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Over the course of his life, Venerable Dhammajoti has devoted himself to a path of Buddhist study (not just in
the academic Buddhist Studies sense, but Buddhist study as a path of liberation and insight) marked by rigor
and integrity. He has sympathy for the idea that scholarship should not take precedence over practice-oriented
meditation and devotion, yet is comitted to the idea that one should also know well the spiritual path they have
chosen to walk. To know well means not only following good preceptors, although this is a crucial part of the
story, but also understanding Buddhism as it has arisen in human history, which means looking at its original
sources and early languages. This is a focus that Ven. Dhammajoti, who heads the Buddha-Dharma Centre of
Hong Kong, has spent a lifetime helping his students to grasp.

Ven. Dhammajoti is perhaps best known in Hong Kong for his tenure as Glorious Sun Professor* at The
University of Hong Kong’s Centre of Buddhist Studies. In 2014, he set up his academy in Hong Kong’s Wan Chai
District, and last year moved to a much roomier space in the neighborhood of Shek Tong Tsui. Ven.
Dhammajoti feels more freedom to articulate a vision of Buddhist Studies through his center, which awards
master’s degrees in Buddhist Studies in collaboration with Sri Lanka’s University of Kelaniya.

“I’m always a very serious teacher,” says the senior monk. “When I teach, I want to make sure that I teach
responsibly and I want to make sure that I’m imparting the proper knowledge to my students, and that this
knowledge should contain the most updated understanding and research in my field. This means that I don’t
simply repeat what I’ve taught in past years just because the title of the course is the same.” He gives the
example of a course in which he has specialized for decades: the Sarvāstivāda Abhidharma texts. The same
topic has had different course materials each year thanks to his continuous reflections and updating of notes,
making each academic year’s lessons unique.

The skills that Ven. Dhammajoti hopes to inculcate in his students are impressive. “I talk often about having an
objective, non-sectarian approach to Buddhism. I also emphasize engaging with the original sources. Many
students have biases, presumptions, or prejudices because, to a large extent, they depend overly on secondary
sources,” he says. By original sources he means the ancient Pali Canon, Sanskrit Buddhist texts, and Tibetan
and ancient Chinese translations from original Indian scriptures: “They don’t really know what the texts
themselves actually say. To really have a genuine and solid foundation of Buddhist teachings, one needs to go to
the original sources.”

He gives the example of the doctrine of “emptiness” (śūnyatā): “You go to the original source of Nagarjuna and
the early Prajñāpāramitā texts if you want to understand emptiness, so you have to be able to read at least, for
instance, the verses of the Mūlamadhyamaka-kārikā. You should know basic Sanskrit. It’s all well and good to
say, ‘everything is empty’—but what does it mean? If you misunderstand it or bring in a modern Western
philosophy that speaks of emptiness/voidness [which might sound superficially similar but suffers from a
fundamental difference** to the Buddhist implications] . . . in spite of your good intentions, you might be
distorting Buddhism.”

“Likewise, if you really want to understand the profundity of early Buddhist and Theravada teachings, you must
be able to read the Pali terms and texts,” he emphasizes. Developing the skill to read the original sources
without relying on secondary interlocutors is therefore one of Ven. Dhammajoti’s prime concerns.

“Because of this concern, I’ve been emphasizing language courses to the extent that I’m often represented as
being primarily interested in languages,” observes Ven. Dhammajoti. “Actually I’m not. To me, all these
languages are just tools for understanding. My true concern is doctrinal—to understand correctly the doctrines
of the Buddha. But to take the first step you have to have the right tools and equipment.” His courses at the
Buddha-Dharma Centre of Hong Kong are shaped around this methodology of learning the necessary languages
to understand Buddhist doctrines on one’s own terms, without the need for a translator.

“If you don’t have the ability to assess the texts directly you are forever dependent on secondary sources. Not
only can you not absorb the profundity for yourself, you might even be misled by the interpretations of modern
writers! For instance, there are many English translations of Pali texts that differ on interpretation, which leads
to confusion and contradictions. So you have to be able to judge for yourself and you can only do this if you
know the language.”
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Integrity and rigor are universal concerns for Ven. Dhammajoti, whether he is based in Hong Kong or Sri
Lanka. However, he notes that students from different cultures have divergent weaknesses. In Theravada
regions such as Sri Lanka, students might know the Pali terms and teachings well, but often view the vast
traditions of Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism and their concomitant languages as heterodox and unworthy
of learning. Conversely, he discerns a certain undercurrent of snobbishness among East Asian practitioners
towards learning Pali and Theravada teachings, mainly because Buddhism has also flourished for so long based
on the Chinese language and traditions. Ven. Dhammajoti returns to his point of language as a tool: “They don’t
have to be great grammarians, and I don’t at all claim to be a specialist in any language, but I want my students
to see language as an important path to understanding the doctrines for themselves.”

In this spirit of integrity, Ven. Dhammajoti has plenty to say about the development of “Buddhist modernism”—
a worldwide movement crafted consciously through collaborations between Asian teachers and Western
thinkers. “One serious concern I have is that among many Buddhists, Buddhism means scanning our brains [in
an attempt to conform with science], millions of dollars [in celebrity endorsements], publicizing in mass media
to attract big celebrities to come to Buddhism . . . I find this very sad,” he reflects gravely. “I don’t question
their sincerity or good intentions, but I worry that such an approach will negate the value of serious study. It’s a
misnomer, he says, to talk about “applied Buddhism” because Buddhism is in its very nature application. The
Buddhist teachings are meant for our living and existence as human beings, to deal with human problems.”

“The Buddha’s teachings have benefited the whole of humanity, in different forms, from ancient times up till
now. That’s because his teachings are meant to be applied in daily life and to do that you have to understand
them properly. The first step is proper understanding.

“Always try to learn from the Buddha’s example, his emphases, and what he wanted to impart; don’t be swept
along by modern, ‘Western’ models. There is little to pride yourself on in being modernistic. That’s really
important.” He relays the example of how Buddhism disappeared in India: one critical reason was that it lost its
individuality and, from the 6th century until the 12th century, assimilated Brahminical discourse. Even the
logicians, beginning from Dharmakirti onwards, began debating on the Brahmins’ terms.*** While tantric
Buddhism is an invaluable component of Buddhist heritage, losing individuality among the sea of Indian
schools of thought doomed it to obscurity until the modern period.

Ven. Dhammajoti stresses that we need to learn from both history and—more importantly—the Buddha’s
example, to strive to be true individuals (which of course is different from being “individualists”). The Buddha
is the True Individual par excellence, he notes—had he not succeeded in acquiring his true individuality, today
we would not be having the good fortune of practicing his Dharma!

At the turn of the 19th century, Buddhism turned to secularism, science, and modernism to survive the
intellectual and colonial onslaught of Christianity. Since Buddhism managed to weather the storm after World
War II, I believe that Buddhism must not allow its onetime allies to turn it into something unrecognizable to
the Buddha, even if Western Buddhism itself should have the space to adapt to the needs of its home cultures.

By his own admission, Ven. Dhammajoti could easily follow the trend of teaching or privileging “pop”
Buddhism, which he thinks many celebrities (specific names are not mentioned!) favor. But he prefers to suffer
any losses, both professional and personal, for his independence—for moving “against the stream”—if it should
be called suffering at all. This is the mission of the Buddha-Dharma Centre of Hong Kong and Ven.
Dhammajoti’s moral priority in life.

“I get myself into trouble, but I don’t mind that,” he laughs.

* The Glorious Sun Professorship was created by Glorious Sun Charity Group in 2005 and bestowed on Ven.
Dhammajoti in 2007.

** Since the 19th century, Western philosophers have attempted to tie the Buddhist notions of Nirvana and
emptiness with notions of nothingness and nihilism, and these days are often equated—not always soundly—
with a range of schools, such as Humean philosophy, existentialism, and phenomenology.

*** Ronald M. Davidson’s excellent chapter “The Medieval Buddhist Experience” (pp.75–112) in Indian Esoteric
Buddhism: A Social History of the Tantric Movement (2002) provides a thorough analysis of how Buddhist
centers of learning conceded more and more intellectual ground to various rival movements until they were
forced to assimilate the aesthetics, values, and even philosophies of non-Buddhist tantric movements.

See more

The Buddha-Dharma Centre of Hong Kong

x

Tags: Buddha-Dharma Centre of Hong Kong, buddhism in hong kong, Buddhism in Sri Lanka, Buddhist doctrine, Buddhist
Education, buddhist educators, buddhist history, Buddhist scriptures, Buddhist studies, china, Hong Kong, Pali, Sanskrit,
sri lanka, The University of Hong Kong, theravada buddhism, Theravada tradition, University of Kelaniya, Venerable Dham-
majoti

Raymond Lam

Raymond Lam is senior writer at Buddhistdoor Global. For over a decade, he has reported on and analyzed Buddhist
affairs and their interconnected, global matters in culture and the arts, politics and diplomacy, and academia. He is

aligned with a cosmopolitan, orthodox, and historically-informed vision of Mahayana and early Buddhism (in
particular Huayan and Pure Land). He took refuge and the five lay precepts under Ven. Rong Ling in 2008 and Ven.
Prof. Dhammajoti in 2022, and underwent the Five Mindfulness Trainings as devised by the late Thich Nhat Hanh in

2013. He read theology at The University of Queensland, Brisbane (2009) and Buddhist Studies at SOAS, London
(2012). He became a journalist of religion at BDG in 2010.

All Authors >>

Related features from Buddhistdoor Global

Sitting with Sigala, a
Modern Layperson’s Bud-
dhist Ethics

The Music of Intercon-
nection: Reflections on
“Circle”

Walking into the Light of
Wisdom: A Humble Trib-
ute to the Legacy of Phra
Khru Baitika Dr. Barton
Yanathiro

Dharma Art as a Way of
Being

What Motivated Bod-
hisattva Dharmakara to
Make the 48 Great Vows?

Related news from Buddhistdoor Global

Garrison Institute to Host
Online Forum on Medita-
tion and Planetary Health

Congregation of Califor-
nia Buddhist Temple
Gathers in Support of
Evicted Monks

Buddha’s Message High-
lighted in India’s Celebra-
tion of the First Turning
of the Wheel of Dharma

Wandering Western Bud-
dhist Nuns Aim to Plant
Permanent Roots

Appeal for COVID-19
Emergency Relief for Vul-
nerable Communities in
India

"  Subscribe # Connect with

0 COMMENTS

(

{ } [ + ]

Be the First to Comment!

$ %

Themes Columns
Asia
Africa
North America
South America
Europe
Oceania
Art, History, and Archaeology
Commentary and Buddhist Perspectives
Engaged Buddhism
Environment and Wildlife
Film, Books, Music, and Poetry
Gender
Health and Well-being
Long Reads
Meditation and Buddhist Practice
People and Personalities
Philosophy and Buddhist Studies
Science and Technology

Academic Reflections
Ancient Dances
Art of Living
Awakening at Home
Bodhisattva 4.0
The Bodhisattva’s Embrace
Bringing Mindfulness to Life
Buddhism in Japan
Buddhist Art
Chasing Light
Coastline Meditations
Creativity and Contemplation
Dear Earth
Death Dhamma
Dharma Gossip

Everyday Compassion
Exploring Chinese Buddhism
The Five Wisdoms
Geometry of Life
Living Metta
Mindful Capital
Mindful Technology
The Ordinary Buddhist
The Shugendo Diaries
Silk Alchemy
Teachings of Amitabha
Theravada Teachings
Western Dharma
Won Journeys

SEARCH HERE

Search

OUR SPONSORS
RELATED ORGANIZATIONS

BUDDHISTDOOR APP

Copyright © 2022 Buddhistdoor Limited (Buddhistdoor Global). All rights reserved. About Us | Terms of Use | Privacy Policy | Disclaimer ! " # $

https://www.buddhistdoor.net/
http://www.facebook.com/BuddhistdoorGlobal
http://twitter.com/intent/follow?source=followbutton&variant=1.0&screen_name=buddhistdoor
http://www.youtube.com/user/BuddhistdoorBDI?sub_confirmation=1
http://instagram.com/buddhistdoor_/
http://espanol.buddhistdoor.net/
http://www.buddhistdoor.org/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/features/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/people-and-personalities/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/author/raymond-lam/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/content/uploads/2022/03/4b7a3bc70ed2b0c047d258d95aa41ca5.jpg
https://donation.buddhistdoor.org/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/content/uploads/2022/03/ba692eb1ef2810b476b245048a3a7e2b.jpg
http://buddhadharma.co/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddha-dharma-centre-of-hong-kong/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhism-in-hong-kong/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhism-in-sri-lanka/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhist-doctrine/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhist-education/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhist-educators/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhist-history/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhist-scriptures/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/buddhist-studies/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/china/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/hong-kong/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/pali/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/sanskrit/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/sri-lanka/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/the-university-of-hong-kong/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/theravada-buddhism/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/theravada-tradition/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/university-of-kelaniya/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/tag/venerable-dhammajoti/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/author/raymond-lam/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/author/raymond-lam/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/authors/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/features/sitting-with-sigala-a-modern-laypersonrsquos-buddhist-ethics/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/features/the-music-of-interconnection-reflections-on-circle/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/features/walking-into-the-light-of-wisdom-a-humble-tribute-to-the-legacy-of-phra-khru-baitika-dr-barton-yanathiro/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/features/dharma-art-as-a-way-of-being/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/features/what-motivated-bodhisattva-dharmakara-to-make-the-48-great-vows/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/news/garrison-institute-to-host-online-forum-on-meditation-and-planetary-health/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/news/congregation-of-california-buddhist-temple-gathers-in-support-of-evicted-monks/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/news/buddhas-message-highlighted-in-indias-celebration-of-the-first-turning-of-the-wheel-of-dharma/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/news/wandering-western-buddhist-nuns-aim-to-plant-permanent-roots/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/news/appeal-for-covid-19-emergency-relief-for-vulnerable-communities-in-india/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/regions/asia/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/regions/africa/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/regions/north-america/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/regions/south-america/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/regions/europe/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/regions/oceania/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/art-history-and-archaeology/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/commentary-and-buddhist-perspectives/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/engaged-buddhism/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/environment-and-wildlife/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/film-books-music-and-poetry/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/gender/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/health-and-well-being/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/long-reads/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/meditation-and-buddhist-practice/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/people-and-personalities/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/philosophy-and-buddhist-studies/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/feature/science-and-technology/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/academic-reflections/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/ancient-dances/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/art-of-living/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/awakening-at-home/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/bodhisattva-4-0/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/the-bodhisattvas-embrace/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/bringing-mindfulness-to-life/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/buddhism-in-japan/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/buddhist-art/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/chasing-light/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/coastline-meditations/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/creativity-and-contemplation/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/dear-earth/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/death-dhamma/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/dharma-gossip/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/everyday-compassion/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/exploring-chinese-buddhism/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/the-five-wisdoms/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/geometry-of-life/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/living-metta/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/mindful-capital/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/mindful-technology/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/the-ordinary-buddhist/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/the-shugendo-diaries/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/silk-alchemy/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/teachings-of-amitabha/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/theravada-teachings/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/western-dharma/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/column/won-journeys/
http://www.rhfamilyfoundation.org/
https://www.tlky.org/?lang=zh
https://www.buddhistdoor.org/
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/buddhistdoor-global/id1625230183
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/about-us
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/terms-of-use
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/privacy-policy
https://www.buddhistdoor.net/disclaimer
http://www.facebook.com/BuddhistdoorGlobal
http://twitter.com/intent/follow?source=followbutton&variant=1.0&screen_name=buddhistdoor
http://www.youtube.com/user/BuddhistdoorBDI?sub_confirmation=1
http://instagram.com/buddhistdoor_/

