Yinguang	during	his	lifetime	and	later	was	popularly	believed	by	

some	to	be	an	incarnation	of	Dashizhi.)	

Hongyi’s	Fanwang	jing	copy	was	made	in	1920	(two	years	after	he	had	become	a	

monk,	so	most	certainly	in	his	early	years	of	training	and	study).	It	is	a	sutra	copy,	and	it	

also	is	a	material	object	with	a	social	life.	According	to	Hongyi’s	colophon	(or	post-face),	

this	copy	was	framed	as	a	meritorious	act	whose	benefits	would	be	directed	to	the	

deceased	mother	of	a	close	monastic	cohort.	(The	great	bulk	of	Hongyi’s	sutra	copies	

have	this	precise	kind	of	dedication,	to	the	benefit	of	a	deceased	parent	of	someone	he	

knew.)	The	text	itself	is	preceded	by	a	preface	on	the	text	by	Ouyi	Zhixu,	and	then	a	list	

of	the	ten	major	precepts	and	forty-eight	minor	precepts.	Hongyi’s	calligraphy	is	framed	

at	either	end	of	this	long	document	first	by	title	pages	written	by	two	persons	and	then	
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by	colophons	by	a	variety	of	individuals,	some	major	cultural	figures	of	that	time.	The	

calligraphy	itself	is	absolutely	superior	in	the	steady	clarity	of	its	rhythms.	Unlike	some	

later	calligraphic	work,	it	is	not	stylistically	idiosyncratic,	but	it	decidedly	is	work	by	an	

extraordinarily	talented	artist.	(more	analysis	of	the	style	at	a	later	date)	
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When	one	examines	the	dates	of	the	various	additional	texts,	placed	against	the	

date	of	Hongyi’s	postface,	one	can	see	that	this	particular	sutra	copy	was	in	circulation	

and	was	physically	restructured	for	at	least	eleven	years.	That	is	not	ordinary;	it	seems	

that	usually	such	a	work	is	made,	admired	and	appreciated,	and	then	put	away	in	a	safe	

place.	I	have	not	seen	any	other	such	work	by	Hongyi	with	such	a	complex	apparatus	

attached	to	it.	The	sutra	copy	was	completed	in	1920,	according	to	Hongyi’s	postface,	

but	the	two	title	pages	–	the	first	by	the	great	calligrapher	Wu	Changshuo	–	both	are	

dated	to	1925.	After	Hongyi’s	postface,	there	are	a	total	of	nine	colophons,	the	first	

colophon	by	Yinguang,	the	living	Buddhist	teacher	most	admired	by	Hongyi,	again	dated	

to	1925.	Further	colophons,	including	one	by	the	recipient	of	the	text,	Hongyi’s	fellow	

monk	Hongcan,	are	dated	variously	from	1924	through	to	1931.		

Where	we	see	similar	visual	behavior	is	largely	in	the	world	of	Chinese	painting,	

where	an	important	handscroll	may	accumulate	such	written	testimony	over	many	

years,	which	adds	to	its	value	and	to	its	historical	position.	As	two	examples,	we	could	

cite	the	eighteenth-century	monk-painter	Shitao’s	masterful	handscroll	depicting	the	

sixteen	arhats	in	a	landscape	(now	in	The	Metropolitan	Museum	of	Art)	and	the	

eighteenth-century	lay	Buddhist	Luo	Ping’s	famous	ghost	scroll,	a	series	of	apparitional	

scenes.	In	both	cases,	it	is	known	that	the	artist	brought	his	work	from	one	significant	

patron	to	another	with	the	expectation	that	colophons	would	be	produced	to	attest	to	
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the	mastery	and	originality	of	the	work,	and	these	written	testimonies	helped	establish	

their	careers.	I	am	not	suggesting	that	Hongyi	did	just	that,	but	it	is	clear	that	the	sutra	

copy	was	treated	quite	as	much	as	a	calligraphic	masterwork	as	it	was	a	sacred	object,	

and	its	circulation	had	some	effect	on	the	transmission	and	amplification	of	his	artistic	

bona	fides.		

Having	made	a	preliminary	study	of	a	broad	range	of	texts	from	the	various	

different	Vinaya	traditions	that	had	been	transmitted	to	China,	Hongyi	made	a	

commitment	to	study,	master,	and	transmit	the	comprehensive	vinaya	tradition	first	

established	by	the	Tang	master	Daoxuan,	eventually	to	be	known	as	the	Nanshan	Lü.	

One	of	the	culminating	accomplishments	of	his	studies	of	the	pratimoksa	of	this	

tradition	was	his	“diagram”	of	all	the	various	rules	and	precepts,	which	extended	across	

many	pages	in	his	careful	hand.	This	then	was	his	second	major	vinaya	document	that	

he	and	others	sought	to	have	preserved	(first	the	sutra	copy	of	bodhisattva	precepts,	

then	the	study	and	transmission	of	contents	of	the	monastic	pratimoksa).	When	Hongyi	

lay	ill	in	a	small	country	temple	in	Fujian	and	it	seemed	that	the	end	was	near,	he	

composed	a	will	at	that	time	in	which	he	instructed	that	rather	than	devote	any	

resources	to	preserving	his	relics	in	a	special	stupa,	he	asked	instead	that	his	“diagram”	

text	be	printed	and	widely	distributed:	he	considered	it	the	major	accomplishment	to	

that	date	of	his	monastic	career.	He	did	not	die	then,	despite	expectations,	and	only	

later	was	the	text	reproduced.	It	is	a	massive	work	that	organizes	a	vast	amount	of	data	

and	situates	it	all	so	that	monastics	may	be	able	to	make	better	sense	of	it.	It	also	is	a	
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calligraphic	work	created	by	a	famed	artist;	that	fact	may	not	be	primary,	but	it	should	

not	be	ignored.	Was	this	calligraphed	diagram	also	to	serve	in	a	sense	as	his	relics?	

	

4.	Taking	refuge	and	receiving	precepts.	

There	is	one	sector	of	Vinaya	that	particularly	interested	and	concerned	Hongyi:	

the	range	of	concepts	and	activities	that	center	on	entrance	to	various	commitments	

within	the	Buddhist	world,	from	the	formal	entrance	into	the	Buddhist	community	

through	taking	refuge	to	the	full	extent	of	precept	commitments,	including	what	we	

term	“ordination.”	These	ritual	procedures	are	foundational	both	for	individual	life	and	

for	the	social	systems	of	the	Buddhist	community.	These	practices	ritualize	entrance	to	

that	community	and	participation	at	various	status	levels,	and	their	strict	protocols	and	

standard	prerequisites	serve	to	control	who	might	be	welcomed	by	standard	rules	and	

who	might	be	excluded.	Without	such	controls,	for	example,	the	Order	could	be	easily	

overrun	by	miscreants	and	criminals	(as	in	fact	may	sometimes	happen	at	remote	sites	

or	in	times	of	disorder	and	unrest).	

Hongyi’s	teachings	on	these	matters	are	very	clear	and	practical.	In	some	ways	

they	are	startling	and	even	extraordinarily	controversial,	for	some	of	these	views	are	

deeply	subversive	to	established	orders	and	power	structures.	So	much	for	the	

conventional	and	conservative	Vinaya	master,	that	dry	and	staid	mythic	figure	carefully	

constructed	(and	thereby	controlled	and	isolated)	by	revolutionaries	and	traditionalists	

both.	Although	Hongyi	expressed	forthright	views	on	these	matters	some	eighty	years	

ago,	nothing	has	occurred	that	would	produce	a	reasonable	change	of	mind;	in	fact,	if	
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anything	the	situation	is	even	more	compromised	than	it	was	when	he	was	active,	as	

will	be	discussed	below.		

I	argued	in	an	essay	published	a	year	ago	(“Two	Turns	in	the	Life	of	Master	

Hongyi,”	in	Making	Saints	in	Modern	China)	that	the	mild	picture	of	Hongyi	as	a	most	

conventional	monk	-	as	the	monk	least	likely	to	shake	the	boat	-	which	has	been	

promulgated	by	political	authorities	in	China	since	1980	and	in	general	seems	to	attach	

to	his	reputation,	is	not	quite	right.	In	a	sense	“Hongyi”	serves	as	a	phantom	upon	which	

all	manner	of	views	have	been	projected:	often	he	is	seen	as	someone	whom	he	never	

was.	It	is	Hongyi’s	developed	ability	to	say	“no”	on	many	levels	in	a	profoundly	

resounding	way,	rather	than	simply	going	along	with	established	views,	practices,	and	

values,	that	enabled	him	to	become	the	man	whom	we	remember	and	honor.	This	

quality,	not	defiance	but	simply	seeing	things	in	his	own	way	based	on	the	evidence	

before	him	and	consonant	with	the	values	that	he	held,	most	certainly	was	not	set	aside	

when	he	engaged	in	the	Vinaya	studies	to	which	he	dedicated	his	life.	

In	a	series	of	three	lectures	on	essentials	of	Vinaya	given	to	monks	at	the	

Chengtian	si	承天寺	in	Quanzhou	泉州 in	1935,	when	Hongyi	was	fifty-five,5	he	led	his	

audience	through	a	systematic	discussion	of	all	the	ways	in	which	Buddhists	might	

formally	take	on	the	commitments	established	within	the	system,	from	taking	refuge	in	

the	Three	Jewels,	to	the	five	precepts	and	eight	precepts	basic	to	lay	practice,	to	the	ten	

novice	precepts	all	the	way	through	the	various	monastic	precept	sets,	culminating	in	

the	bodhisattva	precepts,	which	are	available	to	both	laypersons	and	monastics.		At	

																																																								
5	Converted	into	a	relatively	long	essay	entitled	Lüxue	yaolue	lüe.		
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each	of	these	stages,	according	to	Hongyi,	there	are	two	key	issues	that	must	be	

satisfied	for	the	ritual	to	work,	for	the	act	to	have	its	deepest	meaning	and	efficacy,	

whether	it	be	entrance	to	the	Buddhist	community	or	precept	transmission:	an	

individual	should	clearly	understand	the	act	that	is	being	taken	and	proceed	with	

sincerity	in	this	commitment	when	taking	refuge	or	assenting	to	accept	a	precept.	It	is	

expected	that	one	or	more	fully	ordained	monastics	should	be	present	as	ritual	officiant	

for	each	of	these	procedures,	as	specified	for	each	type	of	act.	That	cleric	(or	those	

clerics)	bears	responsibility	to	ensure	the	clarity	of	related	teachings,	Hongyi	urges,	so	

that	the	participants	can	proceed	in	a	meaningful	way.	

On	these	various	stages	of	assumption	of	precepts,	Hongyi’s	teachings	are	

somewhat	unusual	(although	not	unique)	in	his	assertion	that	one	can	accept	higher	

stages	of	precepts	without	previously	having	accepted	a	less	demanding	list.	Thus,	one	

could	take	on	the	full	monastic	precepts	without	earlier	having	taken	the	five	basic	

precepts.	This	approach	is	different	from	that	of	many	other	clerics,	who	might	

conventionally	advise	living	for	some	time	with	the	five	precepts	and	becoming	

comfortable	with	them	before	taking	on	the	more	numerous	and	perhaps	more	

stringent	bodhisattva	precepts.	Hongyi’s	position,	though,	is	consonant	with	practices	in	

modern	China,	at	least	as	I	have	observed	over	a	period	of	two	decades	beginning	in	the	

mid-1980s,	in	which	it	seemed	that	many	novices	at	small	temples	with	heads	shaved	

who	wore	monastic	garb	appropriate	for	their	status	had	accepted	no	formal	precepts	

at	all,	even	if	they	were	expected	to	behave	in	a	certain	manner	based	on	instructions	

from	their	sponsoring	master	and	others	within	their	community.	Only	after	a	year	or	
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two	did	they	finally	accept	precepts	in	a	formal	way	when	going	through	a	complete	

Triple	Platform	ordination	ceremony.		

Hongyi	also	points	out	that	one	could	be	considered	a	chujia	ren,	a	monastic,	at	

most	of	the	early	stages,	so	that	there	can	be	for	example	a	“five-precepts	monastic.”	

Here,	as	in	many	other	places	in	his	written	works,	he	turns	back	to	the	seventeenth-

century	master	Ouyi	Zhixu	(1599-1655)	as	an	example	of	a	figure	who	at	times	took	such	

positions.6	

Hongyi’s	discussion	of	these	matters	is	most	startling	when	he	comes	to	the	

matter	of	monastic	ordination,	the	practices	that	accord	complete	standing	within	

Buddhist	monastic	communities	through	ritual	conferral	and	reception	of	the	full	extent	

of	the	monastic	precepts.	Various	doubts	and	concerns	about	his	own	ordination	

procedures	led	to	special	studies	of	those	documents	in	the	Vinaya,	as	well	as	historical	

studies	of	the	greater	sweep	of	Chinese	Buddhist	traditions.	

The	authority	of	the	monastic	Order	is	intertwined	with	the	notion	that	it	

stretches	back	to	the	original	teacher,	Śākyamuni,	and	the	elders	of	his	early	community	

without	interruption,	without	break	or	corruption.	This	notion	of	an	unbroken	lineage	

carries	with	it	a	presumption	of	transmitted	authority,	which	is	essential	to	the	efficacy	

of	these	various	rites.	Given	the	numerous	upheavals	in	Chinese	history,	plus	the	

circumstances	that	Hongyi	could	well	observe	in	his	own	time,	he	did	not	believe	that	

																																																								
6	This	leads	us	to	question	exactly	what	the	famed	Yangzhou	eighteenth-century	painter	
and	learned	calligrapher	Jin	Nong	金農,	a	layman	who	lived	in	monasteries	for	the	last	
long	period	of	his	life	(and	teacher	of	the	Luo	Ping	mentioned	earlier),	meant	when	he	
often	described	himself	in	inscriptions	on	his	later	works	as	xin	chujia	心出家,	“having	
left	home	in	his	mind.”	Perhaps	he	meant	this	as	more	than	a	charming	metaphor?	
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there	remained	an	unbroken	ordination	lineage	in	the	Chinese	tradition.	To	his	view,	

this	chain	of	transmission	had	been	broken	a	good	many	centuries	earlier,	probably	in	

the	disorders	of	the	Northern	Song.	However	solemn	a	ceremony	might	be,	without	this	

unbroken	lineage	a	proper	conferral	of	precepts	is	not	possible	by	the	standardized	

procedures.	Monastics	therefore	held	their	status	as	a	sort	of	kindly	illusion.	To	Hongyi’s	

view,	this	truly	is	the	age	of	the	decline	of	the	Dharma,	and	the	current	monastic	Order	

with	all	its	visible	flaws	fits	standard	descriptions	of	the	period	in	which	the	Dharma	

largely	has	disappeared.	To	follow	his	thinking,	such	individuals	are	“monks”	or	“nuns,”	

and	together	they	form	the	monastic	“Order,”	a	kind	of	replica	or	facsimile	that	is	fatally	

flawed,	even	if	the	flaw	may	be	hidden	from	view.	Thus,	to	extend	this,	inevitably	this	

performance	forms	a	kind	of	delusional	masquerade.		

Ordination	procedures	require	a	set	number	of	fully	ordained	monastics	to	be	

present	in	order	for	the	ceremony	to	be	valid.	There	are	at	least	two	kinds	of	validity:	a	

sort	of	legal	validity	within	the	traditions	of	the	Order,	and	an	internal	validity.	That	is,	

there	is	a	strongly	held	view	that	in	a	properly	conducted	ordination	the	precepts	are	

transmitted	in	two	complementary	ways.	There	is	a	verbal	transmission,	evident	to	all	

present,	and	there	is	a	mystical	transmission	of	the	essence	of	the	precepts	(the	jieti),	

witnessed	by	an	array	of	protective	spirits,	that	is	received	by	ordinands	who	have	gone	

through	a	properly	performed	ceremony	and	who	truly	qualify	for	that	ordination	(so	

that	if	you	lie	to	be	accepted	in	the	Order,	for	example,	the	jieti	is	inaccessible).	

Perception	of	the	conferral	of	jieti,	some	suggest,	is	possible	in	the	case	of	particularly	
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worthy	ordinands.	But	the	jieti	cannot	be	transmitted	if	the	requisite	number	of	

properly	ordained	monastics	is	not	present	to	officiate	and	witness	this	ceremony.	

Hongyi	held	that	while	it	remained	auspicious	to	go	through	such	a	ceremony	–	

that	it	would	set	commitments	that	might	be	fulfilled	in	a	future	life,	and	that	it	is	a	

fundamentally	good	thing	to	assert	such	aspirations	in	a	formal	way–	it	should	not	be	

considered	fully	efficacious.		

However,	his	studies	led	him	to	understand	that	there	are	efficacious	solutions	

to	this	problem	already	built	into	the	ordination	system,	according	to	texts	considered	

valid	within	the	Chinese	Buddhist	tradition.	It	may	also	be	that	he	had	learned	about	

these	practices	through	his	study	of	Japanese	Buddhist	traditions.	In	addition,	he	surely	

became	aware	of	this	alternative	through	examples	carried	out	in	his	own	time.	What	I	

refer	to,	of	course,	is	the	tradition	of	“self-ordination,”	a	ritual	method	of	receiving	

precepts	carried	out	by	a	supplicant	in	front	of	an	image	of	a	buddha	or	bodhisattva,	

either	a	physical	image	or	a	visualized	one.	Hongyi	was	especially	concerned	about	this	

practice	in	relation	to	the	conferral	of	bodhisattva	precepts.	

	 Hongyi	took	as	his	basic	example	the	self-ordination	of	Ouyi	Zhixu,	one	of	the	

most	significant	historical	figures	for	his	teachings.	Ouyi	Zhixu’s	ordination	was	

exceptionally	unusual,	for	he	chose	to	perform	this	rite	in	front	of	a	statue	that	depicted	

not	a	buddha	or	standard	bodhisattva,	but	Yunqi	Zhuhong,	a	great	monk	from	an	

immediately	previous	generation.	Ouyi	considered	Zhuhong	as	his	sponsoring	master,	

even	if	that	great	teacher	no	longer	was	alive.	Complications	and	doubts	related	to	this	
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self-ordination	(and	other	matters)	vexed	Ouyi	throughout	much	of	his	monastic	life.	It	

seemed	that	Hongyi	devoted	much	thought	to	his	predecessor’s	situation.7	

In	more	recent	times,	when	I	first	visited	Wutaishan	in	the	mid-1980s	and	came	

to	know	one	of	the	principal	officers	of	the	Buddhist	association	there,	we	talked	about	

the	economic	and	legal	situations	of	the	many	monks	living	in	that	mountain	fastness.	

This	was	long	before	the	religio-touristic	revival	of	that	site,	with	its	vast	economic	

influxes,	and	the	place	was	still	quiet	and	remote.	According	to	that	very	knowledgeable	

senior	monk,	roughly	one-third	of	the	several	hundred	Wutaishan	monks	at	that	time	

were	legally	ordained	and	thus	were	recipients	of	very	modest	monthly	stipends	

through	their	home	monasteries.	All	the	others,	due	to	government	restrictions	on	the	

size	of	the	sangha,	were	self-ordained,	or	ordained	through	unofficial	and	rather	

makeshift	ceremonies.	At	that	time	a	monk	of	my	acquaintance	in	charge	of	reviving	

one	of	the	old	monasteries	central	to	Wutaishan	histories	(the	Jin’ge	si	金閣寺)	was	

permitted	to	finally	receive	formal	ordination	after	ten	years	in	monastic	robes	so	that	

he	could	be	appointed	as	abbot.	

	 In	the	Republican	period,	when	travel	sometimes	was	difficult	due	to	civil	and	

military	unrest,	and	devotees	sought	to	take	refuge	under	the	sponsorship	of	certain	

well-known	masters,	this	practice	was	extended	even	to	the	basic	rite	of	taking	refuge.	

As	one	prominent	example,	Yinguang,	the	monk	perhaps	most	respected	by	Hongyi,	
																																																								
7	Hongyi	composed	a	biography	of	Ouyi	Zhixu,	closely	based	on	that	master’s	
autobiography,	and	he	cites	him	frequently	in	his	various	writings.	Hongyi	considered	
Yinguang	a	living	model	for	monastic	life	and	a	trusted	source	of	knowledge	and	
wisdom;	Ouyi	Zhixu	played	a	similar	role,	perhaps	even	more	powerfully	and	
influentially,	from	a	historical	distance.	
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proposed	to	a	correspondent	that	she	take	refuge	at	a	distance	by	following	a	

procedure	outlined	in	the	Fanwang	jing.8		

So,	to	return	to	the	principal	narrative,	as	Hongyi	sees	it,	the	problem	is	that	

there	has	been	a	lineage	break,	or	a	sequence	of	breaks,	from	at	least	the	disruptive	

period	of	the	Northern	Song.	Monks	officiated	at	solemn	ordinations,	but	they	had	

broken	basic	vows	or	had	not	actually	been	ordained	properly,	and	so	the	mystical	

substance	of	the	precepts	could	not	be	transmitted	or	received,	because	the	basic	

requirements	of	the	rite	were	not	met.		

One	might	add	that	even	if	this	view	were	not	true	for	the	situation	of	Hongyi’s	

time,	much	of	the	present	revitalization	of	the	Buddhist	monastic	community	in	present-

day	China	is	disrupted	by	this	problem,	for	many	monks	who	were	forced	by	

circumstance	or	authority	to	disrobe	and	adopt	a	family	life	during	the	1960s	and	later	

in	China,	and	then	returned	to	their	monastic	duties	and	services	beginning	in	the	

1980s,	had	broken	basic	precepts	and	did	not	go	through	a	process	of	purifying	

repentance	and	retaking	of	their	precepts.	Many	of	these	monks	were	the	central	

officiants	of	the	wave	of	ordinations	of	the	late	1980s	onwards.	Technically	speaking,	

according	to	Vinaya	stipulations,	these	ordinations	and	other	precept	rites	were	

deficient,	and	they	remain	deficient	when	carried	out	by	the	next	generation	of	this	

reconstituted	but	essentially	broken	lineage.	This	certainly	was	a	topic	of	conversation	

within	monastic	communities	in	the	1990s	among	younger	monks,	as	the	current	boom	

began	to	take	form.)	

																																																								
8	reference	to	C.	Rowe	DILA	thesis	on	Yinguang’s	letters	
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Hongyi	employed	the	self-ordination	procedure	for	himself	and	his	disciples,	and	

he	recommended	these	methods	to	others.	According	to	the	Fanwang	jing	(and	there	is	

a	similar	method	proposed	in	the	Yuqie	shidi	lun),	when	there	is	no	suitable	monastic	

officiant	or	an	insufficient	number	available	in	a	region,	one	can	receive	precepts	

through	a	careful	ceremony	before	the	buddhas	and	bodhisattvas	of	the	ten	directions.	

In	preparation,	one	first	is	purified	through	repentance	practices.	One	can	then	proceed	

if	particular	auspicious	signs	in	the	form	of	visions	or	dreams	have	appeared.	An	

alternative	to	signs	perceived	in	visions	or	dreams	is	to	use	a	Buddhist	divination	

method	employing	a	wheel-like	die	or	set	of	dice,	which	reveals	the	readiness	of	a	

supplicant	to	proceed.	This	practice	was	studied,	developed,	and	employed	by	Ouyi	

Zhixu,	and	it	also	was	recommended	by	Hongyi.	

We	know	that	Hongyi	received	bodhisattva	precepts	a	second	time	in	19xx	

(following	his	Triple	Platform	ordination	of	1918)	by	self-ordination,	for	we	have	the	

document	he	carefully	wrote	out	to	record	the	event,	and	thus	we	know	that	he	

followed	the	Yuqie	shidi	lun	procedures	for	this	rite.	He	encouraged	his	close	disciples	

and	friends	to	proceed	in	this	manner	as	well,	and	we	have	as	a	primary	source	for	this	

an	additional	document	prepared	in	Hongyi’s	distinctive	hand	for	his	disciple	Xingchang,	

dated	to	19xx.	9	

																																																								
9	When	I	examined	and	photographed	this	single-sheet	document	in	2002,	it	had	been	
carefully	preserved	in	the	private	archive	of	an	elderly	refuge	disciple	of	Hongyi	and	
monastic	disciple	of	Xingchang,	a	senior	monk	of	Quanzhou’s	Chengtian	si.	(Hongyi	did	
not	formally	sponsor	monastic	disciples.)	Now	some	fifteen	years	later,	I	do	not	know	
the	disposition	of	that	significant	and	substantial	archive	of	documents	in	Hongyi’s	hand.	
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It	is	not	yet	clear	to	me	what	Hongyi’s	contemporaries	thought	of	his	assertion	

about	the	fundamental	lineage	break	that	made	their	monastic	status	dubious,	but	in	a	

world	of	“monks”	and	“nuns,”	Vinaya	Master	Hongyi	made	sure	that	he	and	his	close	

monastic	comrades	had	genuinely	received	bodhisattva	precepts.	According	to	the	

procedures	known	to	him	through	his	extensive	studies,	they	were	indeed	precept-

holding	monastics	in	the	lineage	of	Śākyamuni,	and	they	were	fully	part	of	the	monastic	

community	overseen	by	the	buddhas	and	bodhisattvas	of	the	ten	directions	and	all	the	

protectors.		

	

5.	Bodhisattva	precepts	as	causal	ground:	engagement	with	bodhisattva	vows.	

	 It	is	significant	that	when	Hongyi	himself	takes	precepts	once	again	through	the	

method	by	which	one	does	this	in	front	of	the	buddhas	and	bodhisattvas,	he	chooses	to	

receive	the	bodhisattva	precepts.	Perhaps	it	is	because	there	are	looser	boundaries	in	

the	Mahayana	world,	so	this	kind	of	self-ordination	procedure	is	acceptable	there,	

rather	than	the	large	set	of	two	hundred	fifty	basic	monastic	precepts	of	the	southern	

tradition.	But	perhaps	this	also	points	to	his	values:	he	is	most	assuredly	a	Mahayana	

monk,	with	a	vital	stance	of	compassionate	concern	for	others.	While	there	are	fewer	

precepts	among	those	set	forth	in	the	Fanwang	jing,	compared	to	those	in	the	monastic	

pratimoksa,	many	of	them	are	similar	to	key	earlier	precepts.	What	is	different,	then,	

that	one	would	conventionally	take	these	sets	in	succession	in	the	Triple	Stage	

ordinations	common	to	the	Han	traditions	from	the	late	Ming	to	the	present?	They	must	

have	a	special	meaning.	
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	 The	bodhisattva	precepts	address	the	mind	ground,	as	well	as	basic	behavioral	

boundaries,	for	those	who	choose	the	bodhisattva	path.	They	set	out	the	ethical	

guidelines	for	those	who	seek	this	particular	path,	which	leads	to	accomplishment	

through	the	stages	of	bodhisattva	development,	ultimately	to	realization	as	a	buddha.	

Famously,	the	bodhisattva	path	is	considered	a	path	that	is	explicitly	characterized	by	

compassion	for	all	beings.	The	aim	is	to	save	their	lives,	in	the	sense	of	saving	beings	

from	suffering	of	various	kinds,	especially	suffering	from	ignorance	that	obstructs	them	

from	realization	as	liberated	beings.	

	 This	is	important,	even	if	it	might	be	obvious	or	elementary,	in	thinking	about	

Hongyi.	He	became	a	monk	in	a	spectacular	shift	in	life	course,	not	to	become	famous,	

not	as	a	lark,	nor	because	it	was	expected	of	him,	nor	because	it	was	just	something	to	

do,	but	because	he	had	a	deep-seated	set	of	contradictions	that	caused	him	physical	

and	mental	suffering:	through	this	radical	step,	it	seems	to	me,	he	sought	in	the	deepest	

way	to	save	his	own	life.		

As	he	matured,	he	repeatedly	made	individualized	vows	of	his	own	in	a	ritual	

setting,	and	in	his	readings	of	sutras	–	the	“shorter”	sutras	on	various	members	of	the	

Buddhist	pantheon,	and	especially	the	Huayan	jing,	upon	which	he	concentrated	over	

many	years	and	whose	teachings	he	repeatedly	communicated	in	his	calligraphic	work	-	

this	issue	of	vows	and	their	function	within	a	dedicated	life	was	continually	brought	to	

the	foreground.		
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A	fully	realized	version	of	this	paper	will	address	the	issue	of	vows	and	their	

instrumental,	defining	role	in	the	life	of	Hongyi,	especially	in	his	later	years,	far	more	

extensively.	Here	I	add	just	one	more	set	of	points	to	consider.		

Turning	back	to	the	Fanwang	jing,	Hongyi	studied	this	text	for	most	of	his	

monastic	career,	from	beginning	to	end,	and	he	insisted	that	one	could	only	properly	

receive	the	bodhisattva	precepts	if	one	first	had	given	rise	to	bodhisattva	aspirations,	

that	is	the	firm	resolve	to	step	onto	the	bodhisattva	path,	which	is	to	seek	to	aid	all	

beings	achieve	liberation	through	taking	the	route	to	Buddhahood.	While	one	has	to	

have	that	resolve	before	accepting	the	precepts	(and	how	many	new	monastics	can	

grasp	the	implications	of	all	of	that	at	the	time	of	ordination,	so	early	in	their	career?),	

then	accepting	the	precepts	and	living	with	them	gradually	establishes	the	mind	ground	

where	those	vows	can	be	cultivated.	In	this	way,	vows	and	precepts	are	closely	linked,	

and	so	for	Mahayana	practitioners	the	world	of	such	vows	may	be	seen	as	interlocked	

with	the	world	of	vinaya.	It	is	not	a	trivial	matter	to	note	that	at	the	deathbed	of	the	

greatest	Chinese	Buddhist	Vinaya	Master	of	modern	times,	it	is	bodhisattva	vows	that	

formed	some	of	his	last	words.	

	

6.	Some	concluding	reflections	

Before	turning	to	the	final	paragraph,	I	would	like	to	point	out	two	fascinating	

contradictions	within	Vinaya	Master	Hongyi’s	world.	Let	me	set	them	out	briefly.	We	

have	the	greatest	vinaya	master	of	the	age,	according	to	contemporaries	and	

successors,	who	devoted	much	energy	to	studying	through	vast	reaches	of	vinaya	



	 35	

literature	in	order	to	clarify	the	monastic	rules	for	others,	yet	he	firmly	believed	that	

most	monks	and	nuns	truly	were	“monks”	and	“nuns,”	and	that	the	Order	existed	

basically	as	an	“Order.”	He	firmly	believed	that	he	and	his	contemporaries	lived	within	

the	age	of	Dharma	decline.	

Second,	while	he	studied	vinaya	intensively	and	sought	to	teach	it	to	monastics	

whenever	the	opportunity	arose,	in	contrast	to	almost	all	of	his	contemporary	Dharma	

Masters	he	never	took	monastic	office,	and	he	deliberately	never	lived	long	enough	in	a	

monastery	to	render	significant	administrative	service.	Essentially,	within	the	contexts	

of	Chinese	monastic	life	he	remained	peripatetic	through	his	career,	staying	a	few	

months	here,	a	few	months	there,	traveling	about	to	teach,	inscribing	circuits	of	

residencies	as	the	years	advanced.	Thus	in	a	certain	sense,	while	surely	he	kept	his	eyes	

and	ears	open,	he	did	not	see	up	close	over	extended	periods	of	time	how	things	

actually	worked	within	monasteries	in	relation	to	regulations,	nor	did	he	have	

responsibility	for	such	everyday	matters.	His	formal	studies	of	vinaya	did	not	include	

extensive	engagement	with	qinggui	literature.	Thorough	studies	of	those	indigenous	

Chinese	materials	perhaps	would	have	indicated	greater	interest	and	engagement	with	

the	intricacies	of	the	daily	functions	of	monasteries.	Here	there	is	a	significant	contrast	

with	such	eminent	monks	as	Laiguo	and	Xuyun	(or	even	going	back	to	the	Tang,	the	

great	Vinaya	Master	Daoxuan	and	then	his	principal	successors	in	the	Nanshan	lineage),	

who	were	in	charge	of	major	monasteries,	in	some	cases	reviving	and	rebuilding	them,	

and	who	were	responsible	for	the	social	group(s)	inhabiting	these	sites.	Hongyi	was	able	

to	take	this	special	stance	because	of	his	privileged	status	in	Chinese	society,	which	
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spilled	over	into	his	monastic	life,	and	perhaps	also	his	capacity	as	a	scholar-teacher	

enabled	him	to	escape	taking	on	administrative	leadership	roles,	the	ordinary	

expectation	of	senior	clerics	of	that	era	(here	he	was	following	Yinguang’s	lead,	but	even	

Yinguang	became	spiritual	leader,	if	not	administrative	abbot,	of	the	Lingyanshan	

Monastery	in	the	last	phase	of	his	life).	

Now,	to	conclude:		

Hongyi	began	his	vinaya	studies	as	part	of	a	concerted	effort	to	save	his	own	life.	

He	continued	them	in	order	to	also	benefit	the	Buddhist	community	as	a	whole,	having	

taken	seriously	the	statement	attributed	to	Sakyamuni,	when	asked	by	disciples	where	

to	turn	after	his	death,	that	one	ought	to	take	the	precepts	as	one’s	master.	And	he	took	

seriously	the	import	of	bodhisattva	vows	to	save	the	lives	of	others,	which	were	much	

on	his	mind	throughout	his	career,	and	still	were	being	discussed	at	length	in	many	of	

his	last	writings.	Although	one	might	say	that	this	notion	is	“ordinary”	and	unexceptional	

for	a	Mahayana	monk,	especially	for	one	recognized	by	his	peers	as	a	significant	figure	

among	them,	perhaps	that	is	the	point.	

	


