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This chapter investigates contemporary Chinese Buddhist monastics’ practical experience of 

physical exercise and modern sport, and the linkage between such experience and their daily 

religious lives and spiritual cultivation. Before entering into a discussion of Buddhism, physical 

exercise and sport, however, it is essential to precisely define and differentiate between the 

terms ‘physical exercise’ and ‘sporting activities’. Silva-Grigoletto and Heredia Elvar (2016: 70) 

define physical exercise, as distinct from mere physical activity, as being organised, regularly 

scheduled, and aimed at maintaining or improving physical health. Sport, in turn, differs from 

physical exercise in significant ways, as explained by Prebish (1993: xiv): ‘Sport is a recreational 

activity, specifically involving a game, competition, or the like that requires bodily and often 

mental exertion; abides by fixed rules; [and] aims at fun and/or play’. Fig. 1, adopted from 

Guttmann (1978: 9), clarifies the relationship among play, games and sport. 

 

Figure 1. Relationship of play, games, contests, and sport 



Guttmann’s primary category is ‘play’, which is divided into two types: spontaneous and 

organised. All organised play can be termed ‘games’, which in turn can be categorised as either 

non-competitive or competitive, with the latter also called ‘contests’. Lastly, Guttmann’s schema 

separates contests into intellectual and physical types, with the latter defined as sport or 

“autotelic physical contests” (1978: 165). These clear distinctions between physical exercise and 

sporting activities will be adopted in this chapter’s examination of how contemporary Chinese 

Buddhist monks and nuns interpret and practise these two distinct sets of physical activities, 

which complements Chapter XX, ‘Body Movement and Sporting Activities: A Buddhist 

Normative Perspective from India to China’. 

Explorations of issues surrounding Buddhism and modern sport have been rare, perhaps due to 

the common image of Buddhist monastics involving with more meditation, teaching and ritual 

performance, instead of engaging much in physical activities. In this context, it is worth noting  

that bhikṣus and bhikṣuṇīs according to some normative texts are restricted from performing 

certain physical movements or activities. As we will discuss, discipline in physical movement is 

an important aspect of Buddhist monastic etiquette, particularly the public sphere or anywhere 

that laypeople are present.1  

However, amid the increasing influence of Western sporting activities in Asia and growing 

general awareness of the importance of physical exercise to health, some ‘modernist’ monks 

(e.g., Ven. Hsing Yun2) have been promoting basketball and other games for the sake of good 

                                                           
1 See also Chapter XX, [above/below]. 
2 Ven. Hsing Yun 星雲 (b. 1927) is the founder of Foguangshan Monastery 佛光山, one of the largest Buddhist 
institutions in Taiwan. He strongly advocates humanistic Buddhism and Buddhist education and services, and has 
opened numerous temples and universities for both monastic members and laypeople worldwide. For details, see 
Chandler (2004). 
 



health, or even as a formal part of monastic training (Yamane, 2016; Yu, 2011). My informant 

from Linyin Si, for instance, noted that some other monks there who were overweight and 

suffered from fatty liver disease – which he linked to their sedentary lifestyle and greasy 

vegetarian diet  – had taken up running on a treadmill at the recommendation of their 

physicians.3 Such developments are not without their critics, however. Ven. Sheng Yen4, for 

example, has attacked basketball as out of keeping with the dignified behaviour expected of 

monks5; and vinaya master Guo Qin6 has argued that running is incompatible with monastic 

etiquette, based on his interpretation of the disciplinary rules7 against jumping (the 9th and 10th 

śaikṣa), placing the hands on the hips (the 12th and 13th śaikṣa), and body-swinging (the 14th and 

15th śaikṣa) (2009: 32). Nonetheless, he has deemed it acceptable, in etiquette terms, to utilise 

fitness equipment indoors for the sake of health (ibid). Master Guo Qin’s saying significantly 

implies that monastics shall not perform exercise seen by the laity or together with them. In 

                                                           

As a rule, books and articles today use the pinyin system to transcribe Chinese names and terms. We have done the 
same throughout this article. Nevertheless, when referring to Taiwanese authors, we have opted to use their 
personal romanizations as they appear on their websites, books and articles. 
3 Hypertension, high cholesterol, obesity, and hyperglycemia are all listed as hazards faced by both monks and nuns 
by Taiwan’s [or China’s] National Free Clinic in 2000, partly due to monastics’ relative lack of exercise (Buddhist 
Sangha Health Care, 2009: 32, 34, 38). 
4 Ven. Sheng Yen 聖嚴 (1930-2009) was a prominent Chan master and religious scholar as well as the founder of 
Dharma Drum Mountain (Fagushan 法鼓山), one of the largest Buddhist institutions in Taiwan. For Master Sheng 
Yen’s Chan teachings, see Yu (2010:3-38). 
5  Master Sheng Yen’s online courses on monastics’ sport and leisure activities can be seen at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JsIkog7AN8 (accessed 23 October 2017). 
6 Master Guo Qin 果清 (b. 1947) is a respected vinaya master in Taiwan who observes strict precepts and is renowned 
for his dignified manners. As well as the vinaya, he focuses his study and practice on Pure Land Buddhism, and has 
practised Pratyutpanna Samādhi. At the time of writing, Ven. Guo Qin is the abbot of Zheng Jue Temple (正覺精舍). 
7 In this research, we particularly focus on the Dharmaguptakavinaya (Sifen lü 四分律 T.1428) since it has been 
strongly promoted by Master Daoxuan 道宣 (596-667) and has become the reference point for monastic discipline 
in China. For details, see Heirman (Can 396-429). 
 



short, no broad consensus on the appropriateness of modern sporting activities for monastics 

has been reached in contemporary Chinese Buddhist communities. 

This chapter addresses four main research questions: (1) Which physical exercises and sporting 

activities are currently organised by Taiwanese and Chinese Buddhist monastic institutions, and/or 

practised by their members? Though some academic studies of this topic have been conducted, 

they have focused rather narrowly on martial arts in Shaolin Monastery, to the point that they 

collectively run the risk of creating a stereotype of Buddhist monastics’ physical exercise (e.g., 

Dukes 1994; McFarlane 2001; Shahar 2008). Answering this question will therefore greatly extend 

our understanding of how physical exercise and sporting activities are interpreted and practised 

by the modern Buddhist saṃgha in Taiwan and Mainland China. (2) What are the monastery-level 

and individual-level motivations for monastics to engage in physical exercise (or not), and how do they 

experience any impact on their religious life and spiritual cultivation? Given the deep interrelationship 

of the external body and the internal mind  – it is worth examining how monasteries’ or 

individual monastics’ engagement with physical exercise or sport is understood in monastic 

communities and reflect their religious practices and viewpoints. (3) Are there nuanced differences 

in the interpretation or practice of sport among various monastic institutions, and/or between Taiwan and 

Mainland China?  Holmes Welch already has warned against over-generalising about Chinese 

monasteries(1967:126-127), therefore the wide range of research sites visited in this study is 

intended to give a balanced overview and multiple-case comparisons of Buddhist institutions in 

Taiwan and Mainland China. 

And (4) Do contemporary female monastics notice or experience gender differences regarding physical 

exercise or sporting activities in Chinese socio-cultural contexts? Women are still disproportionately 

expected to demonstrate their virtue by hiding their bodies. This implies that physical exercise, 

sporting activities, and the benefits that could potentially derive from them need to be carefully 



balanced against the monastic community’s needs to maintain its own social standards and 

remain in harmony with lay society. Here, special attention will be paid to the distinctive 

characteristics of women’s bodies that have rarely been mentioned in prior scholarly work on 

this topic. 

 

Taiwan and Mainland China each have a rich monastic scene, but it is difficult and impossible to 

conduct fieldwork in all monastic institutions. Therefore, this study uses a multiple-case 

approach. The advantage of using multiple cases is that they yield more convincing findings, 

making the study more robust than that in a single case (Yin 2009:53). However, Stake indicates 

that the sample size in a multiple case study is usually ‘much too small to warrant random 

selection’ (ibid: 451). It is crucial, therefore, in this research to select purposive samples of 

specific Chinese monasteries to provide variety and a balanced overview. 



Total six Buddhist institutions were visited and interviewed in Taiwan: 1) Xiangguang Si8 (Chiayi); 

2) Chung Tai Chan Monastery9 (Nantou); 3) Fagushan/Dharma Drum Mountain10 (New Taipei); 4) 

Foguangshan11 (Kaohsiung); 5) Nanlin Nisengyuan12 (Nantou) and 6) Zheng Kuo Temple13 (Nantou). 

                                                           
8 Luminary Nunnery 香光寺 (also Luminary Buddhist Institute) was founded in 1980 by the nun Wu Yin (b.1940). It 
currently has approximately 120 nuns. Master Wu Yin, who is well known for her research on Vinaya, runs a 
Buddhist College that provides education for nuns. 
9 Chung Tai Chan Monastery 中台禪寺 recognised as one of the three largest monastic institutions in Taiwan (other 
two are Foguangshan and Fagushan), has been founded by the monk Wei Chueh 惟覺. It currently has approximately 
1100 monastic members (of both genders). The founder, Wei Chueh, developed what he claims as his own style of 
meditation, described as ‘breath counting’, ‘breath observing’, and ‘middle way reality meditation’, to calm people’s 
preoccupied mind, purify it, and realise people’s true nature. Ven. Wei Chueh has been credited with being 
important in reviving Chan meditation in Taiwan. 
10 Dharma Drum Mountain (Fagushan 法鼓山, abbreviated as DDM) is one of the largest Buddhist institutions in 
Taiwan, currently with about fifty monks and 200 nuns affiliated to the monastery. It was founded by the monk 
Sheng Yen 聖嚴 (1930-2009), a prominent Chan master. 
11 Foguangshan 佛光山, recognized as one of the three largest monastic institutions in Taiwan, was founded by the 
monk Hsing Yun (b. 1927) in 1967. There are more than 1,000 monastic members affiliated to this monastery, which 
promotes Humanistic Buddhism in particular.  
12 Nanlin Nunnery 南林尼僧苑 was founded in 1982. There are about 70 resident nuns. Its name ‘Nanlin’南林, 
Southern Grove, is highly symbolic. It is taken from the name of the monastery where, according to the Biqiuni 
zhuan 比丘尼傳 (‘Biographies of Nuns’), a compilation of biographies of Buddhist nuns traditionally attributed to 
the monk Baochang (ca.466-?), a second ordination ceremony for Chinese nuns was held in c. 433 (T50.n2063, 
p939c21–c24): more than 300 women received full ordination from a dual saṃgha with the help of a quorum of 
Sinhalese nuns. The name clearly indicates how Nanlin Nunnery sees itself as part of a development relating back 
to India and to the first (lawful) dual ordinations of medieval China. It also demonstrates its reliance on a strict 
observance of the vinaya. As already noted by Li Yu-Chen, numerous young nuns regard Nanlin Nunnery’s strict 
training and ascetic lifestyle highly, seen as a ‘symbolic revitalization of the bhikṣuṇī vinaya’ (2000:153) 
13 Zheng Kuo Temple 鎮國寺  was founded in 1998 by master Kwan Hsin廣心. It located in the center of Taiwan 
(Nantou county) with a huge pagoda.  Currently around 15 monastics (monks and nuns) live there focusing on pure 
land practice.   



Total eleven Buddhist institutions were visited and interviewed in Mainland China: 1) Dingguang 

Si 14  (Guangdong), 2) Nanputuo 15  (Xiamen), 3)Zizhulin 16  (Xiamen), Hangzhou foxueyuan 17 

(Hangzhou), 4) Kaiyuan Si (Chaozhou) 18 ; 5) Lianhua Chan Si 19  (Jiangxi), 6) Wuwei Si (Dali), 

                                                           
14 Dingguang Si 定光寺, located in Guangdong Province, opened as a Buddhist College with Master Honghui as dean 
in 1996. It was then promoted to the status of Guangdong Buddhist Nuns’ College, the first of its kind in the Buddhist 
history of Guangdong. The college currently has more than 300 student nuns and twenty teacher nuns. Dingguang 
Temple provides excellent teaching facilities and has become one of largest colleges for Buddhist nuns in 
Mainland China.  
15 Nanputuo 南普陀, located in Fujian Province, has a long history dating from the Tang Dynasty. It is the most 
important and well-known monastery in Minnan region. Nanputou has historical links with Master Taixu and had 
been a major site of Taixu’s modern Buddhist reform in the early 20th century. Currently, more than 400 student 
monks live and undertake Buddhist study in Minnan Buddhist College. It is a big monastery where has more than 
700 monks practice Buddhism there.  
16 Zizhulin 紫竹林, also located in Fujian Province, belongs to Minnan Buddhist College which is a well-known 
institution of higher Buddhist learning in Mainland China. Zizhulin Temple became Minnan Buddhist College for 
female monastic members in 1995; currently, more than 200 nuns live and undertake Buddhist study and practice 
there. 
17  Hangzhou foxueyuan (Hangzhou Institute of Buddhist Studies) 杭州佛學院 is a province-level for Buddhist 
monastics’ education. Currently there are around 180 student monks in this institute.  
18 Kaiyuan Si 開元寺 is a well-known temple in Chaozhou, Fujian.  There is one Buddhist college, Ling dong foxueyuan, 
as the first Buddhist College in modern Buddhist history set up by Ven. Taixu. The college currently has 48 student 
monks and 13 teacher monks. Around 80 monk affiliates in this monastery.   
19 Lianhua Chan Si 蓮華禪寺 is an all-female saṃgha located in Ganzhou, Jiangxi province. Currently there are 
around 30 nuns practicing Chan tradition in this nunnery.   



7)Guangxiao Si20  (Guangzhou); 8) Lingyin Si 21  (Hangzhou); 9) Liurong Si 22  (Guangzhou), Dafo 

Si23(Guangzhou) 

The research was undertaken via interviews and fieldwork observation (if applicable), 24 

supplemented by the writings of contemporary nuns and monks. A total of 32 face-to-face 

interviews were conducted in six Taiwanese and eleven Mainland Chinese monastic institutions, 

with 10 of the interviews taking place in Taiwan and 22 on the Mainland.25  

Analysis and interpretation were applied to monks’ and nuns’ interview responses and to their 

independently expressed views on physical exercise and sporting activities in various Buddhist 

institutions. In selecting interviewees, I focused on senior (teacher) nuns, who exert a 

disproportionate impact on their younger colleagues and who also collectively provide each 

                                                           
20 Guangxiao Si 光孝寺 is the largest Buddhist monastery complex in Guangdong area with the longest history and 
greatest influence. Over its history Guangsiao Si has been associated with many distinguished Buddhist figures. It 
is famous for the Home Temple of Chinese Chan Tradition and for the important site of sutra translation. In 1961 it 
was designated by the State Council as one of the key preserved cultural relics. Currently there are around 40 monks 
affiliating in this monastery.  
21 Lingyin Si 靈隱寺 is a well-known monastery in the city of Hangzhou. It has a long history with numerous pagodas.  
The monastery currently has 130 monks.  
22 Liurong Si (Temple of the Six Banyan Trees) 六榕寺 is old temple with a long history built  located in Guangzhou. 
There is one famous and historic building called  ‘Flower Pagoda’ 花塔 as the main structure of this monastery built 
in 1097. The monastery currently has 32 monks.  
It and its main structure of this monastery  
23 Dafo Si 大佛寺 is old temple with a long history built  located in Guangzhou. The current abbot, Ven. Yao Zhi 耀
智, is famous in Buddhist communities and currently have held different posts in the official organization of Chinese 
Buddhism in Mainland China. 
24 All fieldwork data were collected by Tzu-Lung Chiu from 2016 to 2017. This study has received financial support 
from the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation 蔣經國基金會 as part of the research project ‘Vinaya Revival in 20th 
Century China and Taiwan’. 
25  Taiwan (total of 10 interviewees): Nanlin Nunnery (1 interviewees); Luminary Nunnery (1); Dharma Drum 
Mountain (3) Foguangshan (4) and Zheng Kuo Temple (1). Mainland China (total of 22 interviewees): Wuwei Si (1); 
Hangzhou foxueyuan (4); Lingyin si (1); Dingguang Si (4); Lianhua Chan Si (1); Zizhulin (3); Nanputuo (1); Kaiyuan Si 
(1); Liurong Si (1), Guangxiao Si (2) and Dafo Si 



monastic institution with a unique concept of normative rules and physical activities. A few 

monastic students were also interviewed as this study’s data supplement.   

 

Analysis of the Fieldwork Data 

The following sections present my research findings in detail: juxtaposing contemporary 

monastics’ viewpoints on and engagement with physical exercise and sport in Taiwan and 

Mainland China. As well as shedding light on the wider perceptions and practices of Buddhist 

institutions, this data highlights variation in adherence to bodily norms – linked to differing 

ideas about spiritual cultivation – across different Chinese Mahāyāna contexts. To this end, I 

have arranged the fieldwork findings into five categories: 1) arrangements for physical exercise 

in monastic institutions; 2) relationships between exercise and religious practice; 3) lack of 

consensus about the appropriate extent of sporting activities; 4) etiquette issues and the 

monastic boundary and 5) gender and sport. 

 
I. Arrangements for Physical Exercise in Monastic Institutions 

 

Infrequent visitors to Buddhist temples may wonder where and how they can accommodate 

monastics’ physical exercise or sport, as spaces of a size appropriate for large group activities 

are rare. For example, a martial-arts building had to be specially constructed for the members 

of Chung Tai Chan, though other kinds of physical exercise now take place in it. Certain 

institutions  have invited non-monastic boxing coaches (e.g. Nanputuo, Kaiyuan Si, Zizhulin) 

and yoga teachers (e.g. Luminary nunnery) to provide instruction in these disciplines, while 

others (e.g. Chung Tai Chan Monastery) have monks who teach traditional boxing on a 

professional basis. 

 



The popular image of Buddhist monastics implies that they live a more sedentary lifestyle than 

ordinary people, with most of their daily schedules likely to focus on sutra chanting, meditation, 

dharma teaching and ritual ceremonies. Therefore, when conducting fieldwork in Taiwan and 

Mainland China in 2016 and 2017, I was somewhat interested that most Buddhist monastic 

institutions I visited regularly arranged group exercise for their members, and that such 

activities were especially well-established among Buddhist colleges for junior student monks 

and nuns. 26  Students at Dharma Drum Sangha University performed an exercise called the 

‘Dharma Drum eight-form moving meditation’ upon waking at 4.10 a.m.; in  

 

Foguangshan, physical activities for the members included fitness walking, running-and- 

walking meditation, yoga and so on; and members of the Chung Tai Chan Monastery practised 

martial arts, yijin jing 易經筋 and qigong 氣功. In the Luminary Nunnery, student nuns were 

                                                           
26 The kinds of physical exercise provided by each Buddhist institution to their student disciples are set forth in 
Table 1, below: 

Buddhist Institution Affliated Buddhist College Physical Exercise 
Dharma Drum Moutain  
 

Dharma Drum Sangha University 法鼓僧伽
大學 
 

Dharma Drum eight-form moving 
meditation and moutain walking 
(in summer). 

Foguangshan FGS Tsunglin University 佛光叢林學院 Morning fitness walking, yoga, 
walking-and-running meditation 
(after meals), etc. 

Chung Tai Chan 
Monastery 

Chung Ta Buddhist Institute 中台佛教學院 Martial arts, qigong , yijin jing, etc. 

Luminary Nunnery Luminary Buddhist Institute 香光尼眾佛學
院 

Yoga and qigong 

Nanputuo Minnan foxueyuan 閩南佛學院 Tai chi quan 
Kaiyun Si Lingdong foxueyuan 嶺東佛學院 Tai chi quan 
Zizhulin Minnan foxueyuan nuzhong bu 閩南佛學院女

眾部 
Wuzuquan  

 
Hangzhou foxueyuan 杭州佛學院 Shaolin box 

 



required to participate in yoga and qigong; and in Nanputuo and Kaiyun Si, they regularly 

practised tai chi. In short, less-strenuous exercises such as traditional Chinese boxing have been 

widely approved for junior monastics in Mahāyāna Buddhist colleges, and indeed encouraged or 

required in some cases. Some of my interviewees who worked as teacher monks and nuns in 

such colleges noted positively that such arrangements strengthened the students’ bodies. One 

teacher monk from Kaiyun Si, for instance, reported that in the beginning, his students felt very 

tired and sleepy in class because they needed to wake up very early for morning chanting, 

followed by physical exercise; but that after practising tai chi for a while, they became more 

energetic and able to concentrate in the classroom. 

 

In addition to the group physical exercises arranged by each institution mentioned above, 

moreover, some monastics engaged in exercise individually for health reasons or out of personal 

interest. As the following selections from my interview data indicate, such activities varied 

considerably according to the location of the monastic institution.  

 

Luminary Nunnery: “Those nuns living inside this nunnery, which is close to a 
hill, can practise walking meditation as group or individually on the hill path 
thanks to this geographic advantage […] it takes from a half hour to one hour[.]” 

 

Nanputuo: “Next to this monastery is the Xiamen University, where student 
monks can play basketball or jog after evening class. Some of them go mountain 
climbing, bike riding and so on.” 

 

Zizhulin: “Monastic students in the Minnan Buddhist College go mountain 
climbing in their spare time[.]”  



 

Liurong Si:27 “We have some [personal] time after breakfast, so some monks play 
tai chi quan, go mountain climbing [on Mount Yuexiu] or walk inside the 
monastery as individual physical exercise […]. In the past, before the monastery 
revocation, some monks played table tennis[.]” 

 

Chung Tai Chan Monastery: “Some monastics go on walking meditations because 
of the mountain environment.” 

 

In addition to these group and individual exercises, some combination of modern fitness 

equipment including treadmills, horizontal bars and stationary bicycles is provided for the sake 

of monastics’ physical health at Dharma Drum Mountain, Chun Tai Chan Monastery, Lianhua 

Chan Si, Lingyin Si, and Hangzhou foxueyuan. In short, contemporary monastics engage in a wide 

range of physical exercises, from traditional Chinese martial arts (武術 wushu) and boxing (拳

術 quanshu) to modern sporting activities, often expressly for health concerns. Many of my 

interviewees in both Taiwan and Mainland China were aware of the importance of physical 

exercise to health, and frequently mentioned that having a healthy body was fundamental to 

monastics’ spiritual cultivation (see section II, below). 

 

The abbot of Zheng Kuo Temple, Master Kwan Hsin廣心, has devised and promoted Buddhist 

physical exercises as a kind of healthy gymnastics for his monastic (and lay) followers, 

emphasising that monastics should strive for bodily health by taking care of themselves well 

and engaging in more physical activities. In his view, it projects a bad image of Buddhism if its 

                                                           
27 There were no group exercises at Liurong Si. 



practitioners are sickly and forced to take injections and other medicines every day;28 and he 

has linked this to the idea that monastics are likely to perceive obstacles to their spiritual 

progress if they are in poor physical condition. The next section explores contemporary 

Buddhists’ perceptions and experience of such connections between physical exercise and 

religious practice. 

 
II. Relationships between Exercise and Religious Practice 

 
When I asked my informants about the relationship between physical exercise and religious 

practice, many shared a similar view: that having a healthy body is fundamental to monastic 

members’ spiritual cultivation, in that a person cannot propagate Buddhism and benefit others 

if they are in poor physical condition. In addition, some noted that body movement and 

exercises such as yoga, tai chi or martial arts were not only good for the body’s circulation of qi 

(vital energy) and blood, but also beneficial to lengthy meditation, because they stretch the 

tendons and muscles: 

 

Kaiyun Si: “Tai chi quan is strengthening people’s body and keeping in good 
health. [...] [P]ractising Tai chi gently soothes the sinews and quickens the 
blood flow. Qi and blood flow smoothly to prevent disease of the blood vessels. 
Meanwhile, it [Tai chi] benefits our [sitting] meditation […] there is no 
movement while meditating, so the blood circulation would normally be slow. 
Practising Tai chi is … about improving blood circulation[.]” 

 

Chung Tai Chan Monastery: “We have one member whose age is around 60. 
While practising martial arts, none of his actions could reach the designated 

                                                           
28  An interview with Master Kwan Hsin’s focusing on his Buddhist physical exercises can be seen at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvyP_VEOsYE (accessed 31 October 2017). 



place like the younger ones did [… And yet] he has the deepest impression that 
his body has become better since he began stretching and softening his body 
while practising Northen Shaolin martial arts, which entail huge contracting 
and expanding actions. Martial arts is helpful for meditation since our bodies 
are [partly] composed of muscles. You will not easily have a sore waist if you 
practise martial arts. You could not concentrate well in meditation if your legs 
were sore or you had pins and needles as well as an aching back, and that would 
mean slow progress in your spiritual practice. Therefore, our master [Ven. Wei 
Chueh] encourages us to do exercise to strengthen our bodies.” 

 

Some of my other interviewees also pointed out that exercise and religious practice 

complemented each other. Ven. Hsing Yun, the founder of Foguanshan, has for several decades 

been promoting basketball for the sake of good health, as part of monastic training, and as a 

means of promoting Buddhism. This is related to a broader analogy that he makes between sport 

and Buddhism, the so-called ‘Philosophy of Basketball Buddhism’: 

 

[Basketball] games require players to cooperate closely with each other, to 
follow the rules, to [keep track of time], and to apply strategies. This 
corresponds to the Dharma: Charity (dāna), the Control and Keep Ethic (śīla), 
Improvement (vīrya), and Sagacity (prajnā) […] [P]layers are not allowed to hurt 
each other or take revenge in the game – which means “Mercy”. One needs to 
apologize when breaking the rules – which stands for “Repentance” […]. These 
are all instances of Dharma, and therefore playing basketball can be part of 
practising Buddhism (Yu, 2011: 31). 

 

As well as expressing a clear belief that sporting activities can be linked to spiritual cultivation, 

Ven. Hsing Yun explicitly rejects the notion that ‘static meditation’ is the only way of practising 

Buddhism (ibid: 36). This ‘advanced’ approach is also advocated and practised in one Mainland 



Chinese monastery, Lingyin Si, which established a professional badminton team made up of 

monks in 2010. Ven. Yan Kong 衍空, its current captain, expressed his view on the similarity 

between religious practice and sport as follows: ‘In Buddhism, this is called “maintaining the 

state of mind”. That is to say, we should abide in current mindfulness. I think we also need to 

have this spirit in sport’.29 Against this backdrop, it is worth considering the prominence of 

competition, winning and losing in modern games such as basketball and badminton, which 

raises two important questions: Do Chinese monastics engaged in sport hold a competitive mind 

to win games? And how do they interpret and react to their experiences of winning and losing? 

 

Lingyin Si: “We may have a better attitude [about winning and losing] than 
laypeople do. One of the major purposes of playing badminton is for health. 
We take seriously our responsibilities while playing because we will have a 
final result of winning and losing. But I will not be unhappy or quarrel when 
I lose the game. I will discuss [with my team] which problems led us to not 
play well […]. And I have a mild attitude if I win, instead of being excited […]. 
Religious practice is to cultivate the mind[.]” 

 

Nanputuo: “For us, we just pay attention to the game [basketball] itself and 
participation. We will not care obsessively about who wins and who loses or 
consider these things to have serious consequences. Winning is winning, and 
losing is losing, and neither involves anything further [.]” 

 

Foguanshan: “Team spirit is important while playing basketball. Throwing 
the ball into the basket ought to have the power of concentration. Playing 
basketball is not only about the actions of playing. We need to make progress 

                                                           
29  A short documentary about Buddhism and badminton at Lingyin Si can be seen at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7zaNTqS_ME&t=1s (accessed 24 November 2017). 



and know our limitations if we lose. We should not be haughty and arrogant 
if we win”. 

 

As the above selections from my interview data clearly indicate, competition and concerns about 

victory and defeat are not monastics’ main focus when playing games; nor should we overlook 

the stress that they place on the connection between Buddhist mindfuless and sport. In 

discussions of the relationship between physical exercise and religious practice, some of my 

interviewees repeatedly mentioned the term ‘religious practice within movement’ 動中修行. A 

clear expression of this outlook was the Chung Tai Chan Monastery’s establishment of a martial 

arts building for its members. The monastery’s founder, Master Wei Chueh, considered the 

provision of such a facility to be an Expedient Dharma Gate: learning martial arts makes 

monastics healthy, and healthy monastics can more effectively cultivate their spirituality and 

promote Buddhism. On the wall of this building, an inscription written by the founder reflects 

Chung Tai Chan’s institutional attitude toward physical exercise. It says: 

 

Martial Arts and Zen Are the Same. 武禪一如 

Martial arts are Zen. You must have an absolute and pure mind in every 
movement. 武即禪動中契一心 

Zen is martial arts. A profound theory may come to our mind in tranquillity. 
禪亦武靜中生玄機 

 
According to my Chung Tai Chan informant nun’s explanation, exercise may be regarded as 

a Chan practice of physical movement. You should keep your mind clear and without false 

thoughts; in other words, your mind should be peaceful and tranquil even though your body is 

moving. And insofar as both involve learning to coordinate between movement and stillness, 



she added, the spirit of martial arts and Chan are as one. At Dharma Drum Mountain, which is 

well-known for the practice of Chan Buddhism, one informant told me that the practice of a 

Chan monastery includes both stillness and movement – i.e., moving meditation. At Foguanshan, 

my informant stressed the sameness of movement and stillness, and that one should learn and 

cultivate the power of concentration, since ordinary people only find meditation in stillness. 

My informants’ viewpoints are unlikely to be fully representative of those of all Buddhist 

monasteries in both Taiwan and Mainland China. Nevertheless, their responses do make it clear 

that physical activity – including competitive sport – is seen as profoundly connected to spiritual 

cultivation by many contemporary Buddhist monastics I intervieweed. 

 

III. Lack of Consensus about the Appropriate Extent of Sporting Activities 
 

While many of my informants from various monastic institutions (e.g., Luminary Nunnery, 

Chung Tai Chan Monastery, Foguangshan, Zheng Kuo Si, Kaiyuan Si, Zizhulin and Nanputuo) 

shared a sense that exercise was good for both physical health and religious cultivation, I was 

interested to find that they had seemingly irreconcilable differences of opinion regarding which 

sporting activities were appropriate to achieving these beneficial effects. For example, the 

basketball-loving founder of Foguangshan, Master Hsing Yun, has not only stressed ‘the 

philosophy of basketball game’ in various writings on the meaning of life (e.g., Shih Hsing Yun, 

2005: 94-125; 2011: 45-47; 2015: 191-192) but has also built basketball courts inside Foguangshan 

Monastery, on which he and his disciples play basketball in their robes (short gowns, 短掛) (Yu, 

2011: 30).30 According to my Foguangshan informants and my collected documentary sources, 

                                                           
30  When he was young, Ven. Hsing Yun frequently played basketball with his disciples, including in several 
basketball tournaments held on the court of Eastern Mountain (東山籃球場). More details on Master Hsing Yun 
and the Foguangshan basketball court can be seen at 
http://www.fgs.video/detail/videos/%E5%8F%B0%E7%81%A3%E9%AB%98%E9%9B%84%E4%BD%9B%E5%85%89%E



all his male and female disciples are encouraged to participate in a variety of modern sports, 

including basketball, badminton, frisbee, and tug-of-war competitions. In short, it is clear that 

Master Hsing Yun has an open, modernist attitude toward sport for his monastic disciples; and 

the atmosphere of Foguangshan is exceptionally vigorous as a result of this. Yu has remarked 

that Master Hsing Yun’s way of combining religion with modern sport aims ‘to topple public 

stereotypes about [sedentary] Buddhism’ (2011: 36). Similarly, the student monks of Nanputuo 

– the monks’ side of which is known as Minnan foxueyuan – have been engaged in an equally 

wide range of sporting activities, such as basketball and running (both inside Xiamen University), 

mountain climbing, bike riding and table tennis. My informant in this monastery, a senior 

teacher monk, told me that he encourages his young students to exercise in sweat, since life in 

monasteries or colleges can be sedentary. Monastic students participate in rope-skipping and 

other competitive games involving varying levels of physical movement during Minnan 

foxueyuan’s May Day Fun Games (五一趣味運動會 ) (Compassion & Wisdom, 2016: 12-14). 

Likewise, a modern professional-standard badminton court has been built for the monks’ 

badminton team inside Lingyin Si. These well-trained monks 31  even ventured outside the 

monastery to participate in badminton matches against professional players (ordinary people) 

in 2013.32 Moreover, according to my teacher informants from Hangzhou foxueyuan, Kaiyuan Si, 

and Liurong Si, as well as my fieldwork observations in Guangsiao Si, some monks and student 

monastics develop personal interests in basketball, badminton, or table tennis, and play these 

games in their spare time inside their monasteries. In short, it is clear that various contemporary 

                                                           

5%B1%B1/video/5369911684001/%E7%AC%AC12%E9%9B%86%EF%BC%8D%E6%9D%B1%E5%B1%B1%E7%B1%83%E
7%90%83%E5%A0%B4?autoStart=true&page=1 (accessed 24 November 2017). 
31 It is worth noting that these monks took their robes off and wore athletic apparel while playing badminton on 
the monastery court, both for training and for public matches; this will be discussed further in the main text. 
32 In April 2013, Lingyin Temple Badminton Team participated in the annual Redbull City Badminton Games, China’s 
largest and best-known amateur badminton event. For details, see http://zj.sina.com.cn/news/info/2013-06-
08/160891111.html (accessed 24 November 2017). 



Buddhist communities and masters view monastic members’ playing of modern sport as 

compatible with their religious lives.33 

 

Nevertheless, it must be noted that no consensus on the appropriate extent of sporting activities 

has yet been reached even within the Buddhist institutions I visited. For example, my informant 

at Nanlin Nunnery – a ‘vinaya-centric’ institution where traditional vinaya rules are rigorously 

interpreted and practised – strongly expressed a view that modern sporting activities were not 

in accordance with the vinaya’s restrictions on running, jumping, and shouting, nor sufficiently 

related to Buddhist practices more generally; and that indulging in sport was therefore to stand 

in opposition to the dignified behaviour expected of monks and nuns. More specifically, the 

Nanlin nun considered that monastics should be quiescent and stable, and ensure that their 

actions conform to Discipline (Śīla), Meditation (Samādhi) and Wisdom (Prajñā). When asked 

about the physical movement they engage in for health reasons, she said that she’ would 

circumambulate a stūpa34 or make full prostrations to the Buddha statue to stretch the body. 

                                                           
33 The kinds of sporting activities played by some monastics in each Buddhist institution are set forth in Table 2, 
below: 

Buddhist Institution 
 

Modern Sporting Activites (individual’s 
spare time) 

Foguangshan Basketball, badminton, table tennis etc. 

Zheng Kuo Temple Basketball  
Guangxiao Si Badminton 
Lingyin Si Badminton, basketball 
Nanputuo Basketball, badminton, table tennis etc. 
Kaiyun Si Badminton 
Liurong Si Table tennis 
Hangzhou foxueyuan Basketball, badminton 

 
34 Two dozen śaikṣa rules (i.e., the 60th through the 84th) are about the proper behaviours while circumambulating, 
entering, or being near a stūpa. 



Similarly, Master Sheng Yen, the founder of Dharma Drum Mountain, strongly opposed the 

playing of basketball or any other competitive sport. In his view, monastics should avoid 

strenuous exercise because it leads them to exhibit competitive attitudes and countenances, 

which in turn undermines the general requirement that their behaviour remain dignified.35 Ven. 

Sheng Yen also noted in his online course on monastics’ sport and leisure activities that some 

Buddhist groups or masters allow monastics to play on basketball or soccer teams, or even 

promote such activity, but admitted that he could not say for certain whether these groups or 

masters transgressed vinaya rules by doing so; only that, being quite conservative, he personally 

did not advocate teams of bhikṣuṇī or bhikṣu playing such games. He concluded this discussion 

by saying that monastic Dharma teachers should distinguish themselves from ordinary people 

in the matter of physical etiquette. 

 

One of Ven. Sheng Yen’s senior female disciples reported that she had played badminton with 

other nuns when she first joined Dharma Drum Mountain, but that he later forbade this on the 

grounds that laypeople who came to the monastery might see their playing as improper 

monastic etiquette. Similarly, my informant from the Chung Tai Chan Monastery told me that 

some secular competitive activities such as ball games could only be not be played there, and 

that the monastics therefore chose to learn martial arts as their main form of physical exercise. 

In sum, my data indicate the existence of multiple, complex perspectives on the acceptability of 

sport in contemporary Chinese monastic settings, and that such perspectives are crucially 

shaped by the beliefs and attitudes of each monastery’s founder or other leaders. 

 

                                                           
35  Master Sheng Yen’s online course on monastics’ sport and leisure activities can be seen at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JsIkog7AN8 (accessed 27 November 2017). 



IV. Etiquette Issues and the Monastic Boundary 
 

While my research on Taiwanese and Mainland Chinese monastic institutions revealed a stark 

lack of consensus on the appropriate extent of sporting activities, the majority of Chinese 

Buddhist monastics I spoke to in both religions emphasised the importance of monastic 

etiquette, and some also stressed that, during sporting activities, clear boundaries must be 

maintained between the clergy and the laity. Turning first to Taiwan, my informant nuns from 

Dharma Drum Mountain36 and Chung Tai Chan Monastery noted that yoga and martial arts 

should never be practised by mixed groups of monastics and laypeople; and a senior nun at 

Nanlin argued that the same prohibition against mixing should apply to all physical exercise. 

Indeed, Zheng Kuo Temple and its abbot, Master Kwan Hsin 廣心, were criticised by traditional 

and conservative Buddhist communities for transgressing such etiquette rules, i.e., by promoting 

a type of gymnastics (stretching, jumping, clapping, marching in place, etc.) to be practised by 

monastics and lay followers together.37 As well as improving the health of monks, nuns, and 

others with sedentary lifestyles, this gymnastics programme’s monastic-lay interactions represent 

a means of raising the profile of Buddhism among the general public, in a non-traditional 

manner not normally seen in Taiwanese Buddhism.38 However, my informant nun from Zheng 

Kuo Temple told me that she and her monastic colleagues ignored these criticisms and did 

whatever was needed to benefit people. 

                                                           
36 In DDM, Master Sheng Yen admonishes his disciples to maintain propriety in any relationships with laypeople 
and to not discuss the saṃgha’s economy, personnel matters or disputes. Only doing this, he claims, can establish 
and maintain the laity’s confidence in the Triple Gem. It is permissible for members of the laity to reach a state of 
intimacy with the monastery, but not for them to become intimate with any individual monastic members (2000:27-
28). 
37 Zheng Kuo Temple’s Buddhist physical exercises, practised by Master Kwan Hsin and his monastic and lay followers, can 
be seen at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hp16MbUjviE (accessed 29 November 2017). 
38 Several Taiwanese news media reports covered Zheng Kuo Temple’s Buddhist physical exercises. One can be seen at 
http://www.setn.com/News.aspx?NewsID=297114 (accessed 29 November 2017). 

https://www.google.de/search?rlz=1C1GCEA_enDE771DE771&q=Etiquette&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjTrNj62eHXAhVE2aQKHVoACL4QvwUIJSgA


 

As well as the boundary between the clergy and the laity, maintaining boundaries between male 

and female monastics while engaging in physical exercise is also widely considered important. 

Although Dharma Drum Mountain,39 Foguangshan,40 and Chung Tai Chan are dual saṃghas,41 

with monks and nuns worshipping and working in shared premises – a key feature of Taiwanese 

Buddhism – my informant nuns from all three institutions told me that when it comes to 

exercise, sex segregation between monks and nuns prevails. In Foguanshan, there are two 

basketball courts, one located in the Tsunglin Monastery and the other at the Women’s Buddhist 

College (Yu, 2011: 30), to ensure that male and female monastics and lay students who play 

basketball do so in their own separate areas. Similarly, in Chung Tai Chan Monastery, timetables 

are carefully arranged so that monks’ and nuns’ martial-arts courses and use of fitness 

equipment occur at different times. In short, the Taiwanese institutions that I visited generally 

                                                           
39 The founders of DDM pays a great deal of attention to bhiksu-bhiksunī relations. My DDM informant told me that 
one of the key DDM dogmas particularly stressed by Master Sheng Yen is that a distinction should be made between 
males and females for the prevention of improper relationships. In his book, Master Sheng Yen asked his disciples 
to maintain proper boundaries between male and female monastic members both in their inner minds and in day-
to-day life, since in the absence of such boundaries, many problems would arise. It is deemed inappropriate for two 
members of opposite sexes to converse alone, even if their talk is strictly business-related. This is to avoid even the 
suspicion of impropriety (2000:26-27). 
40 The similar strictures against crossing the male-female boundary are also stressed in Foguangshan. As Stuart 
Chandler notes, ‟Foguangshan is very careful to avoid any possibility of a sex scandal rocking the sangha” (2004:183). 
Besides the strict segregation of living quarters, monks and nuns are very careful about walking together, 
particularly in the evening, after a news report severely criticised improper bhiksu-bhiksunī relations that had 
occurred in another monastery (ibid). The founder of Foguangshan, Master Hsing Yun, also admonishes his disciples 
to pay attention to their contacts with the opposite sex (2012:273). 
41 Taiwan also has all-male and all-female saṃgha. Nanlin Nunnery and Luminary nunnery belong to the latter one. 
The other three, Foguangshan, Dharma Drum Mountain and Chung Tai Chan Monastery are both dual saṃghas. Wei-
Yi Cheng has commented that the Taiwanese dual saṃgha, with its insistence on strict sex segregation and celibacy, 
reflects the path of orthodox Chinese Buddhism (2007: 166). However, there is no model for the development of 
such monastic environments either in traditional orthodox Chinese Buddhism, or in other Asian Buddhist countries 
(DeVido, 2010: 7-8). 



ensured that during physical exercise, boundaries were maintained both between monastics and 

the laity and between the sexes. 

During my fieldwork in Mainland China, 42  some of my informants also reported that they 

avoided engaging in sporting activities in public, to avoid attracting local people’s criticism. 

Monks played badminton inside Guangsiao Si in the evening, 43  and practised tai chi inside 

Kaiyun Si in the early morning, i.e., at times when these monastic institutions were not open to 

the public. When I asked two of my informant monks if they could provide me with photos of 

monastic students performing tai chi in Kayyun Si or attending the PE class in Hangzhou 

foxueyuan, both told me that no photos were taken of these physical activities, which must not 

been seen by the public if monastic etiquette was to be protected and maintained. The informant 

from Hangzhou foxueyuan, a teacher monk, explained that students did not wear formal robes 

for PE lessons and boxing sessions within the institution, but only t-shirts, trainers, and 

monastic trousers. In other words, for members of the public to see monastics in their robes 

untidily (or ordinary people’s clothes) was not merely a transgression of monastic etiquette, but 

a violation of vinaya rules against incorrect wearing of monastic robes in laypeople’s presence.44 

Significantly, my informant monks from Kaiyun Si and Liurong Si all emphasised the importance 

of the etiquette surrounding monks’ wearing of monastic robes when in public places, but all 

                                                           
42 There are no dual saṃghas in Mainland China. Monks live in all-male monasteries and nuns stay in all-female 
saṃghas, unlike in some Taiwanese Buddhist institutions. Therefore, within-monastery sex segregation will not be 
discussed in this section. 
43 Fortunately, I happened to observe a few monks playing badminton and took photos with the subjects’ permission 
when I stayed in this monastery on a subsequent occasion. 
44 Some śaikṣa rules are related to robe etiquette for monastic members: for example, wearing the five robes neatly 
(the 2nd śaikṣa), and, when entering or sitting in a layman’s home, not wearing the robe reversed (the 3rd and 4th 
śaikṣa), not wrapping one’s robe around one’s neck (the 5th and 6th śaikṣa), and not covering one’s head with one’s 
robe (the 7th and 8th śaikṣa). 



agreed that they were allowed to wear t-shirts45 during physical exercise within their monastic 

living quarters, provided that no laypeople could see them doing so. On the other hand, my 

informants from Nanputuo and Lingyin Si seemed to be more flexible regarding boundary and 

robe etiquette in sporting contexts. Student monastics at Xiamen University played basketball 

(with university students) in view of the general public whilst wearing trainers, basketball shirts, 

and monastic trousers;46 and a few photos of this were even shown by my informant teacher 

monk. Likewise, in Lingyin Si, monks took their robes off and wore athletic apparel while playing 

badminton on the monastery court, not only when training but during public matches.47 When 

I asked one badminton-playing monk about the robe issue, he replied that, though it was 

impossible to play badminton while wearing robes, he and his colleagues still needed to pay 

attention to the etiquette of walking, standing, sitting, and lying while outside the monastery 

attending matches. In other words, most of the monks I interviewed emphasised the importance 

of etiquette and of maintaining suitable boundaries between monastics and the public while 

doing exercise or sports, for the avoidance of criticism. 

V. Gender and Sport 
 

At Chung Tai Chan, my informant told me that monastics pay careful attention to their etiquette 

and dignified behaviour when they are exercising. They are not allowed to talk, laugh, or behave 

playfully. Additionally, female monastics wearing short gowns in the context of exercise are 

expected to wear special aprons over them, to avoid their body shapes becoming visible. 

                                                           
45 During my fieldwork observations in Mainland China, I saw many monks wearing t-shirts in white or other colours 
under their monastic robes. I have never seen Taiwanese monks doing this. However, an in-depth discussion of 
nuanced difference between these two regions’ robe-wearing practices is beyond the scope of the present study. 
46 The teacher monk from Nanputuo told me that student monastics are allowed to wear (basketball) shirts after 
their short gowns are wet. Nevertheless, it is important to wear monastic robes when they walk out of monastery 
gate and leave the basketball court after playing games.   
47  



Likewise, when wearing martial-arts clothing, Chung Tai Chan’s nuns must not cinch in their 

waists or otherwise adjust their outfits in ways that will expose their shapes. To facilitate the 

following of these rules, the aprons and martial-arts clothing are designed and made within the 

monastery itself. According to my informant nun in Dinguang Si, most student female nuns may 

tend to have sedentary activities, instead of nuous exercise. One teacher nun from Zizhulin 

considers that it is not appropriate for female nuns to jump for basketball games due to women’s 

physical structure. 

 

Conclusion 

Across all the Taiwanese and Mainland Chinese monastic institutions that I studied, many of my 

informant nuns and monks emphasised the importance of etiquette when engaging in exercise 

or sport and clear boundaries must be maintained between the clergy and the laity, generally to 

avoid criticism from laypeople. However, the monastic ethos surrounding the playing of certain 

sports (or not) was also crucially related to the beliefs and attitudes of individual founders or 

other leaders; and to a lesser extent, on the location of their institutions. For example, Nanputuo 

is situated close to a university that allows student monks to use its playing fields and basketball 

court; and monastics are more likely to take up fitness walking or mountain climbing if their 

institutions are located in the mountains. In short, when it comes to sport and exercise, there is 

a complex and geographically variable interplay between monastics’ desires to follow vinaya 

rules, to avoid breaches of etiquette and criticism from the lay community, and to maintain their 

own health. Most significantly, exercise/ sports and religious practice complemented each other 

based on some of my informants’ experience that shows a crucial interrelationship of the 

external body (physical activities) and the internal mind (spiritual cultivation). As for the gender 

issue in this study, nuns generally might be expected not to engage in strenuous exercise by 



their Buddhist communities. And in Chinese social contexts it seems that monks playing sports 

or doing physical exercise is more acceptable. These gender differences regarding physical 

activities should not be overlooked.  
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