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Immigrant Congregations

The first Chinese Buddhist temple in Houston was a house that was converted to a Chinese-style temple, the Buddha Temple. Although only a few miles from downtown, the
area surrounding the temple was sparsely inhabited and marked by copious trees and bushes.
There was no nearby public transportation. This secluded hermitage was an ideal location
for a traditional Buddhist monastery. Ten years later, however, in 1980, the Chinese Buddhist Association built the Hsi-Nan Temple in southwestern Houston, an area where many
Chinese had recently settled. The magnificent Chinese architecture of the new temple,
with glazed tiles and upturned eaves, colored yellow and red, and with a lotus pond in
front, is the largest Buddhist temple in the southern United States. What is more remarkable, however, is the symbolic transition between the Buddha Temple (BT) to the Hsi-Nan
Temple (HNT): from seclusion from the world to involvement with society; from ritualcentered to sermon-centered services; from emphasizing life after death to paying greater
attention to life in this world; from monk-centered to active lay leadership; and from traditionalism to innovative expansion. The Hsi-Nan Temple is seeking to modernize and Americanize Buddhism.
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I. History & Membership Characteristics
In 1979, a Chinese monk from Taiwan, along with a half dozen Chinese immigrants, established the Chinese Buddhist Association in Houston. Before coming to Houston, this
monk had lived at a Chinese Buddhist temple in New York for several years and tried, in
vain, to start a temple both in Boston and in Washington, D.C. In Houston, he found
enthusiastic support from Buddhist immigrants from Taiwan and Hong Kong and, with
financial support from a monk in Hong Kong, bought a house with a big yard in south
Houston. A year later, as the attendance grew to several dozen, the house was converted
into the Buddha Temple. In 1980, another Chinese monk came from New York to join this
group. He was born in China, grew up in Burma, and received a Chinese and Buddhist
education in Taiwan. As attendance at the Buddha Temple grew, many members who lived
in the western and southwestern parts of the city began to complain about the inconvenience of driving a long distance to the secluded Buddha Temple.
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At this time, an area of southwestern Houston was becoming a Chinatown, a center
for Chinese shopping malls, restaurants, banks, supermarkets, newspaper publishing offices, shops, community centers, and Chinese schools. Responding to the demands of
Chinese members who lived in this area, the Buddha Temple rented a hall in a Chinese
shopping mall in the area and opened it daily for individual devotion and for dhanna
lectures twice a month on Sundays. A lecture hall in the midst of market activities represented a major change, as well as an experiment for the monks, who traditionally live in
secluded temples and wait for pilgrims to come for devotion and consultation. The storefront temple was a success as attendance steadily increased. The monks and lay leaders
decided to make a permanent move and build a new temple in the center of the Chinese
community--the Hsi-Nan Temple.
The Hsi-Nan Temple was completed and opened for weekly Sunday services and daily
devotion in 1990. It originally consisted of the Grand Buddha Hall, the Kuan En Hall,
living quarters for the monks and guests, a kitchen and dining room, a conference room,
a library, and a classroom. Most construction materials were imported from Hong Kong.
The construction cost over two million dollars, most of the money coming from donations
by temple members, despite the depressed Houston economy in the late 1980s. The substantial donations marked the affluence of the temple's growing membership.
Inside the Grand Buddha Hall, the front altar follows Chinese tradition, with incense
tables, chanting instruments such as drums and bells, and a huge jade statue of a sitting
Buddha. Totally non-traditional, however, is a piano to the left of the altar and, more
conspicuously, two columns of pews on the carpeted floor. Behind the Grand Buddha Hall
is the smaller Kuan En Hall which is more traditional in many ways: There are no pews
but rather cushions and low benches, along with ancestral tablets for receiving offerings
and blessings.
After completing the two halls, HNT turned its attention to the needs of youth and,
with money provided by a couple from Hong Kong, built a two-story Youth Education
Center. The rented lecture hall in the Chinese mall was closed and the original Buddha
Temple was converted into a Buddhist cemetery, a place for storing ash-boxes of HNT
members and their families after cremation. The only HNT collective activity that is held
at BT today is the Qingming Memorial Service in April, which is a time to commemorate
deceased ancestors.
Since its beginning, the HNT has recruited members through lay member networks,
by placing ads in the local Chinese newspaper, and by holding an annual bazaar in a Chinese
shopping mall. Since 1990, HNT has created ministries in youth education by starting a
Chinese weekend school, propagated Buddhism to Chinese immigrants through publications and festival celebrations, and recruited non-Chinese Americans. It has also organized a Buddhist Choir and initiated some charity programs. A lecture by the Dalai Lama
at the temple in March 1991 attracted the first Caucasian, a Mormon who explored the
temple after seeing a local T.V. program on the Dalai Lama's lecture. He is now the leader
of the English-speaking group in the temple, which consists of converts from Baptist,
Lutheran, and Jewish family backgrounds. In 1996, HNT began to initiate novice nuns
and, within a year, three Chinese women had shaved their heads and moved into the living
quarters of the Hsi-Nan Temple. HNT is also open to the initiation of monks, but so far
no one has come forward.

The most complete mailing list of Hsi-Nan, as of May 1997, lists a total of 1,102
addresses, 740 of which are in the Greater Houston area. The rest are in other parts of
Texas (18) or in other states (311). The nature of the mailing list makes it impossible to
know the demographic characteristicsof its members. What is clear is that most members
an from Taiwan (probably 80%), a small number from Hong Kong (probably lo%), a few
from Vietnam, and the rest from mainland China and other places. Most Taiwanese immigrants (about 70%) are native Taiwanese (ben sheng ren) and the rest are wai sheng ren
(people of foreign provinces, either mainland-born or their children). Another distinct subp u p are Hakka people, who are usually not regarded as an ethnic group in China, but
nevertheless are distinctive from other Chinese. I will explore the reasons for this membership configuration in a later section.
In the late 1990s, HNT continues to grow in membership and to expand its ministries.
'Ihe most critical expansion is the English service for Anglos and American-born Chinese.
If HNT can maintain this ministry, it will make a successful transition from an immigrant
congregation to one of native-born Americans of diverse origins. The monks and lay leaders share a vision for such a transition; however, immigrant members may not be ready
for it. The immigrants' children do not actively participate in religious activities, although
their parents make a variety of efforts to bring them to the temple to learn Chinese language and cultural customs or for Buddhist classes combined with fun activities with Chinese
peers.
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Hsi-Nan Temple now also faces challenges to its continuing growth in membership
and the expansion of its ministries. Several other Chinese Buddhist temples/organizations
have been established in the last few years, including a branch of the International Buddhist Progress Society (BPS), a branch of the Taiwan-based but internationalizing Buddhist Compassion Relief Tzu-Chi Foundation, and a branch of the rapidly growing
international True Buddha Sect. Hsi-Nan recognizes the first two competitors as part of
orthodox Buddhism but regards the third as a heretical cult. As the first Chinese Buddhist
temple in Houston, and one with a magnificent building and a well-educated, harmonious
religious leadership (sangha), Hsi-Nan has several strengths compared to its competitors.
However, it is purely local, while the other three are branches of denomination-likeBuddhist organizations and are, therefore, well financed by their headquarters and by temples
in other locales. Competition pressures are forcing Hsi-Nan Temple to redefine its group
identity and ministry strategies.
In addition, there are over 30 Chinese Protestant churches in Houston. These evangelical churches actively recruit Chinese immigrants from all parts of the world. In Taiwan, Buddhism is the dominant religion, but in the U.S., it is a minority religion among
immigrants. Many Chinese Christians are converts from Buddhism and were actively proselytized. HNT, therefore, faces challenges from within the immigrant community while
also seeking to be recognized by mainstream American society. Indeed, Hsi-Nan Temple
appears to be doing better in its relationship with mainstream American society than with
the ethnic Chinese community. It regularly participates in the Inter-Faith Council where
it meets no hostility, but when the monks visit Chinese evangelical churches, they are
treated as "devils," according to one of the monks I interviewed. The effort by HNT to
recruit Americans is perhaps partially a response to the hostility Buddhism faces from
Chinese Christians.
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11. Theology & Ritual
The Buddhism of Hsi-Nan is a reformed one, although members do not use the label "reformed Buddhism." They trace their doctrinal emphases to Rev. Tai-Xu (1889-1947) in
the early decades of the twentieth century. He is considered by his followers as the "Martin
Luther of modem Chinese Buddhism." After a tour in 1928 to Western Europe, the U.S.,
and Japan. Tai-Xu vigorously championed the reform of the Sangha system of Chinese
Buddhism, to reorient Buddhism from a focus on death-rituals to an emphasis on wellbeing for the living. He coined the phrase ren jian fo jiao ("Buddhism in the human world"
or "human Buddhism"). Tai-Xu believed that Buddhism was superior to Christianity in
self-cultivation but inferior in social services and organization. Leaming from the Christian seminary system of training clergy, he created Buddhist schools to train monks; learning from missionary hospitals, he tried to sponsor hospitals as a way of getting involved
in society; following Christian footsteps, he mobilized young monks to visit and convert
prisoners; imitating Christian weddings, he invented a Buddhist wedding ceremony. Tai1 Xu also proclaimed that Buddhism stands in no contradiction to science. Since the 1960s,
ren jian Buddhism has grown in Taiwan and become the mainstream of Chinese Buddhism
and, since the 1970s. it has spread to other parts of the world. Hsi-Nan is one local temple
within this stream. It has put the ideas of "human Buddhism" into practice and experimented with various organizational and ritual forms.
It is evident that the Hsi-Nan Temple has adopted many Christian practices that are
nontraditional to Chinese Buddhism. As mentioned earlier, the Grand Buddha Hall has
wooden pews for sitting with feet on the floor rather than cushions for sitting cross-legged;
a monk preaches on Sundays rather than merely conducting ritual chanting of mantras and
recitation of sutras; Sunday services often include a choir singing Western music accompanied by piano, rather than the monotonous fan bei chanting that aims at calming the
mind and suppressing feelings. Organizationally, HNT has tried to implement a membership system. Socially, it has made efforts to provide charity and social services. Religiously,
HNT has been active in proselytization. Equipped with his English language capability,
one monk participates in the activities of the Inter-Faith Council of Houston and observes
Christian services. During a Sunday service in the Grand Buddha Hall, he reported on his
recent visit to a Catholic church. He said that he was really impressed by the hymnal
singing and responsive reading done in various standing and sitting postures. He saw these
as positive ways to engage the congregation, better than the traditional (and present) Buddhist way in which people sit on the floor (in the pew) for the entire hour or two of the
service. "We should try it," he said, "it may help to make the sutra exposition more effectively communicated to the congregation." Through participation in Inter-Faith Council
activities, HNT has also learned from Christian churches how to do charity work, such as
collecting canned food and clothes for the homeless, providing scholarships for the children of poor families, and visiting hospitals and hospices.
Hsi-Nan also emphasizes the importance of returning to primitive Buddhism. A group
of core members have been studying the sutra of za a han jing, the last sutra the Buddha
taught before his nirvana and one that is not very popular in Chinese Buddhism. Through
study of this sutra, the monks and lay teachers try to show that "human Buddhism" is
really orthodox Buddhism. The central message of this sutra is, according to the monks,
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"Be detached from the world, but go into the world to enlighten all living beings." During
Sunday services, as well as on other occasions, the monks also re-interpret the history of
Buddhism in China, pointing out that Buddhism was not always a hennit religion. Rather,
according to Hsi-Nan Buddhists, these passive and secluded features of Chinese Buddhism were products of feudalism and do not reflect the essential nature of the religion.
They see modernization as a liberating process that opens up new opportunities for Buddhist proselytization.
Another aspect of Buddhist reform is to focus more on living people, as exemplified
in the reformation of the death ritual. Monks, along with lay leaders, visit seriously ill
patients in the hospital before death, comfort them with words, and recite sutras and mantras to bless them. Immediately following death, the monks and lay believers chant and
recite certain sutras to expiate the sins of the deceased and to wish them heaven (the Westem Blissful World) or reincarnation into a happy life. However, the ritual has been shortened to a few hours in the hospital and again in the funeral home, rather than the traditional
whole-day, three-day, or seven-day funeral. These rituals of visiting, chanting, and reciting
sutras are all voluntary and free, although the family may want to donate money to the
monks or the temple. HNT has also conducted several Buddhist weddings and the monks
even go to members' homes to bless a newborn baby. All of these practices are innovative.
Hsi-Nan Temple has reduced the frequency of traditional Buddhist rituals, such as
repetitious chanting and reciting sutras. Only once every month or two does the temple
organize a whole-day or three-day confession ritual or meditation class. On most Sundays
Hsi-Nan Temple holds two main services, the Chinese service and the English service,
which are very different in content and format. The Chinese service has more mantra chanting, sutra recitation and exposition, and rituals, while the English service merely focuses
on meditation and interactive discussion of Buddhist teachings. The usual course of the
Chinese Sunday servicebegins with the congregation bowing to the Buddha and the monks.
followed by brief chantinglsinging, and then the congregation sits and listens to the monk
deliver a sermon. Sitting cross-legged on a cushion on the altar, the monk reads a paragraph of a sutra and then explains it, continuing in this fashion for an hour, after which
another monk does likewise for an hour. The service is conducted in Mandarin. An overhead projector beams a summary outline of the talk onto a screen. Following the two-hour
service is an all-vegetarian lunch. Every member is welcome to buy a small or large plate
of delicious food for two or three dollars, respectively. On special festival occasions lunch
is w e d free of charge.
There is also a class on basic Buddhism in the morning, a mantra chanting ritual in
the afternoon, and a sutra study group yet later. Rituals are especially favored by older
people, but young people and inquirers are more interested in sutra study and in discussing
Buddhist teachings, as well as in meditation. For those who want more involvement, the
temple periodically offers one-, three-, and seven-day retreats that concentrate on chanting
and meditation. In general, HNT has increased the emphasis on the study of Buddhist
doctrine and meditation over chanting rituals. Also, it is preparing to establish a city-wide
Buddhist school to systematically teach Buddhist sutras, philosophy, and meditation skills.
Reformed Buddhism, as practiced at HNT,is religiously fundamentalist,with emphasis placed on differentiating Buddhism from other religions. It opposes folk religious
practices, such as worshiping non-Buddhist deities, andfengshui, qugong. Also, following

