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CHAPTER 13

The Intersection of Sentient Beings 
and Species, Traditional and Modern, 

in the Practices and Doctrine of Dharma 
Drum Mountain

Jeffrey Nicolaisen

The seven fig trees (moraceae ficus, deciduous arbor, also known as the 
white flesh fig and Philippine fig) in front of the Library & 

Information Center (LIC) are native to Dharma Drum Mountain. 
Master Sheng Yen called them the “Seven Tathagatas.” Having taken 
root here over 100 years ago, all seven have been deemed rare and old, 

and placed on the official protection list by the New 
Taipei City Government.
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To protect these fig trees the LIC’s original site was moved back and its 
orientation altered, creating a picturesque contrast between man-made 
and natural elements, as well as the stirring scenery that has become a 

Dharma Drum Mountain Complex landmark.
The “Seven Tathagatas” have been infected by Phellinus noxius, a 

pathogen that causes brown root rot, which is common in tropical and 
semi-tropical forests. After trees are infected, they are usually cut down 
and burned to avoid further spread of the disease. But because of the 

special causes and conditions that surround these seven trees and 
Dharma Drum Mountain, in April of 2011 the organization opted to 
employ tree surgery instead. During the surgical operations, steel ribs 
were set up to support the trees and prevent the danger of collapse. The 

infected areas were then removed and the infected surrounding soil 
replaced (the diseased soil had to be fumigated). After the operation the 
trees need three to five years to recuperate, and it is hoped that the “Seven 
Tathagatas” will regain their original vitality, with a new lease on life.
—Treating Trees in Distress, signboard in front of trees at Dharma 

Drum Mountain

The language of this signboard is carefully crafted to reflect the deep con-
cern for the preservation of the natural environment at Dharma Drum 
Mountain (Fagushan; DDM). The vocabulary of the sign reflects several 
different environmental concerns. On the one hand, the trees are “rare and 
old.” They are also “natural elements” that contrast with “man-made ele-
ments.” They contribute to the “stirring scenery” at DDM. The purposes 
described in the sign are not exhaustive of the diverse functions of the trees. 
Rather, they point to a multi-layered relationship of humans with the trees. 
This relationship with trees is also not in isolation. The sign does not only 
mention the moraceae ficus fig tree species, it also mentions Phellinus nox-
ius, a fungus. This fungus is described as a “pathogen” that infects the 
trees. This terminology of disease contrasts with the Buddhist epithet of 
“Seven Tathagatas.” Tathāgata, the Thus Come One, is a word that refers 
to a buddha. It is not clear that Sheng Yen’s epithet actually suggests that 
he thinks the trees are buddhas, but it does denote reverence for the fig 
tree, as opposed to aversion for the “pathogenic” fungus. Neither the fun-
gus nor the trees are animals, as understood by modern science, but there 
are a series of further relationships also suggested by this sign. The diseased 
soil was fumigated. Although the fumigation agent is not specifically identi-
fied, it seems safe to assume that the soil insects, nematodes, fungi, and 
other categories of species in the soil were killed to preserve these trees. 
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Although fungi and trees are not animals, nematodes and insects are. These 
animals are generally understood to be sentient beings in Buddhist dis-
course. Thus, in order to preserve seven non- sentient beings, many sen-
tient beings were killed. Through this process, humans select certain species 
to preserve and certain species to destroy, which blurs the “contrast between 
man-made and natural elements.” The “natural” elements are human-
selected ones that appear in a human- engineered landscape. This prob-
lematizes words such as natural and man-made and reveals a complex 
series of relationships that does not fit into a single Buddhist or biological 
framework. The definition of terms such as animal and sentient being over-
lap but also require further examination.

Sheng Yen (1930–2009) is the founder of DDM located in New Taipei 
City, Taiwan. In his spiritual environmentalism, he described natural envi-
ronmentalism in terms of the protection of both individual bodies of sen-
tient beings, as well as species. This approach extends beyond a practice 
that is merely  concerned with salvation of sentient beings to include a 
concern for the diversity of life on earth and the preservation of species as 
a discrete category. This approach, however, does not reject earlier notions 
that include all six realms of existence. In other words, two ways of envi-
roning collide at DDM. Sheng Yen must negotiate pre-modern Buddhism 
with the modern notion of environmental protection (huanjing baohu) in 
order to forge his spiritual environmentalism. In the practices and doctrine 
of DDM, modern notions of ecology and species thus do not replace but 
operate in a complex relationship with traditional notions that include 
ambiguous boundaries between animals, humans, and the sentient beings 
in other realms of existence. In this chapter, I show how the result of these 
complex relationships is an alliance between pre-modern Buddhism and 
modern science that redefines boundaries and margins to form a mutual-
istic alliance of cosmologies.

13.1  AnimAls

Animal, (kingdom Animalia), any of a group of multicellular eukaryotic 
organisms (i.e., as distinct from bacteria, their deoxyribonucleic acid, or 
DNA, is contained in a membrane-bound nucleus). They are thought to 
have evolved independently from the unicellular eukaryotes. Animals differ 
from members of the two other kingdoms of multicellular eukaryotes, the 
plants (Plantae) and the fungi (Mycota), in fundamental variations in mor-
phology and physiology. This is largely because animals have developed 
muscles and hence mobility, a characteristic that has stimulated the further 
development of tissues and organ systems.1
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This definition from the Encyclopedia Britannica presents a biological 
definition of the word animal. In Chinese, this definition corresponds 
most closely with the word dongwu. This definition contrasts sharply with 
the Buddhist definition of animal. In Buddhism, the traditional definition 
of animal relates to the six realms of existence. These realms consist of 
hell-beings, hungry ghosts, animals, asuras, humans, and devas. In 
Chinese, the word chusheng refers to those beings that inhabit the “ani-
mal” realm. The word chusheng better correlates to the word beast in 
English because chusheng live a life of suffering due to karmic conse-
quences from a previous life.2 Another significant distinction is that, bio-
logically speaking, humans are subsumed within the category of dongwu, 
whereas in Buddhist cosmology, chusheng and humans abide in distinct 
realms because of karmic conditions. Humans have earned their birth in 
the human realm through positive karma from previous lives and thus 
experience less suffering than animals. Finally, in Buddhist cosmology, all 
distinctions are much more fluid. Creatures in all six realms of existence 
are sentient and are subject to the cycle of rebirth. Distinctions are only 
temporary, and each sentient being may be born in any one of the six 
realms in its next life, depending on her karma—just as she has been 
reborn many times in the past.

From an ethical standpoint, the five precepts3 and the vinaya—the 
code of conduct for monks—prohibit killing. However, in some ver-
sions of the vows, the severity of the offense is different for animals and 
humans. For example, in the Pali Theravadin Vinaya, there is a distinc-
tion between killing animals and humans. Killing a human is one of the 
four grave offenses called pa ̄ra ̄jika (siboluoyi) offenses. If a monk or nun 
commits one of these offenses, he is expelled from the sangha. However, 
killing an animal is an offense that requires expiation. This type of 
offense is called a pra ̄yasćittika (boyiti) offense and requires confession 
to three other monks or nuns. Therefore, killing a human is a much 
more serious offense then killing an animal, but nonetheless, both forms 
of killing are offenses.4 On the other hand, Mahayana vows varied. For 
example, the Brahma Net Sutra prohibited the killing of all sentient 
beings equally.5

At DDM, someone who accepts the full set of lay precepts, including 
the five precepts known as the Bodhisattva Precepts, also strives to awaken 
all sentient beings.6 Thus, DDM initiates vow to engage in a special rela-
tionship with all sentient beings, including animals. They must assist ani-
mals in the process of awakening.
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The biological definition of animals thus differs from the Buddhist defi-
nition in several key ways. An animal is generally defined based on its 
morphology and physiology and perhaps is most distinguished by muscu-
lar features that allow it to move. This type of animal is defined by its 
material characteristics. The definition suggests nothing about whether an 
animal is sentient, and it implies nothing about its history of deeds, 
whether it can be reborn, or whether it possesses the capacity to achieve 
realization. On the other hand, Buddhist texts often emphasize sentience 
and rebirth over detailed morphological and physiological traits. For 
example, the twentieth vow of the Brahma Net Sutra admonishes disciples 
of the Buddha to reflect, “throughout the eons of time, all male sentient 
beings have been my father, all female sentient beings my mother. I was 
born of them. If I now slaughter them, I would be slaughtering my par-
ents as well as eating flesh that was once my own.”7 The physiological and 
morphological details of a sentient being are temporary karmic conditions, 
and presume a moral relationship with other sentient beings. Animals also 
possess the ability to achieve buddhahood, although that may require 
being reborn as a human first. The biological definition is better suited for 
identification, whereas the Buddhist definition is related more to identify-
ing a karmic status and moral obligation. However, the lack of emphasis 
on how to identify an animal in Buddhism does not necessarily imply that 
the biological definition, which focuses more on identification, is suitable 
in identifying sentient beings for Buddhists.

13.2  Are Trees senTienT?
In May and June of 2014, I spent five weeks at DDM to conduct research. 
I was a visiting graduate student and lived in the student dormitories at 
Dharma Drum Buddhist College. Dharma Drum Buddhist College was a 
secular university that offered undergraduate, masters, and doctoral 
degrees in Buddhist Studies. It has since been renamed Dharma Drum 
Institute of Liberal Arts, as it is opening a new campus that will offer 
majors in a liberal arts curriculum in addition to Buddhist Studies. Dharma 
Drum Buddhist College is located at the DDM World Center for Buddhist 
Education. The complex also includes a four-year monastic training uni-
versity called Dharma Drum Sangha University and a practice center for 
lay people. While at DDM, I interviewed staff, professors, and students 
and observed the practices there. In interviews, I asked about  environmental 
practices and philosophy, as well as the global activities of the organization.
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When I asked monks, nuns, students, and professors at DDM about the 
environmental practices there, many of them discussed the great effort 
which has been committed to preserving trees. One nun provided a very 
detailed account of the tree transplanting process and justification for pre-
serving the trees. In regard to the seven fig trees—the Seven Tathagatas—
she explained that the library was originally planned to be built in the 
location of the seven fig trees in front of the current library, but the plan 
for the building was set back so as not to damage the trees. She further 
explained that when trees grow large enough, they can provide a dwelling 
place for formless spirits. The trees in front of the library are the home to 
70 billion spirits. Sheng Yen protected the trees to protect the spirits. Now 
those spirits may serve as dharma protectors for Sheng Yen and DDM. Many 
monastics have had dreams about the trees prior to becoming monastics. 
Without being familiar with Sheng Yen or DDM, these men and women 
have found their way to DDM, drawn by the trees.

The nun explained that Sheng Yen compared the location of DDM to 
a Ming chair. The location of the campus has one tall mountain behind it 
and a mountain on each side. There are two streams that flank both sides 
of the campus. Originally, these were too narrow for good fengshui (the 
proper flow of energy, or qi, through the landscape), but in the late 1990s, 
an earthquake and typhoon caused the two streams to become wider. The 
nun explained that it was the dharma protectors that caused these streams 
to widen and improve the fengshui.

In another case, the nun explained DDM was beginning construction 
for the new campus, but there was an old tree there. The tree was to be 
moved from its location at the site of the planned campus to a spot in front 
of the administrative building. Sheng Yen knew the tree did not want to 
move, so he spoke to it the day before it was to be moved. Then just 
before it was moved, the monks and nuns gathered around it to chant. 
When it was moved, it was loaded on a 14-ton truck, but the truck got 
stuck. Sheng Yen spoke to the tree again. A 50-ton truck was brought in 
to move it the next day. When it got to the hole where it is was to be 
replanted, it again would not come off the truck. Sheng Yen spoke to it, 
and it eventually came off the truck. It would not go in the center of the 
hole, but chose a spot where it was more comfortable. Later, the nun who 
told me this story met a Jewish woman who studied Native American reli-
gion and had come to visit DDM. The woman took a look at the tree and 
said it was the most powerful tree she had seen. It was sick, but she hoped 
it would become well again.

 J. NICOLAISEN



295

These stories are based on one nun’s account, and represent one of 
many perspectives. When I asked another nun about the story, she seemed 
rather taken aback by the story. While the first nun said Taiwanese regula-
tions prohibit altering rivers—suggesting that the rivers must have been 
widened by the earthquake and typhoon—the second nun noted that 
stones had been placed by the river for river improvement. Indeed, the 
rivers are heavily engineered. Both nuns referred me to a video that cap-
tured the tree transplanting process.

In the video, Liao Chiu-Cheng (Liao Qiucheng), Associate Professor 
of Forestry at National Chiayi University, narrates the transplanting pro-
cess. The process begins with the cutting of roots on October 12, 2003, 
followed by the actual transplanting on June 25, 2004. The tree that is 
transplanted is a luhua tree (luhua shu, Scolopia oldhamii Hance) that is 
nearly 100 years old. The video focuses on the technical aspect of the 
move, describing and showing the technology in detail. It shows the tree 
being lifted onto a flatbed of a tractor trailer by crane; the tree is pulled 
to the new location; and the tree is dropped into its new place by a crane. 
It does not show the monks or nuns chanting or Sheng Yen talking to 
the tree. The video begins and ends with a statement by the President of 
Dharma Drum Buddhist College, Zeng Jiqun. President Zeng explains 
that DDM is preserving the primary forest on its campus and is explicit 
that the trees are sentient:

According to the spirit of our [form of] Buddhism, living things are sen-
tient. Even if they are trees, they still have the same sentience.

Therefore, although the video focuses on the technical side of the trans-
plant, it is clear that trees are viewed as sentient. At the end of the video, 
President Zeng states:

We at Dharma Drum Mountain emphasize environmental protection—the 
meaning of environmental protection. We think that each and every element 
of the natural world has meaning in its survival. Thus, in this transplant 
process, we want to provide a very good example for the people of the 
world. That is, living things are sentient. Toward all living things, we all wish 
to say [we] can respect them, cherish them, and relate with them. That is a 
big and important message for society to be drawn from this transplanting 
of the primary forest. [That] is what Sheng Yen often emphasizes.8
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When President Zeng discusses the natural world, he talks about it col-
lectively. When he mentions the survival of each and every element, he 
talks about the meaning of their survival, rather than individual spirits. 
Even when he mentions the sentience of the forest, it is the collective of 
trees together that possess sentience, which might imply a different type of 
sentience than the sentience of individual beings.

The nun who described the 70 billion spirits spoke in a very different 
way. To her, the spirits were discrete, active agents. The luhua tree itself 
had the power to actively resist movement, and the spirits that lived in the 
Seven Tathagatas were able to actively protect DDM. They were able to 
widen the rivers to improve the fengshui at DDM. Both the view of a sen-
tient collective and the view of plants as individual active agents have pre-
cedence in the Buddhist literature. I discuss briefly the active role of plants 
in this section, and discuss the collective view in a later section.

The nun’s explanation suggests that some trees possess sentience or 
they provide an abode for a number of formless spirits. This sort of story 
is not unprecedented in Buddhist literature. For example, there are several 
stories in the Jātaka tales—stories of the Buddha’s previous lives—in 
which the Buddha appears as trees or even a tuft of kusa grass.

In the Kusanjāli Jātaka tale, the Buddha is a tuft of kusa grass that 
dwells at the base of a wishing tree. King Brahmadatta of Banaras had only 
one pillar supporting the roof of his palace, and the pillar had become 
shaky. He sent some carpenters out to prepare a new pillar. They searched 
all over for a suitable tree, but the only suitable tree was the wishing tree. 
Despite the carpenter’s hesitation to cut down the wishing tree, the King 
ordered them to cut it down. They begged the tree for forgiveness, and 
told her they would come back the next day to cut her down. The wishing 
tree burst into tears. The following day, the Buddha-grass transformed 
into a chameleon and moved up the side of the tree to make it look like it 
had holes in it. When the carpenters saw the tree was full of holes, the 
carpenters decided not to cut it down because it was rotten. After telling 
this story, the Buddha reveals that he was the kusa grass sprite, and Ānanda 
was the tree sprite.9

In the Rukkhadhamma Jātaka, the Buddha is the spirit of a sal tree in 
the Himalayas. He admonishes the trees, shrubs, bushes, and plants of his 
family to take up abode in the forest. Some vegetative spirits, however, 
defied his advice and inhabited giant trees in open spaces. One day, a 
storm snapped the branches and upturned the roots of the trees in open 
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spaces, while the trees in the forests were left undamaged. The spirits who 
had lost their homes, weeping, took their children in their arms, and set 
out for the Himalayas.10

In both tales, the sprites and spirits are active agents, but in the first 
tale, the future Buddha and the future Ānanda function as if their bodies 
are the kusa grass and the tree. This is similar to how the nun at DDM 
described the luhua tree resisting those that were moving it. In the second 
story, the spirits are mobile. They take the trees as homes and are able to 
leave when their homes are destroyed. This is similar to how the nun 
described the spirits reside in the Seven Tathagatas.

From the multiple interviews I have conducted at DDM, this nun’s 
account of the tree spirits and the dharma protectors is the only descrip-
tion of its kind—although I did not ask all my informants specifically about 
the trees. This could be because it represents only one nun’s understand-
ing, but considering that there was an organized chant and Sheng Yen 
spoke to the tree, this view may be more widespread. The video did not 
include the narrative the nun described, so this view at least does not 
appear to be the understanding that DDM is promoting in their official 
media. However, the Jātaka tales demonstrate that the nun’s account is 
not an unprecedented one, and it does represent at least one of the many 
perspectives within the DDM organization.

It is not completely clear how formless spirits and sentient trees fit into 
the six realms of existence. There is not a vegetal realm. They could belong 
to a number of realms, devas perhaps or hungry ghosts, but they do seem 
to be sentient. From a Buddhist perspective, the quality of sentience is key 
to determining proper conduct. Since they are formless, they cannot be 
directly killed, but on the other hand, judging from the nun’s account, 
preserving their home does help these beings and bring good fortune to 
DDM. These relationships also reflect a set of priorities in relation to ani-
mals. It is possible that maintaining good relationships with these spirits is 
a tradeoff for the killing involved in fumigating the roots of the Seven 
Tathagatas.

While the case of the Seven Tathagatas demonstrates the broad and 
ambiguous range of sentient beings, it does not directly address the realm 
of the beasts. One area in which there exists a significant literature directly 
related to animals is the recent discourse on the animal release ( fangsheng) 
ceremony. In the next section, I briefly discuss the fangsheng discourse to 
identify and develop the varied views on animals.
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13.3  AnimAl releAse

In 1999, Lucia Liu Severinghaus and Li Chi published an article in the 
journal Biological Conservation that demonstrated that the practice of 
fangsheng was common in Taiwan. They brought the attention of the sci-
entific community to a mode of introduction of invasive species that had 
previously not drawn much attention from scientists. Animals, including 
non-native turtles and fish, were being bought from pet stores or local 
markets to be released. In a global market, pet stores and markets were 
carrying more species non-native to the region. Later articles confirmed 
this practice was not confined to Taiwan. For example, in a 2012 article, 
Liu, McGarrity, and Li demonstrated that fangsheng has been a significant 
mode by which breeding populations of non-native bullfrogs have been 
established in Yunnan Province, China.11

However, by the time of the publication of the Severinghaus and Li 
article, leaders of the Taiwanese Buddhist community were already implor-
ing followers not to participate in the ritual in the way that it had fre-
quently been practiced. For example, the largest Buddhist organization in 
Taiwan is Buddha’s Light Mountain (Foguang Shan), and the founder of 
Buddha’s Light Mountain Hsing Yun (Xingyun) criticized the way fang-
sheng was being conducted.

In 1998, Hsing Yun wrote, “Freshwater fish are set free in the ocean, 
and saltwater fish are released in ponds or streams. People have even 
released poisonous snakes where they can harm people… To pay such 
intensive attention to releasing life is not to release life. It may go by the 
pretty name ‘releasing life,’ but, in truth, it is not moral. One ought to 
promote the release of life according to conditions, not according to pre-
arranged design.”12 In his book Chan de Shijie published in 1999, Sheng 
Yen also implores his followers not to participate in animal release. He 
cites ecological reasons similar to Hsing Yun’s about how animals are 
released into unsuitable environments, but he also argues against the suf-
fering of individual animals as well. For example, he provides an example 
of how people will buy a turtle to release, but the turtle endures the suf-
fering of having the releasers’ initials carved on her shell. He continues 
that these turtles are sometimes captured again, and rereleased, whereas if 
they were never caught and rereleased at all they would survive just fine. 
As an alternative, Sheng Yen proposed that money that would otherwise 
be spent on fangsheng be donated to the rehabilitation of endangered spe-
cies, so they can be nursed back to health and returned to the wild.13
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The ceremony had also been critiqued in the scholarly religious studies 
literature, especially related to Japan. There have been a variety of views 
expressed in both popular and scholarly literature that have associated 
Buddhism and Japanese culture with an affinity for nature as opposed to 
the Western dominion over nature. In response, some scholars have used 
the fangsheng ceremony to demonstrate that the Japanese affinity for 
nature is a modern construct that does not consider the considerable 
countervailing evidence. For example, Duncan Williams examines the 
most well-known medieval site for the ritual, Iwashima Hachiman Shrine, 
and demonstrates that the ritual was used by the Shogunate—Japan’s mili-
tary authorities—to pay obeisance to a powerful potential adversary in 
order to maintain the status quo. The result was that many fish were 
caught to be rereleased with as many as two-thirds dying in the process.14 
Barbara Ambros argues that fangsheng and other Buddhist rituals histori-
cally tended to relate to the propitiation and salvation of animals, rather 
than care for them in the present life. It was more important that animals 
attained a good rebirth than that their welfare was improved in their cur-
rent life.15

Neither of these historical arguments fits Sheng Yen’s position. Sheng 
Yen’s descriptions are not only related to the welfare of individual animals 
but also to the preservation of the ecosystem. There is an overlap between 
these two purposes, but they are both simultaneously present. It is clear 
that the reasons that Sheng Yen offers to critique the modern practice of 
fangsheng relate to the welfare of animals in their current life. He is con-
cerned that an animal is introduced to an environment where it can 
thrive—for example, a cold-water fish is not introduced to a warm water 
stream. He also rejects the notion that an animal should be caught and 
rereleased just for the purpose of performing the fangsheng ritual. The 
alternative he proposes of nursing and rearing endangered species also 
provides benefits to the individuals of the endangered species. Yet, at the 
same time, his concerns also entail consideration for the health of the eco-
system. Releasing animals into the ecologically appropriate ecosystem also 
presumably enhances the viability of the ecosystem. This is even clearer in 
the fact that he does not suggest nursing any unhealthy animal back to 
health but specifically endangered animals. This requires thinking about 
animals as more than individuals—not only in terms of the health of 
another sentient being but also in terms of the robustness of the species. 
Thus, Sheng Yen promotes both individual animal welfare and species- 
level conservation practice.
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This view, particularly the species-level conservation component, devel-
ops in response to modernity. Sheng Yen himself adopts the language of 
modern ecology. Thus, his critique of the fangsheng ritual is stated in 
modern terms in response to modern problems, but it is rooted in Buddhist 
doctrine. Instead of focusing on salvation as Ambros suggests has been the 
historical focus of fangsheng, Sheng Yen focuses on ecological conserva-
tion and animal welfare. Sheng Yen’s interest in ecological conservation is 
demonstrated by his concern for the fitness of an animal to a particular 
environment and the preservation of endangered species. This interest fits 
neatly into a conservation biology paradigm as represented by scientists 
such as Severinghaus and Li who have criticized the fangsheng ritual as a 
mode of entry of invasive species. At the same time, Sheng Yen is also 
concerned with the welfare of individual animals. Both of these views find 
precedence in Buddhism. The concern for the welfare of sentient beings 
was discussed above, and the concern for the integrity of the ecosystem as 
part of the Dharmabody is discussed below. These two concerns, however, 
also often clash.

To illustrate this point, the Seven Tathagata trees provide multiple 
functions to the ecosystem. If they die, birds may lose their place to nest, 
caterpillars may be deprived of their food source, and the atmosphere 
would lose another source of oxygen. In short, the ecosystem would be 
altered. Moreover, if the entire primary forest that DDM occupies was 
eliminated, the new ecosystem would be entirely different and likely sup-
port a less diverse group of species. Therefore, fumigating the roots of the 
tree may kill some individual insects, nematodes, fungi, and other organ-
isms, yet by saving the tree, not only will the trees be able to continue to 
support the species it has been supporting, but nematodes and insects that 
live in the soil will be replaced in the future by individuals of the same spe-
cies. If the surgery is successful, only the species Phellinus noxius described 
as the “pathogen” on the signpost in front of the Seven Tathagata will be 
eliminated.

13.4  sheng Yen’s ecologicAl Views

In order to understand Sheng Yen’s broader ecological views, it is also 
important to understand a broader movement of which he is a part, 
Humanistic Buddhism. This form of Buddhism is generally attributed to 
the great Chinese reformer Tai Xu (1890–1947) and his student Yin Shun 
(1906–2005), who coined the term Humanistic Buddhism (renjian fojiao) 
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and brought the movement to Taiwan.16 Three of the four major Buddhist 
organizations in Taiwan—Buddha’s Light Mountain, Tzu Chi (Ciji) 
Compassion Relief, and DDM—are all associated with the movement. 
Even some monastics in the fourth organization, Chung Tai Chan Szu 
(Zhongtai Chan si), also claim their organization is a form of Humanistic 
Buddhism.17 The Humanistic Buddhism movement puts much more 
energy into education and charitable service and focuses more on this- 
worldly activities than the afterlife. One component of this is the Pure 
Land on Earth18 (renjian jingtu) doctrine. Unlike Amitābha’s Pure Land 
Sukhāvatı,̄ the Pure Land on Earth is on this earth, in this present life. 
Thus, a practitioner does not need to wait to be reborn to another Pure 
Land, she only needs to purify her mind in order to see that this world 
already is a Pure Land. One of the doctrinal foundations for this type of 
Pure Land is the Vimalakır̄ti Sutra, from which Sheng Yen often quoted 
the phrase “When the mind becomes pure, the Buddha land also 
becomes pure.”19

According to Sheng Yen, although the best way to purify the mind is 
traditional Buddhist practice, those who are not ready for a more tradi-
tional practice can practice the Four Environmentalisms.20 These Four 
Environmentalisms—spiritual environmentalism, social environmental-
ism, living environmentalism, and natural environmentalism—translate 
Buddhist concepts into non-sectarian language. Underlying these Four 
Environmentalisms is the idea that each part of the universe is intimately 
connected. In his 2000 speech at the Millennium World Peace Summit of 
Religious and Spiritual Leaders, Sheng Yen described this environmental-
ist message:

The Buddha told us in the sutras and precepts that we should take loving 
care of animals, and that we should not harm the grass and trees, but regard 
them as the home where sentient beings lead their lives. In the stories of the 
Buddha’s past lives, when he was following the Bodhisattva path, he was 
once reborn as a bird. During a forest fire, he tried fearlessly to put out 
the fire, disregarding his own safety by bringing water with his feathers. 
In the Avatamsaka Sutra it is said that mountains, waters, grass, and trees are 
all the manifestation of the great bodhisattvas. So, Buddhists believe that 
both sentient beings and non-sentient things are all the Dharmabody of the 
buddhas. Not only do the yellow flowers and green bamboo preach Buddhist 
teachings, but rocks can also understand Buddhist doctrines. Therefore, 
Buddhists regard our living environment as their own bodies. The Buddhists’ 
life of spiritual practice is by all means very simple, frugal, and pure.21
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Through this passage, Sheng Yen portrays a kind of sentience of the entire 
universe, including non-sentient beings such as rocks and waters. The 
trees are not sentient beings, but they are home to sentient beings. At the 
same time, as part of the Dharmabody, even rocks can understand the 
dharma. The Dharmabody to which Sheng Yen refers has several different 
doctrinal explanations. One explanation is its existence as one of the three 
bodies (trikāya, sanshin), which consists of the dharma body (dharma- 
kāya, fashen), reward body (saṃbhoga-kāya, baoshen), and transformation 
body (nirmāṇakāya, huashen). The dharma body is the body of the bud-
dha that encompasses the entire universe due to transcendence of self. It 
can be equated with emptiness or buddha nature. The reward body is the 
joy body derived from the merits of the bodhisattvas. The transformation 
body is the body that enables a buddha to appear in the world and teach 
other sentient beings. The three bodies are not separate but unified. 
According to this understanding, the mountains, waters, grass, and trees 
appear as part of the transformation body in order to teach sentient beings, 
but they are simultaneously part of the Dharmabody, which encompasses 
the whole universe. What Sheng Yen is establishing here is that all beings 
are part of the same body, so that hurting the environment is hurting one-
self. Individual sentience beings possess an individual sentience, but they 
also are part of the Buddhahood of the entire universe.

This is possibly what underlies statements of President Zeng in his 
remarks about moving the luhua tree quoted earlier. He says that even 
trees are sentient. This sentience is perhaps through the universal buddha-
hood of the universe. Indeed, one of the phrases that introduce the video 
of the transplanting of the tree is “Build a Pure Land on Earth.”22 The 
project of moving the trees is not viewed in isolation. It is viewed as creat-
ing a Pure Land on Earth. President Zeng speaks of trees in the plural, 
almost as the entire primary forest itself, which suggests he is thinking 
more of a collective sentience.

While on the one hand Sheng Yen and President Zeng discussed 
Buddhist conceptions of sentience, Sheng Yen also adopted the modern 
language of species. To Sheng Yen, these species are like organs of an even 
greater Dharmabody. The interests of individual animals, species, and sen-
tient beings of other realms do not always appear to be the same. It is clear 
that in the case of the Seven Tathagatas, the surgery and fumigation killed 
fungi, nematodes, insects, and possibly other organisms in order to save a 
tree that may be an abode not only to animals, but also possibly billions of 
spirits. However, the outcome of balancing the multiple interests does not 
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always play out in the way it did with the Seven Tathagatas and the organ-
isms dwelling in the ground. Sheng Yen provides an example of a case 
involving an apparent conflict of interest between insects and trees:

Ecological resources are very strange. At Dharma Drum Mountain, there is 
a banyan tree. Two weeks ago, it was still full of leaves, When I went back to 
see it again last week, the leaves had already been gnawed bare. This tree was 
eaten by very pretty caterpillars. After eating, the caterpillars became but-
terflies. I think this is worth it. The tree leaves, after having been eaten by 
the caterpillars, can support many butterflies. Even though most of the cat-
erpillars died after eating and did not become butterflies, this is the self- 
regulation of the ecology of the natural world. Even though the leaves are 
eaten bare, next year it will definitely again grow a full tree of green leaves.

From a different perspective, if we spray these caterpillars with pesticides, 
whether or not the tree will be protected is one thing, but the ecological 
cycles will be damaged.

Therefore, at Dharma Drum Mountain, we do not intentionally attend 
to these caterpillars. They themselves look for food to eat. Life and death is 
a natural cycle. Humans know not to do things that jeopardize their own 
survival, but must take one step further to respect the right of other organ-
isms to survive.23

Although in the case of the Seven Tathagatas, the insects were sacrificed 
for the trees, in this case, the tree is sacrificed for the insects. There are 
prohibitions against killing at DDM, but there also seems to be a great 
concern in protecting species and ecosystems and in building a Pure 
Land on Earth.

Although President Zeng begins and ends the video of the transplant-
ing of the trees with remarks on the sentience of trees, the majority of the 
video is devoted to showing and describing the technical process of mov-
ing the tree. While the religious rituals, such as the monastics chanting, are 
left out, Liao Chiu-Cheng, the professor of forestry, describes the techni-
cal aspects of moving the tree in detail. These editing decisions not only 
suggest that DDM seeks to identify itself with science, but that it is actively 
using scientific and technological methods to achieve its goals. On the one 
hand, Sheng Yen used the language of spiritual environmentalism as a way 
to communicate with non-Buddhists, but on the other hand, he also 
employs it and, in some cases, modifies practices based on scientific or 
ecological knowledge.
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13.5  conclusion

There are multiple layers of understanding animals in the DDM organiza-
tion. There are individual animals, species, and the entire Dharmabody. 
Unlike in the biological understanding of animals, animals fall under a 
greater umbrella of sentient beings, which is a more relevant category to 
Buddhist morality than animals. Otherwise, to be consistent with the bio-
logical definition of animals, animals would need to be split into at least 
two Buddhist categories, humans and beasts. Yet, these two categories do 
not exhaust the categories of the six realms of existence, which also include 
devas, asuras, hungry ghosts, and hell-beings. In at least one nun’s view, 
these formless spirits also are worthy of protection, and take an active role 
in the ecosystem.

These multiple relationships demonstrate that environmental deci-
sions are not represented well by a continuum of environmentally 
destructive versus environmentally friendly. Both fungi and trees are liv-
ing things, and DDM made the decision to protect one over the other, 
even at the cost of killing creatures dwelling in the soil. Environmental 
decisions seem to require a more dynamic approach of weighing multi-
ple interests. There were likely multiple views and perspectives within 
DDM about how to manage the Seven Tathagatas. The categories that I 
have identified are based on a comparison of diverse and disparate mate-
rials. Sheng Yen, President Zeng, and the nuns with whom I spoke, each 
presented a personal understanding of DDM’s form of Buddhism. At 
the same time, the nuns and President Zeng refer to Sheng Yen as the 
authority.

There are also a number of non-human actors. According to one nun’s 
account, some tree sprites that lived in the Seven Tathagatas altered the 
two rivers flanking the DDM campus. Sheng Yen notes the mountains, 
waters, grass and trees are all manifestations of the bodhisattvas. The envi-
ronmental decisions are not only made in reference to multiple interests, 
but these environmental actors are also active in participating in the 
decision- making process. This suggests that the “picturesque contrast 
between man-made and natural elements” indicated on the signboard in 
front of the Seven Tathagatas is not as deep and static as it may first appear. 
Just as the library was set back to accommodate the Seven Tathagatas, the 
surgical intervention of humans is what allowed the trees to survive. 
Humans are engaged in dynamic relationships with a diverse group of 
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non-human agents—as organs of the same Dharmabody, as a species in an 
ecological web, and as individuals that deserve humane treatment.

Modern science and technology play an unmistakable role in DDM’s 
ecology. Not only does DDM adopt technical procedures, such as tree 
surgery and tree transplanting, Sheng Yen also promotes new forms of 
Buddhist practice based on the principles of conservation biology. He sup-
ports the targeted rehabilitation and release of endangered species rather 
than a more traditional fangsheng ritual focused on the mutual salvation of 
the animal and the releaser. Science and technology are used as methods 
to communicate with and relate to people. The video of the tree trans-
planting emphasizes the advanced technology that DDM uses, while not 
addressing chanting and other Buddhist rituals involved in moving the 
tree. This strategy fits into Sheng Yen’s overall framework of spiritual envi-
ronmentalism, in which he uses a secular vocabulary to communicate 
Buddhist principles. Sheng Yen does rank traditional Chan practice above 
the practice of the Four Environmentalisms, but both forms of practice 
may be used side by side. Indeed, the monks and nuns may perform chants 
for the success of the tree transplant, while scientific technologies are used 
to perform the transplant.

Not only decision-making but also problem-solving involve a balancing 
of multiple systems. Vows against killing, concerns for animal welfare, and 
species-level conservation each represent values that on occasion may con-
flict, but these different value systems are applied flexibly. Moreover, mod-
ern scientific and traditional Buddhist techniques are also integrated into 
approaches to ecological problems at DDM. This creates a flexible and 
dynamic process for protecting the environment and a multi-dimensional 
approach to the understanding of animals. The modern biological and 
traditional Buddhist concepts of animals differ, but, in practice, they can 
operate simultaneously. Whereas the physicalist biological definition of 
animals provides a basis for ecological discourse, the sentience-based 
Buddhist model focuses on moral behavior. Sheng Yen took seriously the 
physical ecological demands of organisms, while, at the same time, inte-
grating the understanding of their function within traditional Buddhist 
discourse. In this way, he also aligned DDM with the ethics of conserva-
tion biology and used the appeal of science, technology, and environmen-
tal discourse to communicate with non-Buddhists. In this ecology, 
professors of forestry, dharma protectors, and caterpillars sculpted the 
landscape together.
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Rather than using one way of environing to exclude the other, Sheng 
Yen and DDM found a way to integrate modern science and pre-modern 
Buddhism. The global environmental movement became a way of 
 reconfiguring identity and regenerating tradition in a way that spoke to an 
audience of a new generation. An environing of inclusion pulls a classical 
Buddhist cosmology of dharma protectors and tree sprites from the mar-
gins and harmonizes it with a hegemonic scientific cosmology and global 
environmental movement. For the Chinese environmental humanities 
(CEH), DDM’s spiritual environmentalism (xinling huanbao) provides a 
positive example of how careful alliances can elevate the profile of com-
munities on the margins, and give voice to local people, local trees, local 
dharma protectors, and their shared cosmologies.
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