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CHAPTER 1 : INTRODUCTION

Research regarding the development of Buddhism specifically
in West Malaysia, is limited compared to research on Christianity
and Islam. Studies on the movement of Buddhism with special
regard to certain aspects or activities requires a lot of work and
effort. This thesis may be considered a pilot survey as there are not

many studies on Buddhism.
1.  Aim of Research

This research was conducted to study the development of
Buddhism in West Malaysia, with emphasis on the practice of
meditation, especially vipassana meditation among young Buddhists.

As meditation is considered a very important practice in
Buddhism, it is necessary to know more about its movement and the
involvement of youths. Hopefully through the study, we can
understand the reasons why more and more young Buddhists are
becoming interested in meditation. Thus, attention is given to the
practices of meditation among undergraduates in West Malaysia,
namely students from University of Malaya(UM), University of
Kebangsaan(UKM), University of Science(USM)and University of
Technology (UTM). This is to give the readers a clearer picture of
how the undergraduates practise meditation and how it is integrated

in their way of living.















them did not understand the questions and therefore had answered
inappropriately. In addition, a lot of respondents could not answer
the questions well in the open question section. This may due to
their weak command of the language because all the questions were
asked in English and most of the respondents were educated in

Chinese schools. A few of them answered the questions in Chinese.


















meditation teachers conduct vipassana classes in the tradition of the
Mahasi Sayadaw method in MBMC .4

Besides the contribution to Buddhism in West Malaysia by the
monks from Thailand, one can never forget the contribution of the
Sinhalese. English-educated Buddhists in Malaysia will always be
grateful to the missions carried out by the Sinhalese monks. The
chief Reverand, Ven. Dr. K. Sri Dhammananda Nayaka Maha Thera,
the present abbot of the Brickfields Buddhist Temple in Kuala
Lumpur is a Sinhalese monk. He has contibuted a lot to Buddhism in
Malaysia. His sincerity, commitment and dedication are invaluable
sources of inspiration to all the Buddhists in Malaysia. The other
major Sri Lanka monk who has contributed much to the missionary
work in this country is Ven. Gunaratana (1933- 1964). Ven.
Gunaratana stayed at the Mahindarama temple and attracted many
highly educated Buddhists in Penang and other states of Malaysia to

the Dhamma.
2.3 Schools of Buddhism in Malaysia

Buddhism in Malaysia can be divided into three important
schools. There are Mahayana, Theravada and Vajrayana school.
Today, Theravada is dominant in Sri Lanka, Myanmar and Thailand
Whereas the Mahayana school is more influential in China, Taiwan,

Korea and Japan. Vajrayana school is more popular in Tibet and the

other areas around it,

1 ibid, p13 16.






duty is to save all the beings from sufferings. Liberation of oneself is
considered the lesser importance.

Vajrayana was in fact based on the Mahayana school but it had
been adjusted and thus creating different points of views. Vajrayana
believes that liberation of oneself is to be achieved by the ability of
the mind. They see everything as consisting of cause and effect. The
Bodhisattva is considered as one who had attained perfection.

These three schools have different approaches regarding
certain aspects in Buddhism. This does not mean that they are three
different religions. They all believe in the fundamental
characteristics of Buddhism. They all respect Sakyamuni Buddha as
one who had attained enlightenment. They follow the main
principles in Buddhism as The 4 Noble truth, Noble Eightfold Path

and Three Characteristics of Living.

2.3.1 Differences between Mahayana and Theravada -

the two main schools in Malaysia

From the very beginning European scholars were deeply
impressed by the multifarious aspects of Buddhism. They took the
Buddhist Holy scriptures in the “Pali Canon” as the original and
authoritative one. As they found this type of Buddhism located in
Ceylon, Southest Asia, they named it "Southern Buddhism" whereas
the Buddhist schools of East Asia were referred collectively as

‘Northern Buddhism". In other words, European scholars were the
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ones who distinguished the 2 main branches of Buddhism
Theravada (the small vehicle) and Mahayana (the great vehicle).5

The terms "Southern Buddhism” and "Northern Buddhisni were
given in accordance to the geographical situation as it is today. But
both schools originated from India. Theravada Buddhism had
retained the original basic teachings of the Buddha as they were set
down in the Pali Canon. To know more about the distinction between
Mahayana and Theravada Buddhism, we have to examine its
apparent differences. The difference is mostly based on the
interpretation of the main essence in Buddhism such as the various
interpretations of the 3 Jewels- the Buddha, the Dhamma and the
Sangha.

The most important difference between Mahayana and
Theravada teaching is, the former advocating the Bodhisattva Path
while the latter the Arahant Path. Mahayanists claim that the
Bodhisattva Path benefits oneself and others at the same time. The
Arahant Path is selfish since it means cultivating the way for oneself
only. Theravadins claim that the most important thing to do is to
strive to liberate oneself from Samsara and then teach others. For
Theravadins, the Arahant Path is not selfish but that the work of
trying to liberate others,commonly be done after one has liberated
oneself,

The Mahayanists teach that their Bodhisattvas and Buddhas
can exist or not as they choose and take rebirth in any plane of
existence (e.g. Earth Stone Bodhisattva in hell). This would imply

that these beings can over-ride the law of Kamma (cause and effect)

5 Heinrich Dumoulin, op.cit,, p35- 36.
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meditation teachers to MBMC. Most Venerable Mahasi Sayadaw
visited MBMC in 1980. When Sayadaw passed away in 1984,
Sayadaw U Pandita came to Malaysia in 1985. He is Ven. Sujivo’s
meditation teacher while the Venerable was practising vipassana and
samatha at the Mahasi Yeiktha, Burma. Sayadaw U Pandita had
conducted numerous retreats in Penang, Klang and Kota Tinggi for
the benefits of Malaysian 'yogis'

Today, vipassana is spreading widely in West Malaysia. Even
in East Malaysia, it has been spreading since Ven. Sujivo made a trip
to East Malaysia in 1989. Considering the present development of
vipassana meditation, we can conclude that vipassana meditation is

now flourishing.

3.4.1 Vipassana Meditation

The results of the survey (see next chapter) show that
vipassana is the most popular meditation practised by the
respondents. Therefore, emphasis will be given more to vipassana
meditation. First of all, we need to have a basic understanding of
what is vipassana meditation.

Vipassana is a Pali term which is a combination of two
words, 'vi' and ‘passana’. 'Vi' means the 3 characteristics of
mentality and physicality, i.e. aniccalimpermanence),
dukkha(suffering) and anatta(non-self). ‘'Passana’ means right
understanding or realization through deep concentration which is
attained by means of mindfulness of the mental and physical

processes. Vipassana is a meditational approach taught by the
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3.4 What Is Retreat

A retreat is referred to a temporary withdrawal into
seclusion for religious exercise. Meditation is conducted intensively
within a certain period in a suitable place. The place must be quiet,
convenient and well furnished with requisites. All the participants
who are on retreats will be under guidance of a learned meditation
teacher to ensure that they are properly guided. In a vipassana
meditation retreat, the yogis have to keep the 8 precepts during the
retreat. The observation of the 8 precepts enable one to have more
time to devote to meditation. The observance of the S precepts are
abstention from killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, telling lies and
taking any intoxicants. The sixth precept means abstention from
taking food after noon (from 12.00 noon to dawn the next morning).
Although one must refrain from any kind of food during these hours,
one is allowed to take drinks. To observe the seventh precept, one
must refrain from dancing, singing, listening to music and adorning
onesell with ornaments, The eighth precept is refraining from high
and luxurious bed. The 'yogis' are not supposed to talk and read
during the retreat. As mindfulness is a very important aspect in
Vvipassana meditation, talking and reading are considered hindrances
in building up mindfulness. Besides all these rules, one must be
serious in his/her practice and be patient. The longest allowable
sleeping hours per day is 6 hours. The meditators should adhere
strictly to their instructor's advice and they should report to their

instructor everyday regarding their practice as whether they have
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shown any improvement and they may have some doubts that need
to be clarified by the instructor.

In a vipassana meditation retreat, one must not do any
act or move quickly. One has to slow down all movements as much
as possible, so that he can catch every physical process and apply
mindfulness to every minute, movement or action of the body. In a
retreat, one ought to do nothing else except to be mindful of all the
bodily or mentally process. Talking is allowed when it is necessary
and one should talk softly and slowly in order not to disturb the
concentration of the other meditators. One must be mindful of all
daily activities. Eating, bathing, washing and drinking should be
done mindfully and the subtle movements must be carefully
observed. The purpose of slowing down activities is to build up
mindfulness. Mindful concentration will pave the way for insight to
arise. When mindfulness becomes continuous, naturally the
concentration becomes deeper and insight will arise by itself.

In a retreat, the meditators are doing both sitting and
walking meditation. They normally do one hour sitting and another
hour of walking meditation. In sitting meditation, those with some
experience in the meditation practice should sit for at least 45
minutes without changing their position. For a beginner, he should
try to sit for at least 20 to 30 minutes without changing position.

Below is a model time table for daily meditation during

the retreat (vipassana retreat).!!

"' Venerable Sujivo, Guidelines for Vipassana Meditation - Instruction by
Sayadaw U Janakabhivamsa, Buddhist Gem Fellowship, 1992, p109.
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3.6 Conclusion

It seems that more Buddhists societies now have included
meditation as one important aspect of their annual activities.
Meditation has been introduced to the Chinese youths as more
experienced monks and bhikkhus are available to teach meditation
in the country. Young Chinese Buddhists particularly are beginning
to appreciate meditation as they know it is really beneficial to them
in daily life.

In next chapter, we will analyse the practice of meditation
among undergraduates from a few local universities. The
presentation of tables in quantitative form will provide a clearer

picture of their practice of meditation.
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Table 4

Retreat
Type of Yes No Total
Meditation %
Vipassana 112(93.3%) | 8(6.6%) 120
Samatha 14(82.3%) |3(17.6%) 17
Metta 48(98%) 1(2.04%) 49

112 or 93.3% of the respondents who have gone on
retreats are now practising vipassana meditation,  There are 8
respondents who had never been to retreats but are also practising
this type of meditation (See Table 4). They could have been given
some instructions by some lay meditators.  This shows that they
have been introduced to the methods of vipassana before.

From the questionnaire, it is worthwhile to note that
respondents from USM are under guidance of Mrs. Tan, a serious
meditator in Penang. Those student 'yogis' from USM have never
been to any retreats but they somehow got to learn vipassana
meditation.  Lay Buddhists also play an equally important part in
spreading the practice of meditation. According to a 'yogi' from USM,

vipassana meditation is promoted among the students in USM
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past. The number of 'yogis' will increase in the future and there will

be greater demand for meditation classes in  time (o come.
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