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Inheriting and Transmitting “Han” Buddhist Orthodoxy: Master
Sheng Yen’s Dharma Drum Lineage of Chan Buddhism

In 2006, Master Sheng Yen (1930-2009) established a new Chan Buddhist school of
Dharma Drum Lineage. This school can be traced back to the doctrinal classification (panjiao)
chart that he wrote in 1998 which highlights the richness of what he perceived to be the
essence of “Han” transmission of Buddhism. His doctrinal classification chart of Han
Buddhism is highly selective and teleological. For him, Han Buddhism culminates in Chan
Buddhism. What is the historical context through which he defined Han Buddhism? Why is
Dharma Drum Lineage of Chan the culmination of the whole of Buddhism? Why did he
advocate a scripturally informed Chan Buddhism, and how is it different from popular and
historical conception of Chan in premodern times? I argue that his focus on Han transmission
of Buddhism advances a Buddhist orthodoxy in counter distinction from other forms of
Buddhism, and that it has ethocultural and geographical implications. In examining his
understanding of the category of Hanchuan, which is generally glossed as “Chinese,” I show
that this category actually conceals an implicit ethic discourse that is indelibly impregnated
with a cultural-historical nationalist minzu thinking, which can be traced back to his early

twentieth-century predecessors.
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