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Jack Meng-Tat Chia

Ven. Zhiru is a Singaporean Buddhist
nun and a professor of

religious studies at Pomona College.
Image courtesy of Venerable

Zhiru © Buddhistdoor

[ first became acquainted with
Venerable Professor Shi Zhiru
(F240 ) in the fall of 2000,
when I read her book The
Making of a Savior Bodhisattva:
Dizang in Medieval China
(2007) for a graduate seminar
on Chinese Buddhism. From
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her book, I learned a great deal
about Dizang ( #1j& ). a popular
bodhisattva in Chinese Mahayana
Buddhism. “How cool,” I thought
when I learned from the book's
acknowledgement that Ven.
Zhiru is a Singaporean Buddhist
nun and a professor of religious
studies teaching at a prestigious
liberal arts college in the United
States.

A few months later, when | was
back in Singapore for my winter
break, one of my former teachers
from the National University of
Singapore (NUS) told me about a
Singaporean nun who was serving
as a visiting scholar at the Asia
Research Institute (ARI) at NUS.
Coincidentally, | found out that
the nun my former teacher was
referring to was Ven. Zhiru! |
quickly made an appointment
with Ven. Zhiru and met with



her in her office at ARI. We had
an enjoyable hour-long chat
about Buddhism, academia, and
graduate studies in the US. I was
deeply impressed by her vast
knowledge of Buddhist texts and
practices. But even more so, [ was
happily surprised by her humor,

good spirit, and witty comments.

Born in Singapore in 1964, Ven.
Zhiru was the youngest of eight
siblings. Her father had migrated
from Fujian Province in China to
Singapore in his early youth, while
her mother was a first-generation
Singaporean Chinese. Ven. Zhiru's
father ran a small market grocery
shop until his business failed.

Her mother, a devoted housewife,
occasionally took on home jobs
such as babysitting and laundry.
And when she was born, her
older siblings were working

and contributing to the family
income. Ven. Zhiru's family was
in a better financial situation as
she was growing up, and she did
not have to help out with the
family business while studying.
"My older siblings often teased
me about being the one born with
the silver spoon,” she said with a

grin.

Ven. Zhiru began her serious
exploration of Buddhism as she
was completing her A-levels.

At that time, her maternal
grandmother fell ill and passed
away. Ven. Zhiru's grandmother
was a pious Buddhist, and a long-
term vegetarian who had spent
much of the second half of her
life at the Singapore Buddhist
Lodge (i =14k ).

a lay Buddhist society. When

she passed away, her maternal
relatives sponsored Buddhist
mortuary rites on her behalf.
“Much of the ritual language

was lost to me, but one phrase,
The lotus will be your parents,
particularly captivated me,” Ven.
Zhiru told me. “Later on, [ would
learn that this was part of the
rebirth imagery from the Pure
Land Buddhist teachings.” At that
moment, this phrase struck a
chord with an inner contradiction
Ven. Zhiru experienced growing
up. Raised in a traditional Chinese
family, Ven. Zhiru wondered if she
could live up to the prescribed
cultural virtue of filial piety.

“I seriously wondered if [ was
capable of the same depth of
affection and gratitude that
parents feel for their children,”

she said.
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Curious about the lotus

imagery and its implications for
understanding parental gratitude,
Ven. Zhiru decided to explore
Buddhism as another window

to her ethnic and cultural roots.
Following in the footsteps of her
mother, she and a few of her
older siblings began to attend
Buddhist ritual services at the
Singapore Buddhist Lodge. “We
loved the chanting and the
veneration of Guanyin ( E{& ), but
we soon felt the need to further
understand Buddhist teachings,”
she said. A short search led Ven.
Zhiru and her siblings to Master
Houzhong ( J£5% ), the abbot of
Mahaprajna Buddhist Society
(EEMHEE ), who would later
become her ordination teacher.
“I remember the first of his
Dharma talks I attended—it

was on the Mahayana doctrine
of emptiness. At that time, [

was unable to fully understand
the profundity of this Buddhist
teaching, but nonetheless [ felt a
deep conviction that some day |
would master this teaching both
in terms of understanding and

practice.”

From then on, Ven. Zhiru and
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her siblings regularly attended
Master Houzhong's Dharma

talks and took courses at the
Mahaprajna Buddhist Society.
They became very involved in the
Buddhist propagation work of the
master. At the same time, she was
pursuing her BA degree with a
double major in English literature
and English linguistic at NUS. “In
many regards, | spent more time
on Dharma studies and Buddhist
work than I did on my course
work at the university,” she said.

By the time Ven. Zhiru completed
her BA (Honors) in English
literature in 1987, she had decided
to follow the Buddha's path and
become a nun. ‘T already knew
that the study and practice of
Buddhism was more important
to me than my interest in
literature. Buddhism had very
much become the meaning of

my life, and [ wanted to devote
all my time to Buddhist practice
and study,” Ven. Zhiru told me.
Shortly after she graduated from
NUS, she took up her robes under
Master Houzhong. “There was no
sudden overwhelming catalyst to
take up my robes; rather, it felt
more like a natural and logical



decision after almost five years of
increasing conviction that this is

indeed the path for me.”

After her ordination in Singapore,
Ven. Zhiru's ordination teacher
sent her to Taiwan to receive

the full monastic precepts and

to receive monastic training at
the abode of her grand-teacher,
the renowned scholar monk
Master Yinshun ( E[JIE , 1906-
2005). Master Yinshun is widely
regarded as one of the greatest
Buddhist thinkers of the 20th
century. A prolific writer and
religious scholar, he received a
PhD from Taisho University in
Japan, and subsequently became
the first Buddhist monk to teach
at a secular university in Taiwan.
Little did Ven. Zhiru know that
she would eventually follow in the
footsteps of her grand-teacher.

[ asked her: “How was your

monastic training?”

“In many ways, it was like a boot
camp!” she answered with a
laugh. “But the time I spent in
Taiwan for my monastic training
is one of my favorite memories

of my life as a Buddhist nun to

date.” The full ordination rites,
which lasted for an entire month
at Linji Monastery in Taipeli,

were an intense experience that
plunged Ven. Zhiru right into the
world of monastic mores and daily
etiquette, from nitty-gritty details
of brushing teeth and proper
meal decorum, to the ethical
basis for a harmonious communal
life. It was such a jam-packed
scheduled that she worried about
remembering all the rules and
regulations during the sessions
of precept teachings and ritual

instruction.

On one occasion, the hot water
supply cut off while Ven. Zhiru
was in the midst of a shower on
a cold winter day. “But through
it all, I felt very alive and filled
with joy,” she said. “Ordination
is the first step into a mental
freedom that is ironically to

be experienced in the many
regulations and ritual etiquette
that one voluntarily takes on in a

monastic life.”

After the full ordination
ceremony, Ven. Zhiru went for
monastic training at Master

Yinshun's retreat abode in
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Nantou. a mountainous county in
central Taiwan. "Master Yinshun
prescribed a study program for
me where would [ systematically
read his writings and discuss
the assigned readings with him
for about an hour each day.”

she told me. In preparation for
her meeting with this eminent
monk, Ven. Zhiru eagerly read
Master Yinshun's autobiography.
An Ordinary Life ( SEJLAY—42),
before she left for Taiwan.

“Reading his autobiography, | was
already deeply struck by how he
experienced and interpreted his
life events through the Buddhist
teachings of conditioned
dependency and emptiness,” Ven.
Zhiru said. “But in person, Master
Yinshun's profound realization
of emptiness together with his
unassuming character provided
me with an inspiring model of
the Buddhist intellectual and
scholar monk that far exceeded
all my expectations.” According
to Ven. Zhiru, Master Yinshun,
for all his intellectual reformist
tendencies, was in some ways

a Confucian scholar emanating
the quiet dignity of long years of
a singular focus on his studies.
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“This encounter with one of the
legendary figures of modern
Chinese Buddhist history has
contoured my own career as

a scholar nun teaching in a
liberal arts college in Southern

California,” she said.

After completing her monastic
training in Taiwan, Ven. Zhiru
went to the US to pursue graduate
studies. She completed an MA

in Sanskrit and Indian Buddhist
literature at the University

of Michigan, and her PhD in

Fast Asian religious history at
the University of Arizona. Her
dissertation “The Formation

and Development of the Dizang
Cult in Medieval China” was
completed under the guidance of
the professor of Buddhist Studies,
Robert Gimello. After receiving
her PhD in 2000, she joined the
faculty at Pomona College, where
she has taught ever since.

“It must be challenging for a
monastic to study and to teach in
the West,” [ remarked.

She laughed. According to her,
being a Chinese Buddhist nun,
dressed in traditional robes, has



its challenges, particularly when
it come to cultural preconceptions
and misunderstandings. Ven.
Zhiru shared some of her more
amusing experiences; “At airports,
[ am repeatedly mistaken for
being a man on account of my
shaved head and flowing robes,”
she said. “Once, an old lady

seeing me entering the women's
restroom, got flustered and
apologized profusely for having

used the men’s toilet!”

“To some extent, all foreign
students face inevitable
challenges and adjustments in
new and sometimes radically
different linguistic sociocultural
environments,” Ven. Zhiru added.
I nodded my head in agreement.
Having been an international
graduate student in the US
myself, [ can relate to this. "I was
fortunate that my transition

into North American society

and education was relatively
smooth as [ was used to studying
under expatriate teachers and
professors from the West at NUS,”
she said. “During both my MA and
PhD programs in the US, | was in
Asia-centered departments, which
meant that there were always a

good number of Asian students,
and the non-Asian faculty and
peers all knew one or two Asian

languages.”

Graduate school is not without its
challenges and obstacles. To Ven.
Zhiru, however, all these little
challenges were opportunities
for spiritual growth. She shared
another interesting anecdote.
“Once, a classmate in graduate
school noticed that my humble
bag was fraying pretty badly,”

she said. And the next day, with
the best intentions, Ven. Zhiru's
classmate gave her a brand new
backpack that she has bought for
her 10-year-old son but which he
had scorned and refused to carry.
It was a very childish backpack
in brilliant yellow and black. ‘1
was mortified at the thought of
having to carry the childish bag
as it didn’t correlate to my image
of monastic dignity!” she said
with a grin. “Then [ realized that
my ego was at work here and that
[ was attached to some image of
what a monk or nun should look
like. I resolved there and then to
carry the backpack daily. You can
imagine how ‘heavy’ it weighed
the first week, as painfully
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conscious as [ was of it!" But in
the weeks thereafter, the weight
lightened and without realizing,
she was hardly even aware of the
bag and carried it for a couple of

years.

“Some people think that
monastics teaching in a
secularized educational
institution in North America
must enjoy an easy, comfortable
life,” Ven. Zhiru said. "Actually.
when monastics function in a
secular educational setting, they
experience several disadvantages
that, I think, can be quite

transformative.”

Displaced from their natural
habitats, monastics no longer
enjoy the mental and material
support from lay Buddhist
communities that help facilitate
their monastic lives in Asian
societies. They are no longer
among people who share the
same religious and sociocultural
frameworks on which their
religious lives are built. Instead,
displaced in environments
beyond their comfort zones,
these monastics constantly have

to navigate unfamiliar terrains
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and are forced to question the
constructed realities they assume

as part of their religious beliefs.

“Such an environment can be
conducive for breaking down the
deeply entrenched dualisms that
we live in, and which our language
and conventional norms enforce,”
Ven. Zhiru said. “In some regards,
a good part of my spiritual
growth took place outside of the
Buddhist world. My moments of
personal transformation, when |
moved beyond mere conceptual
understanding to intuitive
insight, all happened after | was
dislocated from my Buddhist

roots and anchor in Asia.”

As I drew my questions to a close,
[ asked Ven. Zhiru what advice
would she give to young people.
“Always challenge yourself to

go beyond yourself,” she told

me. She always encourages her
students to make good use of any
opportunity to expand themselves
intellectually and spiritually. “Not
so much to win,” she said. “But to

bring out the best within you.”



G|

A& FRAT T8 Like ) -
HEER  HEGERRBNE
8 FRERS I ZRRENEZESE
EH - BRLERIF EE (Kris
Wan ) FAERTE LIHE 2 W
ERFGBERE S ERZREE
ES5EEME@E Fans - Hi2 T
|A EREARRANH &I
FHETE_ARERRE B8
RREA S ZHB LS LITRE -

KrisEFE T#EE, » H
TEEM T RRT, - TERS
AN AR 25 Bl B A 8k ' A
WH 2Bz - BEHANEL - &
REFHAZHEEEY > WER
BRIZ VAR W 5 RS e A i e
& - Bt T U AR A
BE -

\in

Kris B Y » G5 3 AL 57
EHAR  AMITHEEN EF—
(- FEEL) -

33



Kris BEHEE S R 0E  MEERE TRERK ) - BEEEERK . THEOHEA

TR HE RIS EET-

© #FIH

2% > Kris W BE B I
o EREHERAE BRI
T mEBE T RAEMIN
Z TERE  c MRETEN
i JRBAE A H SR R R
& BEERN EAmALSE
M —BEMA AR AR T I like y > 78
HHRGEGIANES - R
BHAdd - BAE Rk ER
!

34

B R TRERK MERE -

%A Kris fE I K E#E# T
B &% Facebook B H » B R H &
A EER - [ EAE MR
HZNE NHEHKAFESZ R
FE e ) A FEEALAE Green
Monday # 55 Kris ZFFZE RS E
o SEEmE S RER AL
M ERIBHEEE R ~ ARy &R
Fa= #ihEd THAEER
R B IR LUEEER 0 3D



HOoOthEFralFRRE R

METAEEEAEERT
A - Hig Kris NMEEBE T RE
BREHH  BEE R 2 it
HEERR - RN (BE
) » % E—& (FITE
£)  HEEATIMES AR
BETEE, - THR, BE
EUEKISHRE > HEAH
CES — AR
BT RETE  ERIERG
NABRTHRIEGERE  HEKR
FeeE Ta&, M fax,

EEHCEFNRREAER - XA
T EEZERM HERENR
B OETEABNEEA - K
FABACE R B0 S AT
ZEUEH TIREIIE ) FIRIE -

BRI R 5| S N B
THZEEATEZE | ? Kiis
REEEMBRBERUERB/AN T
+ IR RYRE > TR
FIEEWE - FiEw - HEKER
KRB IEERERE - HE
o FEABSESE FEE
B EEOC

Kris 881 Green Monday &1F » ERFERSE - MEEEH ST 2
KETREG - RRAFE—MEZE > BHZENL > AIRKZW - ¥
WA MG (& - 2R EER) -

35



Kris HEMZ RGN —&
B BEWAEERE BT
G MR BRI E KR
KA E L "F—EZE K
gLy o AR EREEE &
Mrved > SRR TS E
W ET DA — M S A R A 3R
¥ A TElikey -

72 M 5 2k Kris 7% 18 49 #%
MAFEEE5ZRE - H—F%A
BHE T EERK, - BIERMAT
> Fans » 5 45 T M E) J1E7E Al
fF - BAERIMth > B EH OB EIE
HERFL "T2TAXZF BA

S A ) R T

=il

DEE AEEERA8E "
Amay. asranEsnN!
§ BS MG EN
: S WERAR. llu*

. - =
(BEMEE) 2 Kris - AEE A
B S 40 75 3 B R 0 MRS
wEPANE RTINS EE

(18 : ZarEfeHt) -

E’%

36

TRERLZK - ANRE HARHIRIED
Iz ERTERLEESE -
Kris #HE MR L EEE T3
REETT ) RARMAIEA P A
e BE FTREMS K
fyath -

HEEZENRELAIER
B - MAKM - TEER
BEEERR -

A4 Al Kris BT B L@
EIPAT » SIS LA -
FEE E A% o HBF Kris HRR A I
TF ) Kris 3> i mE
DERTERGT R RITEERHA
HLE - THRBAE—(ERERE
Bt —EEAENE T ENE ST
ME 5 1 P R R R R B &
BL > BREATE @ FH—H

AIBIE= ~ TUSR AR - FATHGE
HofE TR ETFRmgiiR
AL -



Kris WR R B REE

AN ==

1 i i b A8 12 i 8 A KRR
H » I~ Fans f1 Kris AR
g MR AR — PR R
WK - EVEEFIEE T AN F
B - Kris @7 e AN A% -
PR 2l OB 200 2 0T i — 1
HoHLEHAVBEERR - ES
WD BREE o BEEEGRIE T
Foo  WIFAETE EERER
B FEA AL - Kris 75 A& it il 48
J&& - 3 Fans {832 B it 3 A
AEE - THEARBIERNEES
ALUEEE R ) HEME Kris
A ECHY RPN

R AR IR AR PR - A SRR
gk (Kris SCRR BTN ) - AR AREUUARY) » MR RAT
FA (M ZarEEft) -

JRE Kuis 73 =AY 38 Rl
2 A T F KA R S
A TERERZLHEDF
BEM ) AR RGN
ML o EERER S TR
HIRTREE MR - T =M RE
B BRRXBREW=MERR
fix - Kris DURBREE U ZER - IR
B KRR !

37



BRSHRZ L

4 R 100 %~ 4] BT 7
1 &k ~ BARES 1 75

K 80 %= Ft - M 2/3 M@ -
B 1R

HHEE

AR 50 7w~ WIVERURE T 45 =2
Fh AT 2058

FZL 20% - mEt /248
B K e A RT

T

HIREZ AN ~ W3

L P PREEAROA SRR

2 REEREHZ LB
FPEREITS) - B A BRI
ATHESHERY -

8. EHELZEN AR R
pEs -

4. HEREBRZL - BHFE
K IR HZ &S BB 0 H
W SESE R AN A -

38

TBERSRELARYEEEN, KA
MREMEEEL  EROR
([ - ZarEreft) -



; Bl FH R 58 4% 200 %2~ S @ £
#7107

BF BUR - BALA Bl

B 270 EWE 2 Gt

JifiH 2 &R ~ 7k 80 % 100 ZFt

L EOIE . BATREYIE
IR -

2. BMBT M PRKBEE
Fr BBAsURL -

3. fOABVRfREEASFELD -

4. BRI INA S
HEEWBEBREHEELEEI

Kris BRI B =2 PRAREEZE

REBEEA (- F ) - e
5. LREEHT - MIAJUEEEFEST AN
E_[ o

39



27 s EL A

f8pE i

BEMNEREMNA+ABE
tATAR  BHRAGELE
AURER - REEAEME S ER - b
EEELHAEABERERESE
A TEE ) BEIRA—A
a9 77 S ER 38 H CURRYSE - 1
ME SR R A - Bt
T AREEAR - AR SRR e AL
WEE - BELEXENRE
BEIEAERZN=EAHHRERA
BREERET  TRFHEELE
¥ oo FEHEE > HiRBENRE

=

© Maseedis Kay

EEGE > EREREEEEN
Z MY BRI AT ) 2 ZF AT EOR
HE A2 I A R I

By B S At A AR 1L R R
FREELZER  BRTEHEHR
Bk - FA@E - HEM
Fe by b ARSI SN - BB
e EMETHEE > GaE (K




BEEAD) ~ CRBIESEE) - (i
#A) - (ERE) % ZEW
BT B A - A
WIEE  BEXE —RARD
-

2 J5 1 1 (8 RS AT B R A
Hio BRIERACHE  BiRE=EE
FEUEFI - LSRR - 5%
SRAE B fE - HeAl SRR T I
BRRIT - HEMEITHS: "%
BRECHLREATIE | | E IR 3T SCHE
BIEHIC  EEEETEK - i
RIS » Mg EREFE AT
RS =W R Tl I

KLy BCTIRBERET L ME R
TR ER - BRFODE A E
BRERBESA - FENRMAE
£ —#E » 18 18 Ut it 1 T Y RE
ﬂﬁrj o

ZIEM R ERER B
SKAVREE D HE - AT LU Bl
HibREHEEER - HiERIERD
THE  LAERE  BE - E—
K BEELMAOEHEBX - 4




S HubF B ARG
A2 » JE B KRB T A
RORETREE - HEERE
— MRS - BRI EL
FEER - 3T B B S A AR 48 IR Al
Be - 17 Bl SCHI IS A A2 75 - KRR HR
[F/0 A8 NFERETE » 27X
Frith FIAE EER -

PRGN E2 (PN i KC
SEMN - 1 Bh TR A EE EROE R SO
(REH®E) M (HWAE) &
" VRV AT SRR D R & -
R HR A [ E 2 T A 51 D
A8 BRRFWEERE  —
RPN B AN S B
ik EART o BE T MR
T thEEENENERT - gt
mEE—REBL —LEH K
F/NEMEH B - My EER
MU - R VO R At R PR R
- RRMUES) - ERE - HBR
B R —RIVER - BIH
SFETERERARRER - KAKER
AR o TUROIEL - FiF
REEFMX—NETF &
R IR AE—E - BRRE T A
B REXEFEE T R
7]~ HE

BT ZFmARRESL R
B AC & STt — - — Ry (h%E
Ry~ (EERR) kg 0 &
HEF O fbrysiEe s » Mk

42

S o S RIGE s o (4
B2 PR RIS FIRE o IF F7 EE
MR WA Y,
ESHRBETRS  KREHZ
o RERE—BOREEER
% o A58 BRI RE AT AT R A
Ko BEKTT 0 AHESEBREL
Wl > SEEEAE -



BEFTEECTAMER RS - BB A SR TR - ERIBBIRER B (h A 2 B 1R At
ELIULHIRE - M RAE - TR SR |

LE IO

TR SR T4 (JLIB SN 82,000 St 4 mTUCE] H5I48 2016/2017 46 E 4 BREVETRITIY ©)
Q ¥ $3,000 Q #E Ml $2,000 Q #ElE $1,000 Q #&#s $500

HaK T
O I L8R S
SCEEE -

HEE PP AEIRAE

WHEES H IR M4 (JLE H B3N $200 B _E 38 85 R0 (B P48 S0 H Ry BN T4 )
Q &% $200 O ¥ $300 O #H $500 Q EHAfth<FE : B S

#8_LEEK
HEEI LU T AR AR B A S A IS |

https://donation.buddhistdoor.org/te/form/monthly

IEIN
A
SRS

H s eaRs
A HE

(DD/MM/YY)
ik
AL

7B T R FIER R B BFIIS M IR T IR A A RIS - EE Som ARt L
PRI HNE KBNS © AT GRS RE - MG Bt 8 A e R HE - A A
HUERR » w5 1E T TR0 55k -

Q FAAREL A E TR

~ s R Bl ~
SR IR RS A R - T AR URR RS 8 5% T ORI, Ik

CORFIREERREIRITIY 0 (—PIBHD)  (WIRESCED



HHEE T IR LR R 8 5]
15 19 4



WAEOTHY
HHS IR I G g
| BXE =
WSTROK ISR WHIIENY @A | ga-VANCERINT | s
BRITROR LT ST O YRR o
NINANON NIT ONNL > . UOWWO)) UIL) Orh 34
 RETF N@.ﬂ : I9)saATeq WETE AT E - pVA 8]

W S o
= =) 4215a4D ] D t & T
..

— W
AT =% | ; =
WNEE A E : e o
9Jep sanQ Addey L L ’ -

N HHEET-LIH B
JilNos7

HOHH YRR - [ T A - "

B THEBEN T R . EBEARY
! HNE T 5 | s S

-rw_acmzixammL#uw.m\ww.w%mmw e o B . %

..m_/a._.i..w_uu.z__ P Fq “i-_.
W ¥ O
| EOOWEA TR
¥ig6C-88CHITIEL  ~
P A TR -nﬁ
$HNUPOOH) L) |
- ‘@ EIVIHG IR TEHE -l = 3
[ ®irs Ty O LR R RRTI B _ L TH R
‘ ; . Qih LY B
| LW ok 2y B b 13 i
W
) : OGS
WY hPE e

HH A6 s 5
- Vrh RGN

EALSIZE
HFELHIERG

...
2

1..._., 66T E I
W [EAETIE







