
Buddhist Historiography in China: The Sheng
Yen in Chinese Buddhist Studies
China has a rich history of Buddhist studies, and one of the prominent figures in
this field is Sheng Yen. Sheng Yen, also known as Chan Master Sheng Yen, was
a renowned Buddhist monk, scholar, and teacher who made significant
contributions to the understanding of Chinese Buddhism.

Sheng Yen's work in historiography shed light on the development of Buddhist
thought and practice in China. His insights have been invaluable in deciphering
the evolution and influence of Buddhism throughout Chinese history.

Understanding Historiography

Historiography, in simplified terms, refers to the study of historical writing. It is the
discipline that examines how historical events are recorded, analyzed, and
interpreted. Buddhist historiography focuses specifically on the history of
Buddhism, including its origins, spread, and various schools of thought.
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Sheng Yen delved deep into the study of Buddhist historiography in China. His
research aimed to understand both the external historical context and the internal
development of Buddhist ideas. Through meticulous analysis of ancient texts and
scriptures, he uncovered valuable historical information that was previously
unknown or misunderstood.

Contributions to Chinese Buddhist Studies

Sheng Yen's contributions to Chinese Buddhist studies are vast and have shaped
the way Buddhism is understood in the country. Here are some of the key areas
where his work has made a significant impact:

1. Preservation of Ancient Texts

Sheng Yen recognized the importance of preserving ancient Buddhist texts and
worked diligently to preserve and translate them. He understood that these texts
held a vast wealth of knowledge about Buddhist history, philosophy, and
practices. By making these texts accessible to scholars and practitioners, he
ensured that the wisdom of the past could continue to benefit future generations.

2. Reevaluating Historical Narratives

Many historical narratives of Buddhism in China were influenced by political,
social, and cultural biases over time. Sheng Yen questioned these narratives and
sought to unravel the truth behind them. By carefully examining primary sources
and engaging in critical analysis, he brought to light the complex nuances of
Chinese Buddhist history that were often overshadowed by misconceptions.

3. Promoting Interdisciplinary Studies

Sheng Yen emphasized the importance of interdisciplinary studies in
understanding Chinese Buddhism thoroughly. He encouraged scholars from
various academic fields to collaborate and share their insights, allowing for a



more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the religion's historical
development.

Sheng Yen's Research Methodology

Sheng Yen employed a meticulous research methodology that combined textual
analysis, comparative studies, and personal experiences gained from his
extensive meditation practice. This multidimensional approach allowed him to
capture the essence of Buddhist teachings while considering their historical and
cultural contexts.

His research methodology involved studying primary sources such as sutras,
commentaries, and historical records to understand the original intent of Buddhist
teachings. He would then compare different texts and analyze the similarities and
differences in their interpretations. Furthermore, he incorporated his personal
insights gained from meditation and direct experiences with Buddhist practices to
provide a holistic understanding of the subject matter.

The Legacy of Sheng Yen in Chinese Buddhist Studies

The legacy of Sheng Yen in Chinese Buddhist studies continues to resonate in
modern academia and Buddhist communities alike. His tireless efforts to decipher
Buddhist historiography have shed new light on the evolution of Chinese
Buddhism, providing a foundation for further studies and interpretations.

His writings, lectures, and teachings have reached a wide audience, making the
complexities of Chinese Buddhist history accessible to both scholars and
practitioners. Sheng Yen's emphasis on applying historical and critical analysis to
primary sources has influenced countless researchers and scholars, ensuring a
more accurate understanding of China's Buddhist heritage.



, Sheng Yen's contributions to Buddhist historiography in China have had a
transformative impact on Chinese Buddhist studies. His thorough research,
preservation of ancient texts, and interdisciplinary approach have opened new
avenues of understanding. Through his work, Sheng Yen has left a lasting legacy
that continues to shape the study and practice of Buddhism in China.
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Since the early days of Buddhism in China, monastics and laity alike have
expressed a profound concern with the past. In voluminous historical works, they
attempted to determine as precisely as possible the dates of events in the
Buddha’s life, seeking to iron out discrepancies in varying accounts and pinpoint
when he delivered which sermons. Buddhist writers chronicled the history of the
Dharma in China as well, compiling biographies of eminent monks and nuns and
detailing the rise and decline in the religion’s fortunes under various rulers. They
searched for evidence of karma in the historical record and drew on prophecy to
explain the past.

John Kieschnick provides an innovative, expansive account of how Chinese
Buddhists have sought to understand their history through a Buddhist lens.
Exploring a series of themes in mainstream Buddhist historiographical works from
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the fifth to the twentieth century, he looks not so much for what they reveal about
the people and events they describe as for what they tell us about their compilers’
understanding of history. Kieschnick examines how Buddhist doctrines influenced
the search for the underlying principles driving history, the significance of
genealogy in Buddhist writing, and the transformation of Buddhist historiography
in the twentieth century. This book casts new light on the intellectual history of
Chinese Buddhism and on Buddhists’ understanding of the past.
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