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Abstract

Fo Guang Shan (FGS) operates one of the most extensive networks of 
Buddhist temples around the world. This essay reflects on Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun’s aspiration to spread the Dharma by building temples, and the 
extent to which his vision of spreading the Dharma to five continents was 
fulfilled. As a religio-cultural space that can be shared by both monastic and 
lay, insiders and outsiders, the temples ground the FGS mission of spreading 
Humanistic Buddhism by creating a shared space and allowing temple goers 
to transition roles. These roles, which can be overlapping, include visitor, 
devotee, volunteer, and member.

Prologue

From Berkeley Road, the unmistakable ochre rooftop of Nan Tien Temple 
and its handsome octagonal pagoda stand out starkly against the rolling green 
meadows on which the temple complex is located. In its early days, Nan 
Tien Temple, a Buddhist temple built in the classical axial arrangement of 
traditional Chinese palatial architecture, was once deemed out of place in the 
suburban industrial area of Unanderra near Wollongong.1 Now in its twenty-
eighth year, the temple has become a familiar landmark of the Illawarra 
landscape on the South Coast of New South Wales, Australia. The temple is 
not only a place for Buddhist rituals and ceremonies, but also retreats, classes, 
and even markets. Its program ranges from the religious to the secular, and its 
visitors include Buddhists and non-Buddhists, locals and tourists.

Introduction

The late Venerable Master Hsing Yun (星雲大師, 1927-2023), founder 
of Fo Guang Shan (hereafter referred to as FGS), was invited to build a temple 
in Australia on two separate occasions in 1989 and 1990. Shi-Jiao Chun (寸時

嬌), a Vietnamese-Chinese expatriate who wished that her mother would have 
a Buddhist temple to go to after migrating to Australia,2 and the Mayor of 
Wollongong3 both invited the Venerable Master to build a temple in Australia. 
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The timing was opportune. FGS had embarked on its internationalization 
campaign with the completion of Hsi Lai Temple in 1988 and was on the 
way to build more temples around the world. In Australia, changes in the 
immigration policy brought about a surge in the number of immigrants, 
including those from traditionally Buddhist countries. Globally, there was 
a growing Chinese diaspora in Western countries, including Australia. In 
fewer than six years after the first FGS monastics were sent to Australia, Nan 
Tien Temple was established in Wollongong, at that time the largest Chinese 
Buddhist temple in the Southern Hemisphere. The temple was consecrated 
by the Venerable Master himself in 1995 upon its completion. It became the 
regional center of FGS in Oceania, which now has eleven temples distributed 
across Australia and New Zealand. 

The completion of Nan Tien Temple in 1995 took FGS a step closer to 
realizing Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s vision of spreading the Dharma to 
five continents.4 He was inspired to globalize FGS when he visited the United 
States in 1976 as part of a delegation of Buddhists sent by the Taiwanese 
government in conjunction with the bicentennial of the United States. He said 
about the visit: 

Suddenly, my horizon was broadened, which inspired 
me to undertake an important career for Buddhism; 
that is, it inspired me to vow to let the Buddha’s light 
shine universally, and let the Dharma stream flow 
eternally across the five continents. From then on, 
I have vowed that, regardless of success or failure, I 
will do nothing but propagate Buddhism all over the 
world and will never seek my own well-being.5

As of 2023, FGS has established one hundred seventy-nine temples 
globally, with seventy-three outside Asia.6 The FGS worldwide temple-
building campaign can be divided into three phases. The first phase dates back 
to 1967 when the FGS Monastery was built in Kaohsiung in the Southern 
part of Taiwan, followed by temples built across different parts of Taiwan. 
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The beginning of the second phase is marked by the establishment of Hsi Lai 
Temple at Hacienda Heights, California in 1988. From then until the 2000s, 
FGS rapidly expanded its global network of temples, building in five continents 
in twelve years. The same period saw the establishment of many chapters 
and subchapters of Buddha’s Light International Association (BLIA), a not-
for-profit Buddhist organization founded by Venerable Master Hsing Yun for 
lay Buddhists across the world.7 In 2023, BLIA had two hundred chapters in 
seventy countries.8 In the third phase, beginning around the year 2000, FGS 
has focused mostly on bringing Buddhism to mainland China. This period 
is marked by, among other projects, the restoration of Da Jue Temple, the 
ancestral temple of FGS, in Yixing, Jiangsu Province. This reflection paper 
focuses on the FGS temples built outside Asia between 1988 and 2000. 

 
FGS is one of a number of transnational Buddhist movements that 

globalized in the twentieth century, yet it appears to be the only one among 
these movements that built temples with such a broad geographic span. Other 
transnational Buddhist groups such as Plum Village9 and FPMT10 operate via 
meditation centers, Dharma centers, or offices. Among the Chinese Mahāyāna 
movements from Taiwan, collectively known as the four great mountains 
(FGS, Tzu Chi or Compassion Relief, Dharma Drum Mountain, and Chung 
Tai Shan)11, only FGS built an extensive network of temples in its globalization 
campaign. Tzu Chi12 operates from offices, while Dharma Drum Mountain13 
and Chung Tai Shan14 built meditation centers or cultivation centers rather 
than temples. On the other hand, the FGS temples, especially those that serve 
as continental or regional centers, were built in the traditional Chinese palatial 
formation, comprised of shrines and halls in the traditional axial arrangement, 
and integrate modern technologies into what appears externally as traditional 
Chinese temples. They are not only built to situate Buddhist practices and 
rituals, but also to serve as community centers, educational and cultural hubs, 
and even tourist destinations.

This paper attempts to address several questions pertaining to temple-
building at FGS. Why did Venerable Master Hsing Yun build temples around 
the world in the globalization campaign of FGS? How and where were the 
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temples built? Ultimately, we examine the motivations behind the substantial 
investment of FGS into temple-building under the Venerable Master’s 
leadership. Lastly, we look at the profile of temple-goers to try to find out if 
the temples fulfilled the Venerable Master’s aspirations. To attempt to answer 
these questions, we drew from essays in the Complete Works of Venerable 
Master Hsing Yun (星雲大師全集)15, including materials that have not been 
translated into English. These include essays, travelogs, diaries, and letters to 
disciples and devotees. 

Why did Venerable Master Hsing Yun build temples?

Buddhist temples did not exist during the Buddha’s lifetime. Looking at 
the evolution of historical Buddhist constructions, Taiwanese scholars Chih 
Ming Shih and Hsiao Chien Kao noted that caves and stupas came before 
temples as we know them today.16 Generally, stupas were erected for the 
public to revere while cave temples were places of seclusion for the monastics 
to practice in quietude. Temples integrate the functions of a place of worship 
and a place for religious practice, catering to both devotees and practitioners. 
Thus, a temple historically is not only a place of worship but also a point of 
contact and assembly for Buddhists. The presence of temples indicated to 
these scholars the increased involvement of Buddhist monastics with society.17 
True to this tradition, the Venerable Master repeatedly emphasized that he 
built temples to bring the Buddha’s teachings to the people:

Temples are symbols of the Buddhist faith, places 
of spiritual reliance for devotees, and dwellings for 
monastics. They are venues that enshrine Buddha 
images and also places to propagate the Dharma. 
Only with the existence of monasteries and temples 
can the Triple Gem of the Buddha, Dharma, and 
Saṅgha exist. Only with the existence of temples can 
Buddhist teachings be propagated and upheld.18 

To propagate the Buddha’s teachings and to preserve the Triple Gem 
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of Buddhism, the existence of temples was regarded as essential by the 
Venerable Master. On other occasions, he said that the temples were built 
for the multitude (眾), more specifically, to “deliver the multitude” (度眾), 
a Buddhist term which means to propagate the Buddha’s teachings (the 
Dharma) with the soteriological goal to “deliver sentient beings across the sea 
of suffering,” so that they may find peace and happiness.19

 
Under Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s leadership, FGS invested 

substantially in building temples (Table 1). Questions were occasionally 
raised about the heavy investment by FGS into temple-building, especially by 
those who regard charity as a quicker and more direct way to relieve suffering 
compared to the construction of temples. In response, he said: 

At Fo Guang Shan we do charity work, but we do 
not publicize it, because charity work is ‘to relieve 
emergency, not to relieve poverty,’ it is temporary 
and does not solve the root problem. Fo Guang 
Shan purifies human minds with its cultural and 
educational work. It is saving ourselves rather than 
waiting for others to save us.20 

Venerable Master Hsing Yun also invited the questioner to broaden the 
definition of charity: 

When a person with afflictions and suffering comes 
to the Buddha, he will feel encouraged and his 
problems become solvable. A temple in itself is 
charity.21

In the short essay “A temple is like a gas station,”22 Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun further revealed his vision for the roles of FGS temples using 
metaphors. In his words: 
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… I often liken a temple to a gas station in the journey 
of life or a department store for spirituality. 

On the journey of life, a temple can be a station where people go for 
respite and to recharge before continuing their travel. As a “department store 
for spirituality,” the temple is meant to be a place where various spiritual 
necessities can be replenished according to each individual’s needs. Herein 
lies the Venerable Master’s intention in “delivering the multitude.” 

He imagined the FGS temples to be “accessible places for learning the 
Dharma,” built not only for prayer and worship, but also for cultural and 
educational purposes. The temple space has to cater to a diverse public, 
including the uninitiated and curious as well as the regular and returning 
temple-goers. We see the temples as bases built to fulfill FGS’ proclaimed 
goal and aim to “promote the principles of Humanistic Buddhism23 and to 
foster peace and harmony among all peoples of the world.”24  The organization 
enacts Humanistic Buddhism around the world according to its four founding 
principles: to propagate Buddhist teachings through cultural activities; to 
nurture talents through education; to benefit societies through charitable 
programs; and to purify human hearts and minds through Buddhist practices. 
The temples appear to have been built to simultaneously cater to these four 
varying objectives in their locales.

For one who built as many temples as Venerable Master Hsing Yun, it 
is perhaps surprising that as a young monk it was not his original intention 
to build temples. The young monk single mindedly wanted to propagate the 
Dharma through the means of culture and education. He wrote:

My original plan was to propagate the Dharma 
through culture (以文弘法) 25, and I had no intention 
to build temples nor to become an abbot…26

Even after arriving in Taiwan in 1949, Venerable Master Hsing Yun 
spent many years without residing permanently in any temple, let alone 
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building one. Those were the days when churches and Daoist temples 
occupied large buildings at prominent junctures with populous locations, 
whereas most Buddhist temples, except a rare few, were relegated to back 
lanes, deserted places, or even next to garbage dumps.27 Others were forced 
to share back rooms in larger Daoist temples. Even the Buddhist Association 
of the Republic of China had to go through prolonged negotiations before 
securing an independent office space in the Buddhist temple Shan Dao Si (善
導寺).28 The Venerable Master wrote, “How could the Dharma be propagated 
under such conditions?” He also reflected on the short history of the failed 
revival of Chinese Buddhism led by Master Taixu, and thought that things 
may have just worked had Master Taixu had a base (a temple) to work from.29 
His observations and reflections in those days may have gradually convinced 
him of the necessity to have a site from which to spread the teachings. It soon 
became apparent that it was necessary to build a temple if he were to be able 
to propagate the Dharma. In the same essay, he wrote:

... I became very involved with temple construction 
and temple affairs because my followers increased 
in number with time and they needed a base 
to listen to the Dharma, as well as a place for 
communal cultivation. They needed classrooms for 
Buddhist education as well as a place to live and 
eat. Therefore, due to the needs of the devotees and 
the wish to emulate the Buddha in propagating the 
Dharma throughout India during his time, I strove 
to overcome obstacles to build … temples in five 
continents across the world. In the process, there 
was support from a large number of devotees and the 
affirmation of the local authorities in these different 
places.30

It is perhaps important to stress that despite changing his mind about 
building temples, the Venerable Master never departed from his resolve to 
propagate the Dharma. If it takes building temples to propagate the Dharma, 
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he was willing to undertake that. Building temples was the means, not the end.

How did Venerable Master Hsing Yun build temples? 

When people congratulated Venerable Master Hsing Yun for building so 
many temples around the world, he said: 

It does not mean that I was very capable; it is all due 
to the resolve of the local devotees who joined me 
in exercising collective creativity and accomplishing 
this by the causes and conditions of the multitude.31 

Venerable Master Hsing Yun often said that he followed causes and 
conditions, rather than forcibly insisting on building temples around the world. 
In the following section, we try to gain an understanding of how he brought 
together various causes and conditions and exercised “collective creativity” 
to build these temples. Specifically, we look at location and human resources, 
two of the prime considerations in temple-building. 

In building the Buddhist community at Leiyin Temple,32 Yilan County, 
Taiwan, he learned that bringing “the multitude” together creates the conditions 
for change and progress. In 1956, the enthusiastic Yilan devotees built a small 
“chanting association” of just 168.3 square meters in size at the junction of 
Zhong Shan Road.33 Despite its humble size, the Venerable Master invited 
many distinguished Buddhist monks to teach there. He was encouraged to see 
that every time a distinguished guest speaker visited, people would offer to 
add additional facilities to the association. He felt that as long as people came, 
the place would grow.34 

In fact, the Venerable Master considered the human factor to be the most 
important element in the process of temple-building, whether in Taiwan or 
overseas.35 In the essays “Paving My Way to International Status” and “Causes 
and Conditions of Building He Hua Temple,” he imparted to his disciples 
advice on how to build temples overseas, specifically in North America and 
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Europe:

... I developed a plan for Dharma propagation in 
Europe and North America.

I told my disciples that they must first get to know 
their local devotees and win their hearts and trust…36

Venerable Master Hsing Yun considered local support to be essential in 
temple-building. He suggested that his monastic disciples should organize 
home visits, Dharma talks, and chanting services in the devotees’ homes on 
a regular basis as means to strengthen their faith and to gradually grow the 
circle of devotees. Building, maintaining, and growing a congregation appears 
to have been the priorities at this stage. As the number of devotees increased, 
it would be a natural next step to move the congregation to a larger, usually 
hired, premise with facilities such as a tearoom and washroom to cater for the 
group. At this stage, the devotees might take the initiative to further develop 
and maintain the growing congregation: 

If all thirty or forty devotees agree to the idea, they 
might even raise funds to rent such a place…With 
a temporary venue, the gatherings need to continue 
for a year with a regular turnout of seventy or even 
a hundred people; then the group will be strong 
enough, and through collective effort will make it 
easier to accomplish a goal.37

Communal practice is a distinguishing feature of the lay followers of 
FGS, and is different from the individual, meditation-focused lay practice 
that characterizes Buddhist modernism in western society.38 The lay FGS 
followers’ commitment to this communal form of spiritual practice is probably 
one of the driving factors to their involvement in temple-building. We believe 
that this kind of congregation is also likely to be the foundation to the rapid 
establishment of many BLIA chapters around the world in the 1990s. It is 



185

estimated that more than half of them were established within five years of its 
inauguration in the United States in 1992.39

The parallel between religious placemaking and community building 
has been explored in other migrant faith communities.40  A closer look at the 
interplay between these two processes for FGS in different parts of the world 
may reveal some different and interesting dynamics, given that FGS is a 
global movement. On one hand, temple-building was a religious placemaking 
act for the migrant FGS followers as they affirm their identity as Chinese 
and Buddhists in the local society. On the other hand, it also put them on the 
global map of the FGS network. In building the temple, the overseas followers 
of FGS became visible simultaneously to the FGS headquarters and to their 
destination countries.

In addition to posting monastics to different parts of the world, the 
Venerable Master also traveled the world extensively to support the temple-
building projects during this period. He followed an intensive itinerary, 
presiding in refuge-taking ceremonies, consecration of temples of various 
sizes as well as officiating ceremonies of BLIA chapters in various places. In 
1992 for example, he made six multi-continental trips, spending one hundred 
sixty days outside Taiwan.41 Venerable Master Hsing Yun estimated that the 
temple-building process outlined above would take at least two to three years. 
In fact, larger temples that went on to serve as continental centers took even 
longer to build (Table 1). The construction of Hsi Lai Temple at Hacienda 
Heights took ten years in total. Zulai Temple in Brazil and Nan Hua Temple in 
South Africa took between twelve to fifteen years to complete. In contrast, Nan 
Tien Temple in Australia was consecrated only five years after the Venerable 
Master’s first visit. The building of Nan Tien Temple, as a project initiated 
under the local city council’s invitation, may have been spared the time and 
effort of searching for a suitable site and bureaucratic hurdles required of 
other FGS-initiated projects. However, Nan Hua Temple in Bronkhorstspruit, 
South Africa, also built on donated land offered by the local city council, 
took a much longer time to complete.42 The different trajectory of temple-
building in different locations affirms the Venerable Master’s observation 
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that the process depends on myriad causes and conditions that can neither be 
predetermined nor forced. 

Where were temples built? 

In his commentary “Where to build temples,” Venerable Master Hsing 
Yun alluded to the Buddha’s advice to his disciples before his nirvana to 
build stupas at the junction of main roads to house his relics, so that people 
could easily come to pay respect.43 He considered accessibility of the temples 
important. FGS went to great pains to locate the temples at accessible places 
to fulfill the Venerable Master’s goal to deliver the multitude. A case study 
is the construction of Hsi Lai Temple. Before Hsi Lai Temple was built, a 
number of Buddhists approached the Venerable Master to invite him to spread 
the Dharma in the United States. In his diaries and essays, Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun revealed his deliberation. Ying Jin Yu-tang (Annie Ying) from 
New York offered the Da Cheng Temple (Mahāyāna Temple) and Chan Le-
Wu from Canada offered a 170 acre plot of land near Niagara Falls to build 
an International Buddhist Dharma Center.44 However, the lack of supportive 
living facilities and accessibility made the locations unsuitable. In the end, 
an old church in Los Angeles was established as the first site of FGS in 
the United States, before Hsi Lai Temple was eventually built in Hacienda 
Heights.45 Located in the San Gabriel Valley, California, Hacienda Heights 
is within an hour’s drive from both downtown Los Angeles and Los Angeles 
International Airport (LAX). It is also an ethnically diverse residential suburb 
and home to many Taiwanese immigrants.

The FGS regional and continental centers are usually located close to 
major cities and transport networks (Table 1), and often anchor a cluster of 
smaller centers in its vicinity. The size and sprawl of these temples, which 
often consist of a number of different shrines arranged in a traditional Chinese 
palatial axis, preclude their location in the heart of the city. FGS does not 
seem to have adopted the alternative strategy of investing in larger numbers 
of smaller centers over a broader geographic span. In fact, in recent years 
FGS has reduced the number of its smaller overseas centers.46 Concentrating 
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a larger assembly at a central location seems to be the preferred mode of 
congregation for the organization. 

So far, we have only considered the location of the temple as a static 
entity, and only looked at building temples from the FGS perspective. Other 
scholars have analyzed the territorial and social rules in each locale, which 
interweave to determine the geographical locations of the temples, as discussed 
in Gordon Waitt’s paper on Nan Tien Temple.47 Waitt explored the temple’s 
location as part of a relational placemaking process within the framework 
of the sociopolitical rules of inclusion and exclusion. The location of Nan 
Tien temple in Berkeley, Wollongong, then an economically-marginalized, 
industrial suburb with a predominantly Anglo-Celtic population seemed out 
of place at first glance. However, Nan Tien Temple was deemed acceptable 
when imagined as a tourist attraction and an exotic object that enriches the 
multicultural diversity of the region rather than a sacred space for a minority 
religion.

Who visits the temples that are “built for the multitude”?

As mentioned, Venerable Master Hsing Yun believed that, apart from 
serving its traditional functions, a modern temple of Humanistic Buddhism 
must promote the Dharma through education and culture. The temple should 
be a place of faith with diverse functions, where Buddhists can cultivate 
for life, gain wisdom, gather with Dharma friends, and make good affinity 
with others.48 Importantly, his vision encompassed both monastic and lay 
Buddhists. The Venerable Master reimagined temples as a Dharma place          
(道場 bodhimaṇḍa) shared by the fourfold assembly of monks, nuns, male 
lay followers, and female lay followers in harmony.49 Thus at FGS temples, 
the involvement of lay Buddhists extends beyond the traditional practice of 
supporting temple-building as a merit-making devotional act and a practice of 
generosity. In line with modernizing changes in Humanistic Buddhism at the 
time, the Venerable Master also systematized organization of the laity through 
the establishment of BLIA.
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As such, these temples become locations where lay Buddhists could 
ground their spiritual cultivation. Shou-jen Kuo examined how Hsi Lai 
Temple became a bodhimaṇḍa for lay Chinese Buddhists and proposed that 
temple-building creates a hyper-realistic environment in the form of overt 
Chinese Buddhist symbols that constitute the landscape at Hsi Lai Temple. 
This physical embodiment of a religio-cultural landscape facilitates the 
cultivation of Humanistic Buddhists in the United States.50

Temples as bases for space sharing and role transition in the global 
mission of Humanistic Buddhism

The weekend calendar at Nan Tien Temple is filled with activities 
including Buddhist ceremonies, classes, retreats, and markets. The temple 
also welcomes excursions and tour groups, as regional FGS centers are often 
tourist destinations and thus the temple space is often intensively used and 
shared by various groups apart from the monastic Saṅgha. It appears that 
FGS had the intent to attract a diverse group of visitors to the temples. This 
fits well with the three missionary methods of the overseas temples of FGS 
observed by Stuart Chandler: sparking curiosity,51 creating affinity (結緣),52 
and localizing Buddhist teachings and practice.53 In this sense, temples are 
physical gateways to introduce people to Buddhism. Also present in the 
temple are the regular laity, comprising three overlapping roles, namely BLIA 
members, devotees, and volunteers.54 These different groups may be doing 
different activities, ranging from the religious to the more secular, in the 
temple at the same time. 

How is temple space managed considering likely contestation between 
the different groups and the different purposes? Broadly speaking, one can 
either segregate or integrate the different groups, and apply spatial, temporal, 
and behavioral markers to negotiate boundaries between the groups and their 
activities. Many religious groups are known to manage the copresence of 
devotees and visitors or tourists through segregated use of space, socialization, 
or introduction of procedures and regulations.55,56 In the Bahai gardens of 
Haifa, Israel for instance, differential spatial practices for pilgrims and tourists 
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are introduced to minimize or avoid interactions between the two groups to 
resolve the issue of contestation for space. However, we observe a different 
kind of spatial practice at work to allow space sharing by the different groups 
at FGS temples.

We see a multi-layered spatial practice at work in the temples that are 
“built for the multitude.” For non-Buddhist visitors who often sought stimulus 
avoidance or who had an intellectual interest in Buddhism as a spiritual culture,57 
the temple prepares socialization procedures in the form of classes, tours, 
and rituals to anchor their experience in an otherwise unfamiliar sociocultural 
environment that is the Chinese Buddhist temple. For the regulars at these 
temples, welcoming and catering to the visitors include tasks such as cleaning 
the temple ground, minding the garden, cooking in the kitchen, maintaining 
the temple facilities, serving as tour guides and course facilitators and more. 
These tasks are carried out as voluntary work. Jens Reinke observed in his 
multi-site ethnographic studies of FGS temples that volunteerism was part 
of the BLIA members’ religiosity.58 As their religious practice becomes 
embedded into the spatial practice at the temple through volunteerism, the 
individuals’ spiritual practice of “serving the multitude” becomes integrated 
with the function of the temple in “delivering the multitude.” The temple 
becomes a true bodhimaṇḍa for the multitude in its broadest sense. 

The integrative spatial practice facilitates the three missionary approaches 
of FGS. In the shared space of the temple, the authors often observe role 
transition between the different groups of laity (Figure 1). Visitors may become 
regular devotees when they start to attend services at FGS temples on a regular 
basis. Regular devotees may then decide to volunteer regularly, or join the 
BLIA as members at some point in time. Such transitions often occur as they 
meet and engage with monastics, long-term volunteers, and BLIA committee 
members at temples. As Chandler noted, building temples is historically 
considered to be an act of creating affinity (jieyuan) by the benefactors or 
donors.59 Creating affinity aims to instill a positive predisposition toward 
Buddhism so that people will find deeper resonance with the teachings when 
the conditions become conducive. The temples serve as geographically static 



190

locations that situate the people, practices, and culture of Fo Guang Shan. This 
allows visitors to return again and again, and to engage with the Dharma in 
different roles, thereby offering the opportunity to transition to more and more 
involvement as they choose. In this way, the sharing of the temple space may 
facilitate the transition from “outsider” to “insider” and the temple becomes a 
base for community building for FGS and BLIA. 

Conclusion

In this paper, we delved into Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s writings 
to uncover his vision for building temples to globalize FGS, specifically 
outside Asia. Building temples was seen as necessary to bring the Buddha’s 
teachings to the “multitude” and spreading Humanistic Buddhism to “the 
five continents.” We think the global temple-building project aligns with the 
Humanistic Buddhist doctrine of FGS, which attempts to make the Dharma 
accessible and adaptable to modern societies through channels of culture, 
education, charity, and communal cultivation. The temple-building project 
spanning decades culminates physically as a network of temples anchored by 
continental centers in the Americas, Europe, Africa, and Oceania with shared 
features of accessibility, monumentality, and multi-functionality. Temple-
building and the establishment of a lay community of temple devotees or 
supporters went hand-in-hand, evident by the concurrent founding of BLIA 
chapters as the temples were being built. 

FGS temples were built to Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s vision of a 
shared space for the fourfold assembly. They operate by an integrative spatial 
approach that allows the temple space to cater to various religio-cultural 
purposes and to a diverse audience at the same time. We propose that this 
may be conducive to the recruitment of new followers and for community-
building. However, Jens Reinke60 observed that despite the forging of cross-
cultural linkage through the temples’ cultural and civic activities, separation 
along the lines of language and ethnicity remain, especially in religious 
activities. Ethnographic studies will be needed to validate if recruitment 
indeed happened through the spatial placement of the temples.
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Lastly, we reflect on the roles of the temples in the current world, thirty-
five years since Hsi Lai Temple, the first international outpost of FGS was 
built in 1988. It is unclear how disruption brought by the recent pandemic 
might impact communal activities at the temples, which are heavily reliant on 
in-person assemblies. Their role as centers of Dharma propagation is expected 
to continue to evolve with time, as FGS navigates changing socio-cultural 
landscapes around the world.

Epilogue

Nan Tien Temple is celebrating its twenty-eighth anniversary this year. 
Like other FGS temples around the world, it was built with Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun’s vision, and at a scale to cater to many and to stand for a long 
time after his passing. In the open letter An Honest Revelation bequeathed 
to his disciples,61 he wrote that despite building so many temples around the 
world, none of these were intended for him. He did not leave any material 
possessions to his students, but in building the temples he sowed the seeds and 
provided the causes and conditions for their cultivation on the Bodhisattva 
path, “All I have to offer is Humanistic Buddhism for you to learn from, and 
the temples for you to support.” In his words lie the causes and conditions for 
their cultivation and development, and to realize the path to Buddhahood for 
themselves. 
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Appendix

Table 1. Main Fo Guang Shan temples in five continents excluding Asia: 
North and South America, Oceania, Africa, and Europe.

Name Location 

Year 
of 
con-
se-
cra-
tion

Conse-
cration 
presided 
by

Start of 
project 
(years to 
conse-
cration)

Invest-
ment 
(US$)

Area 
Distance 
from air-
port 

Distance 
from 
nearest 
city

Hsi Lai 
Temple 
(西來
寺)

Hacienda 
Heights, 
California, 
United 
States

1988
Ven. Mas-
ter Hsing 
Yun

1978 
(10 
years)

25-30 
million 

15 
acres

52.1 km 
to Los 
Angeles 
Interna-
tional 
Airport

43km

Nan 
Tien 
Temple 
(南天
寺)

Wollon-
gong New 
South 
Wales, 
Australia

1995
Ven. Mas-
ter Hsing 
Yun

1990 
(5 years)

25-30 
million

26 
acres?

79.2 km 
to Kings-
ford 
Smith 
Airport 
Sydney

99.5km

Zulai 
Temple 
(如來
寺)

São Paulo, 
Brazil 2003

Ven. Mas-
ter Hsing 
Yun

1992 
(15 
years)

4
million

39.5 
acres

23.1 km 
to Aero-
porto 
Cong-
onhas 
CGH São 
Paulo

31 km

Nan 
Hua 
Temple 
(南華
寺)

Bronk-
horstspruit, 
South 
Africa 

2005 Most Ven. 
Hsin Pei

1992 
(13 
years)

26
million  

14.8 
acres

70.7 km 
to Johan-
nesburg 
Interna-
tional 
Airport

97.4km

Fa Hua 
Temple 
(法華
禪寺)

Bussy-
Saint-
Georges 
France

2013 Most Ven. 
Hsin Bau

1991 
(22 
years)

19
million 

1.67 
acres

32.4 km 
to Paris 
Charles 
de Gaulle 
Airport

31.4 km
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Figure 1. The Temple-Goers at FGS temples.
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