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On the Study and 
Practice of the Dharma 
from Italy to Taiwan 

I first came to Dharma Drum Mountain in the Spring of 2009, exactly
10 years ago from today, as it happens. And here I am now,  on the same 
Mountain, in my office at the Dharma Drum Institute of Liberal Arts, in a 
typical misty and rainy evening.

A few days after my arrival that Spring, a female human bodhisattva, or 
“pusa” (菩薩) in Chinese, somehow got to know it was my 29th birthday. 
At dusk she took me to a nearby beach to release a pair of large “Taiwanese”
cockroaches, caught in one of the cockroach traps placed in her office. That 
was the beginning of our friendship, joining in this age-old meritorious
Buddhist activity of releasing animals from captivity. We would continue
to be friends on this mountain and this island. With little knowledge about 
Chinese Buddhism, only later did I know that “pusa” is a common way to 
address committed fellow lay practitioners. At the time, though, I thought 
it must be an affectionate nickname used by people around her.

I was then a lay Buddhist practitioner and PhD student in my last
year of doctoral research. I had spent the previous year in Japan studying
Buddhist philology, and had been invited for a short visit by the venerable 
Bhikkhu , with whom I had been collaborating for some time.
He would regularly spend regularly at the then Dharma Drum Buddhist

bby Vy Ven.en. BBhikkhunhikkhun DDhammadinnhammadinn
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College (now the Dharma Drum Institute of Liberal Arts), and was here
at that time for a collaborative project translating the Chinese Madhyama-
gama—one of the early Buddhist scriptural collections—into English.

I had been studying Indology, Indo-Iranian philology and Tibetology at 
the University of Naples “L’Orientale” for the past 11 years. During that
period I had also been working with the Italian Archaeological Mission
to Nepal, at the Embassy of Italy in Myanmar and, in the interim period 
between my MA and PhD, in the administration of the Rome program
of the University of Notre Dame. My PhD project was on the Khotanese 
“Book of Zambasta” and the formative phases of Mah y na ideology and 
bodhisattva in Khotan in the fifth and sixth centuries. 

My own background as a Buddhist practitioner was with the Therav da 
tradition. I had spent extensive periods of time practicing in forest
monasteries of the Thai tradition both in Thailand and Europe. Back in
Italy, I had even moved to live close to one of them.

However, my very first connection with Buddhist meditation had

Ven. Bhikkhun  Dhammadinn  convenes an international seminar on the
Samyukta- gama (雜阿含經) in Buenos Aires, Argentina, October 2018. 

Photo Provided by the gama Research Group 
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happened via the Chan tradition, the same tradition that is at the core 
of life and practice at Dharma Drum Mountain. A teenager plagued by 
existential and philosophical inquiries, back in Italy, my country of origin, 
I attended a prestigious grammar school where classical Greek and Latin, 
Western philosophy, art history, biology, physics were taught in a highly 
demanding setup. I was attending an equally demanding ballet school 
in the meantime, seeking some form of release from the unsatisfactory 
experience of body-mind by pursuing “knowledge” and “beauty” in some 
form of ethical and aesthetical “discipline” and “perfection”.

At the age of sixteen I attended a summer school of contemporary dance 
and Tanzteather (“dance-theatre”). I was the youngest student in the group 
and the only one with no prior exposure to that training, coming from 
a ballet training and mindset. One of the classes was improvisation. The 
teachers would use the four bodily postures listed in the “Discourse on the 
Four Establishments of Mindfulness” (known in Pali as SatipaTTh na-sutta) 
to persuade us that there were only finite possibilities of placing a human 
body in space. That is, postures of walking, standing, sitting and lying 
down as well as the transitions from one to another. All possible movements 
could only take place within the range of these four postures, not beyond 
that. Not that they said these four postures had anything to do with a 
Buddhist exercise. It was only years later that I was able, in retrospect, to 
relate their instructions to the background they had not openly disclosed.

Then they would instruct us that for any “free” piece of dance 
improvisation an essential element was the ability to later remember what 
one had earlier improvised. Absent this ability it would not be Art or Dance 
with capital “A” and “D” but mere art-therapy or dance-therapy, where we 
let our emotions overtake our minds without being present to what we are 
experiencing and expressing. And what was the key to such recollection? 
Being fully present and receptive to whatever was arising and taking 
form in the present. Years later I came to know that the idea of enabling 
recollection is in fact one of the canonical definitions of “mindfulness” 
according to the early Buddhist discourses.

An instruction that would often be repeated was—I still remember it 
verbatim—“if you know the stillness, you know the movement.” Knowing 

Awakening 171



that movement was based on stillness, we had to practice a number of 
exercises aimed at cultivating physical and mental stillness in each of the 
four postures. This would only reveal the hopeless restlessness and agitation 
in the mind and the storms of a troubled soul.

We were once asked to come up with a sequence of movements that 
would express something—a “feeling”, an “emotion”, an “inner sense”—
that we should not have in any way felt or experienced in the past. A truly 
“creative” expression. I stood practically paralysed in the middle of the hall 
as I could not possibly find in my heart/mind, or in my body memory 
either, anything at all that could be called “new” in truth and fact. The 
intended educational aim of that exercise may well have been that of 
emptying the mind from discursive thinking and identifications so as to 
enable the manifestation of “creativity”. Yet what it did for me was to put 
me in touch with the limits of subjective experience. As professed artists, 
perhaps our teachers must have still believed in the value and scope of 
expression. I, however, started to vacillate.

It dawned upon me that there was absolutely nothing that had not been 
felt or ever thought before in my present conscious life, what to say of the 
rest? That paralysis in the face of what I would now easily call the sa s ric 
predicament marked the end of my hope to find freedom and peace 
through and within he pursuit of subjective experience as such. It gave me a 
sense that I wanted to understand how experience was constructed to begin 
with. I started to lose interest in pursuing more contents of experience. 
Bathed in sweat, back in our changing rooms at the end of that afternoon 
session, I overheard from others, who had been studying with our teachers 
for a long time, that they were “Buddhists” and their own teacher was a 
follower of “Chan” but they were more influenced by “Zen”. I don’t think I 
had heard those exotic words prior to that. 

The summer school was over and I returned to my home town and my 
old ballet school—for the last year of my ballet training before the final 
diploma, and also for the final year in grammar school before the final 
examinations.

I eventually gathered clearer information that Buddhism and Chan/
Zen were related “phenomena,” and that ancient Buddhist texts had been 
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originally written in Indo-European languages such as Pali and Sanskrit. 
I was already aware of the existence of these languages through our 
handbook of Greek grammar, which would occasionally discuss cognate 
Indo-European words and forms when presenting specific phonological or 
syntactic developments in Greek and Latin. I found a Sanskrit grammar 
compiled in Latin with an accompanying reader of Sanskrit texts with some 
Pali excerpts too. I started to “study” and “practice” these texts at once on 
the floor of my room, although anxious that my parents would not catch 
me and question what it was all about.

By the end of the following year I was a student at the then Institute of 
Oriental Studies of the University of Naples. I slowly came to know that 
a living Buddhist tradition still existed in the world, and that those early 
texts were still studied and practiced by monks in Sri Lanka, Thailand and 
Myanmar. I became acquainted with that practice tradition by coming into 
contact with the Therav da bhikkhu-saGgha in Italy. They belonged to the 
Thai Forest Tradition and I subsequently fully immersed myself in that 
world. There were also nuns, in addition to monks, in that tradition. But 
they were not fully ordained nuns, or bhikkhun s. It was believed that after 
the ancient Therav da bhikkhun  lineage had disappeared from India and 
Sri Lanka, it had simply become extinct and could not be revived. Yet there 
were these Thai nuns, called maechees, and the newly established order of 
the s ladhar s in England.

A few years passed. I remained always a bit divided, internally, between 
the generally anti-scholastic approach in the Thai Forest Tradition (to be 
explained historically in light of the origins of this movement) and my 
interest in the Buddha’s teachings as preserved in the ancient texts.

The Italian academic tradition of Buddhist studies was not at all strong 
in the area of early Buddhism, whereas it excelled in the study of the 
Indo-Tibetan Vajray na traditions. For that reason, during my years at 
Naples University, and undoubtedly due to the influence of the Therav da 
Buddhist community I was closely associated with, it was not really clear to 
me that the Therav da tradition did not equate “early Buddhism” as such. 
Even the chronological and doctrinal layering of the Buddha’s discourses 
vis-à-vis the canonical Abhidhamma was not much discussed, not to speak 
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of the existence of and importance of the Chinese gamas (阿含) as a 
primary source for early Buddhism.

In Italy at that time there was no subdivision in BA and MA course. 
One would simply enrol in a university program for 4 or 5 years—often 
taking much longer than that. All Asian studies curricula had a modern 
spoken Asian language as a compulsory subject for 4 years. I chose Tibetan 
as this was the only modern Asian language that—to my uninformed 
knowledge—would have been of use to the study of Indian Buddhism! I 
then decided to pursue the study of early Mah y na in Central Asia for my 
PhD mostly due to the intellectual and human integrity—and scholarly 
generosity—of Mauro Maggi, my then supervisor-to-be, although his field 
of research (Khotanese Buddhism and Iranian philology) was not close to 
my main interest in earlier Indian Buddhism. In hindsight, this apparent 
“detour” into the world of Indian and Central Asian Mah y na taught me 
much. From an academic point of view, it gave me a breadth of perspective 
on the transmission of Buddhism that I would not have otherwise accessed. 
Moreover, working on Buddhist texts outside my own area of “practice” 
made me understand their content in a far less superficial way and enabled 
me to better appreciate where practitioners in the Mah y na tradition 
came from and the “language” they spoke, so to say.

As time went on, I came into contact with venerable An layo about a 
year before going to Japan. We started to collaborate and exchange ideas. 
Seeing the possibility of integrating a meditative life with rigorous academic 
scholarship as a monastic, I could start to picture myself pursuing my 
earlier monastic aspirations. The two aspects did not need to be in conflict 
but could be harmonised, and this could benefit both oneself and others.

Venerable An layo invited me to come over to Taiwan. Only a couple 
of days after my arrival, a conversation with Marcus Bingenheimer and 
soon after a meeting with Master Huimin (惠敏法師), the president of 
the Dharma Drum Buddhist College, evolved into an offer to stay here 
as a researcher and faculty member upon completing my PhD in the 
coming year.

Master Huimin was amenable to the idea of me “returning” to the 
early Buddhist texts as my main field of scholarly work. The plan was to 
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edit and translate the Abhidharmako op yik -T k , a commentary on the 
Abhidharmako abh Sya consisting of gama citations originally written 
in Sanskrit, now only extant in Tibetan and constituting our main source 
of gama texts in that language. This would put my earlier training in 
Tibetan language to the service of early Buddhist studies. Part of my 
“negotiation” with Master Huimin  in regard to my stay in Taiwan was that 
they would later allow me to go forth in Sri Lanka after moving to and 
spending some time on the Mountain.

I received novice ordination in 2012 and full ordination as a Therav da 
bhikkhun  in 2015, both in Sri Lanka. In fact over the last few years I have 
been increasingly involved, in addition to my work on the early Buddhist 
texts, with the study of Buddhist legal texts (Vinaya), particularly in 
relation to the revival of the Therav da bhikkhun  order.

Although I am not a qualified gama scholar given that I am not a 
Sinologist by training, here I have eventually found myself in the role of 
Director of the gama Research Group (阿含經研究小組). I see this as a 
role of service to the academic study of early Buddhism and the practice 
of the Dharma based on the early texts. I feel happy and honoured to 
contribute to making the early texts accessible and our research findings 
available to a wider academic community of students and scholars of early 
Buddhist texts beyond our Mountain on a small island in the East China Sea.

Thanks to the vision of Master Sheng Yen (聖嚴法師), the founder 
of Dharma Drum Mountain, the leadership of Master Huimin, and the 
generosity and support of the entire community of four assemblies of male 
monastics, female monastics, laymen and laywomen, it has been possible 
for me to grow into an adult human being, Buddhist scholar, meditator, 
and female monastic.

This convergence may be normal and even seamless in Taiwanese 
Buddhism and at a place such as Dharma Drum Mountain. Yet, all of these 
conditions that have made it possible are quite rare in the contemporary 
Buddhist world, especially for a female monastic ordained in the Therav da 
tradition.

And I still go to release our trapped Taiwanese cockroaches, either alone 
or with my pusa friend.                                                                        

Global Buddhist Awakening 175



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Coated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo false
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 100
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 300
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 150
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHT <FEFF96FB5B5096DC8A8C8F4951FA0050004400468A2D5B9A6A94FF0C5B57578B97005D4C516500285EFA8B704F7F752883EF5EB75B57578B8F0370BA5B8951680029FF0C00310032003000640070006930015F7150CF54C18CEAFF1A9AD8FF0C4E0D970051FA88403002>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 0
      /MarksWeight 0.283460
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /JapaneseWithCircle
      /PreserveEditing false
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


