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Master Taixu1 was born in the Shimen district of Zhejiang
province and was given the Dharma name of Weixin. He was
a proponent of the Buddhist reform movement. At the age of
eighteen, he heard Venerable Daojie teach the sūtras at Tiantong
Temple and they became sworn brothers with Master Yuanying.
On meeting venerables with revolutionary thoughts such as
Huashan and Qiyun, he began to realize, “Chinese Buddhism must
undergo a revolution.” He dedicated his life to the reordering the
Saṅgha system. His efforts included abolishing the arrangement
in which monastics could possess private property, transforming
the practice of conducting funeral services for the dead to place
more emphasis on the living, providing service to the community,
and establishing “Buddhism for Human Life.” Taixu founded the
Wuchang Buddhist Academy and also propagated the Dharma
in Europe and India. His disciples compiled his written works in
The Complete Works of Master Taixu.2
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General Mindset of People: Misunderstanding the Truth About Buddhism
To build a clear picture of Humanistic Buddhism, it would be best to start from a
position that is based on the views of popular perception. Therefore, it is necessary to
briefly explain the thoughts that are generally held in regard to Buddhism.
Although more than two millennia have passed since Buddhism’s introduction into
China, and traces of its existence can be seen in almost every corner of the poor and
remote countryside, the truth about Buddhism is still hardly understood. As a result, the
spirit and strength of Buddhism cannot be fully expressed. The general mindset towards
Buddhism conveyed in popular culture such as plays and novels—of which the latter can
be understood even by the common folk in remote villages—can be categorized into the
following:
1.

Strange and supernatural: What are some of the observations held concerning
Buddhism by common folk? They mostly look upon the religion as strange
and supernatural. This is evidenced by Buddhism being listed in the “Records
of the Strange and Supernatural”3 in the Complete Collection of Illustrations
and Writings from the Earliest to Current Times.4 Viewing Buddhism as such,
monastics are also seen in a similar manner. Monks like Jigong are seen as mad
and displaying spiritual powers. There is a belief that monastics who meditated
in the mountains to cultivate quietude possess the ability to liberate ghosts
by reciting sūtras, and that they understand the various sciences of reading
fortunes, predicting the future, and geomancy. They are therefore thought to
have superordinary knowledge of the past and future—information that is
inaccessible to others. Therefore, Buddhism and monastics are seen as strange
and supernatural. For that reason, although people believe in the religion, the
actual truth is obscure to the common folk.

2.

Treacherous and pilfering: Those who hold bad intentions or are in blind
opposition to Buddhism look upon the religion with distaste. They treated
monastics as if they are treacherous villains and pilfering swindlers. These
perspectives are evident in contemporary films such as Burning Paradise.5 These
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perceptions lead to the actual reality of Buddhism being further concealed.
3.

Idle and reclusive: Many people envy Buddhist monastics because they see
them as idle and reclusive. They consider Buddhism to be a lifestyle that pursues
the pure and peaceful, and its monastic practitioners as idlers. Such people often
say that they will become Buddhists when they have completed their familial
and worldly duties.

4.

Decayed and abandoned: This is based on the contemptuous viewpoint that
regards Buddhism to be utterly useless. Monastics are seen as individuals who
cannot afford meals or are the unwanted offspring of parents who send them
off to monasteries. Monastics are seen as the scum of society. Buddhists are
considered pitiable, so people donate to them.

From the above, it is possible to see that the Chinese people regard Buddhism with
a mixture of perceptions. These range from the strange and supernatural, treacherous and
pilfering, idle and reclusive, to the decayed and abandoned. All these perspectives obscure
the actual truth about Buddhism. If we are to truly express the spirit of Buddhism, we
must uncover the veils of mystery that the religion has been cloaked in. Only then can the
truth of Buddhism—that it leads to a progressive life—can be revealed.
The Ethics of Repaying Debts of Gratitude that Buddhism Teaches
Furthermore, let me first briefly explain how Buddhism teaches us the ethics of how
to conduct ourselves. The Sūtra on the Contemplation of the Mind 6 speaks of the ethic of
repaying the four types of kindness:
1.

Repaying the kindness of parents: The survival of human beings is more difficult
than that of other animals. For instance, a child is born after ten months in the womb.
After birth, the child is nurtured and raised from infancy to childhood, and then
through the teenage years by his parents. Unlike other animals—such as fish or
shrimp, which leave behind their offspring at birth—human children need to be
3

How to Establish Humanistic Buddhism

raised and educated for over a decade. As such, for one to become a full-grown
adult, one’s parents expended great effort and underwent much suffering. That is
why Buddhism teaches people to first understand and repay the kindness of their
parents—commonly known as filial piety.
2.

Repaying the kindness of society: Our daily needs of clothing, food, lodging, and
transport are met not only by people in society, but also on the efforts made earlier
by those that came before. As such, our daily survival relies on the strength and
provisions of past generations and the entire world. We should therefore know that
it is necessary to repay the kindness of society and all sentient beings. No man
is an island. Repaying the kindness of society is an expression of the virtues of
benevolence and love.

3.

Repaying the kindness of the nation: Although we enjoyed the nurturing of our
parents and help from society, we still face difficulties such as natural disasters,
attacks from wild beasts, bullying, oppression by the majority, and other man-made
problems. As such, we need the institution of the state to coordinate resources in an
orderly fashion to guarantee the safety of the population. In other words, security
is assured by the nation via politics, law, the military, and police forces. We should
therefore repay the kindness of our nation by being patriotic and prioritizing the
nation’s public undertakings over our personal ones.

4.

Repaying the kindness of the sacred teachings: Possessing the above three virtues
results in someone who busies himself until death and decay, who has an incorruptible
spirit of improving life, and sees limitless progress. As such a person, one should
recognize the kindness of the teachings given to us by the sages—past and present,
at home and abroad—which uplifts the human spirit. Among these, Buddhism is
characterized by something that the teachings of other sages do not possess, faith
in it arises in us. Knowing to repay kindness becomes the ethical actions of the
people—the ethics that Buddhism teaches us to put into practice.
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The Buddha and Bodhisattvas are Neither Ghosts nor Gods
Common people worship Buddhas and bodhisattvas as if they were ghosts and
gods, but this is a grave mistake! The word “Buddha” comes from India and means the
“Awakened One.” It is synonymous with the word “sage” in Chinese. Therefore, the
Buddha is neither an almighty creator nor the master of the universe. Instead, he is a
person enlightened to universal truth. Buddhism then is the dissemination of what the
Buddha realized as a person and aims to help others to follow this truth. When referring
to a bodhisattva, common people automatically think of a statue, but this is far from the
truth! “Bodhisattva” is a Sanskrit word for a sentient being who seeks enlightenment—a
person who follows the Buddha in their practice and vows to attain Buddhahood. This
is entirely different from what we ordinarily call ghosts and gods. In China, a “god” is
usually a reference to a heavenly or earthly spirit, while a “ghost” is what people turn
into after death. Therefore, gods are intelligent, upstanding, and dictate the destiny of
humanity from unseen realms. However, according to Buddhism, gods and ghosts are
still part of the six realms of existence, namely the heavenly and hungry ghost realms.
They experience cycles of life and death, living through the agony of rebirths. On the
other hand, the Buddha has completed his liberation and become enlightened—and would
have long since reached the other shore (of the sea of suffering, i.e. nirvāṇa), and differs
entirely from gods and ghosts. The Buddha is a mentor capable of awakening others
and guiding them towards a brighter path. If your belief in the Buddha is devoid of an
understanding of the truth, your belief in Buddhism is not genuine.
It is Best that Philanthropists of Benevolent Halls Believe in Buddhism
There are many benevolent halls in Chinese cities, such as Hankou and Shanghai.7
Their ability to undertake charitable works goes to show that these organizations are run
by people who possess kind and virtuous hearts. They may believe in god(s), practice
meditative exercise for improved vitality, or undertake charity and meritorious activities,
but their motivation is hope that they will be rewarded with a passage to heaven. However,
their hearts of compassion and empathy in doing charity is the same basis for that of the
Buddha’s and bodhisattvas’ way of liberating beings. Though these worldly charitable
5
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works are certainly not in vain, the merit accrued is limited if one does not believe in
Buddhism and dedicate the work towards enlightenment. The result might be a rebirth in
a rich and prosperous family or a rebirth in the heavenly realm as a celestial being. From
the perspective of the Dharma, such outcomes are limited and finite in nature. If, instead,
one undertakes these activities with the understanding of the Dharma, one can turn limited
merit into boundless virtue. A simple analogy that can be drawn here is that of water
in a gully being restricted to flowing within local streams, but it cannot run into rivers
and oceans and therefore does not circulate around the world. In contrast, the Buddha
and bodhisattvas can verify that everything, no matter if it is a small blade of grass or
as large and as boundless as the world, it is in fact beginningless and endless in nature,
without boundary or limit. While ordinary people speak of the teachings of the Buddha
being boundless, it is important to stress that this is not an abstract concept. To someone
who understands Buddhist principles, any activity becomes infinite and boundless. As
the Diamond Sūtra8 states, the “mind arises in accordance with non-abiding”9 and “if
a bodhisattva’s mind does not abide in forms (lakṣaṇa) when practicing charity (dāna),
his merit will be inconceivable and immeasurable.”10 If one’s charitable deeds are
accompanied with a Buddhist belief, it is akin to a single drop of water becoming part
of the ocean. As such, it is better for philanthropists of benevolent halls to believe in
Buddhism.
Participation in Honest Professions Does Not Hinder The Practice of Buddhism
The Dharma does not teach us to stop working in order to pursue a reclusive and
leisurely life. Instead, it teaches us to repay the kindness of our nation and society by
working in honest professions. We should not participate in improper professions or
activities such as murder, causing harm to others, or other immoral activities. What then
are honest and proper professions? These can be professions associated with industries
like farming, production, commerce, academics, politics, legislature, the military, and
the police. The army ensures the nation’s peace and security while the police maintains
social order—these are all proper professions. Practicing Buddhism not only does not
hinder normal and honest professions, it further provides spiritual assurance—helping
one be more systematic and methodical in one’s work. Therefore, you will find that what
6
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cannot be achieved by ordinary people under normal circumstances can be accomplished
by someone through the practices of Buddhism. Understanding this, one knows that the
Dharma cannot be separated from worldly affairs—just as the saying goes: “The Dharma
is within the world; Apart from this world there is no awakening.”11 If one can practice in
this manner, one is truly practicing Buddhism!
A Buddhist Approach to Economics
People frequently see Buddhists as parasites exploiting the wealth of society,
consuming without producing. This is because they regard monastics secluded in
monasteries as the sole representatives of Buddhism. In fact, these monastics are not the
only Buddhists, and the monastery is but an institution for education; the monastics within
are responsible for the institution’s work. In respect to Buddhist practice, not everyone
is expected to become a monastic. We should be aware that monastics simply cultivate a
lofty disposition in order to guide and instruct society.
The study of economics can be divided into three categories of production,
consumption, and distribution. Production and consumption are easy to discuss but the
same cannot be said about distribution. Today’s social unrest is a result of not having an
effective method for the distribution of wealth. Buddhism offers a simple way of doing
so, as found in the Sūtra on the Contemplation of the Mind,12 which teaches the division
of assets into three parts—one as capital for the production [of future sources of income],
another for personal and family living expenses, and the remaining for charity, religious
propagation, and other efforts such as social, welfare, and cultural activities. If this is
done effectively, the haves and have nots, the excesses and shortages can be equalized and
balanced—all can then enjoy an equitable amount and shared happiness, thereby ending
class struggles. Today’s capitalistic principles encourage people to retain 90% of their
income as capital, thereby creating a privileged social class, which leads to class strife. In
reality, we only need clothing, food, lodging, and transport in our lives, so what benefit
does hoarding massive amounts capital bring?
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Historical Perspectives Based on Economics and Dependent Origination
A historical perspective based on economics is a position that is based on
materialism—it posits that economics is the foundation of all aspects of human society, such
as politics and religion. It follows that, once the economic conditions change, everything
else in society changes correspondingly. There are more than ten schools of thought in
contemporary discussions on historiographical perspectives: geographical, cultural,
religious, etc., but none of these understand the deeper workings of how things come
about. From the perspective of the Dharma, every single thing originates from a myriad
of conditions. For example, multiple relationships come together to form a single object.
Therefore, societal changes do not arise from a simple [singular] condition. Attributing
social change to economics begs the question of what causes the economic shift. Those
who discuss sociology these days are biased in only using an economic/historiographical
approach—this is akin to the ravings of a lunatic. The historical perspective based on
dependent origination offered by Buddhism is much clearer and deeper in its exposition.
Dialectics and the Impermanence of All Phenomena
Dialectics is a popular theory at present. It was originally formulated by the Greek
philosopher Heraclitus when he observed the ever-changing condition of events and
objects in the universe. It regards change as a result of the dynamics between the opposing
forces of existence and non-existence—any object’s unity is always relative to these
dynamics and is often changing in opposition. The dialectic method was subsequently
developed further in Germany by Hegel. According to Hegel, an absolute encounters
an opposition that contradicts it, which in turn, forms a new absolute. Not long after,
Marx replaced Hegel’s absolutism with materialism, taking Hegel as a foundation. Marx
claimed that society is founded entirely upon a material economy, dividing people into
opposing social classes which eventually evolves into a proletariat-capitalist struggle and
culminates in a communist society—the final stage without further changes. As such,
both Hegel’s and Marx’s dialectics are not truly dialectical, either in their foundation or
conclusion. Alternatively, we can take dialectics to be the three logical laws of: 1) the law
of unity; 2) the law of opposition; and 3) the law of causality.
8
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Dialectics are also governed by the above laws of thought. Therefore, Buddhism
views dialectics as referring to the law of all conditioned phenomena being impermanent.
All conditioned phenomena are in constant flux and change, and everything is everchanging and never permanent. For example, if we consider the process of a person’s
life— going from birth, childhood, adulthood, aging, and death—a cycle of non-existence
and existence is observed. Humans are subjected to birth, age, sickness, and death, as
does the world, which also follows the four stages of formation, existence, disintegration,
and emptiness. All phenomena are empty, their existence following the rules of arising,
abiding, changing, and destruction. In Buddhism, the law of impermanence is but one of
its principles. However, it is far more penetrating than the dialectical method. In addition,
there are other principles, such as “all phenomena are without an independent self” and
“outflows lead to all sufferings,” which are even less known and understood.
The Latest Science and Buddhism
In recent times, there have been Chinese people who are for or against science, but
no matter their perspective, there is an understanding that science is based on materialism
developed during the nineteenth century in the West. This, however, is not the latest
science. Take chemistry for example: all matter is formed by molecules that in turn are
constituted of atoms. We can therefore calculate the number of atoms that constitute the
planet earth. Subsequent scientific discovery has found that atoms consist of orbiting
electrons, and like the eight planets going around the sun, there is more empty space
between them than actual matter. Further discovery has found that there are quantum
particles made up of insubstantial energy. At this point in the discussion, the previous
distinction between physics and chemistry are no longer valid. Quantum energy can also
be considered to exist at a spiritual level, and now such discussions are becoming akin
to Buddhist ideas. Turning our discussion to the physics theory of relativity, science is
considering the relationships between space, time, and subjectivity as constituting a single
phenomenon. Take a table, for example: seen from different perspectives, our observation
of it varies. This is similar to the Buddhist theory of dependent origination. A third
example to consider is biology: recent experiments conducted by Guangdong Sun Yat-sen
University’s Professor Luo Guangting have fundamentally disproved Darwin’s theory of
9
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evolution; instead his findings are closer to the Buddhist doctrine of karma. Therefore, the
latest science is no longer based on materialism but more in accordance with the Dharma.
In contrast, the Dharma has lasted ages and remains as relevant as always—even modern
science pales in comparison!
Notes
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Taixu was his courtesy name. Hereinafter he is referred to as Taixu. -Ed.
《太虛大師全書》-Ed.
〈神異典〉-Ed.
《圖書集成》-Ed.
火燒紅蓮寺, also known by The Burning of the Red Lotus Temple. More information at https://www.imdb.com/
title/tt0110080/. -Ed.
6 《心地觀經》-Ed.
7 Charitable associations (shanhui) first emerged during the Song Dynasty and became popular during the Ming and
Qing dynasties. They are charitable organizations run by the people, and its offices and facilities are called “Charitable Halls (shantang)”. They mainly undertake emergency relief, famine relief, bringing up orphans, provision of
medical care, widow relief, seniors relief, donation of coffins, public cemeteries etc. -Ed.
8 《金剛經》-Ed.
9 「應無所住而生其心。」-Ed.
10 「不住相布施，其福德無量。」 The exact quotation is 若菩薩不住相布施，其福德不可思量。-Ed.
11 「佛法在世間，不離世間覺」-Ed.
12 《大乘本生心地觀經》, also known in short as the 《心地觀經》. This sūtra is also known as Mahāyāna Sūtra on
Contemplation of the Mind-Ground of Essential Nature. -Ed.
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