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“Buddhist Architecture in America: Building for Enlightenment is a magnificent contribution to the growing body of literature on Buddhism in America. It provides a brilliant and long overdue insight into an aspect of American Buddhism that has been needed for decades. Few authors have provided as comprehensive an insight into American Buddhism as Professor Gordon. It is a must read for all Buddhist Studies scholars.”

Charles S. Prebish

“As my eyes sweep over the pages of Buddhist Architecture in America, I keep thinking, if I had read Dr. Gordon’s book in the 1970s, my own understanding of architecture and religion and my own book “Space and Place” would be so much better! In the last phase of a very long life, I am happy to think that there can be genuine progress in scholarship.”

Yi-Fu Tuan




Buddhist Architecture in America

This book is the first comprehensive overview of Buddhist architecture in North America and provides an analysis of Buddhist architecture and communities.

Exploring the arrival of Buddhist architecture in America, the book lays out how Buddhists have expressed their spiritual beliefs in structural form in the United States. The story follows the parallel history of the religion’s emergence in the United States since the California Gold Rush to the present day. Conceived of as a general history, the book investigates Buddhist structures with respect to the humanistic qualities associated with Buddhist doctrine and how Buddhist groups promote their faith and values in an American setting. The author’s point of view starts from the ground floor of the buildings to move deeper into the space of Buddhist practice, the mind that seeks enlightenment, and the structures that help one to do so. It discusses Buddhist architecture in the United States in a manner consistent with the intensely human context of its use.

A unique and ground-breaking analysis, this book adds to the study of Buddhist architecture in America while also addressing the topic of how and why Buddhists use architecture in general. It will be of interest to scholars of religion, architecture, space and place, U.S. history, Asian Studies, and Buddhist Studies. It will also be a valuable addition to the libraries of Buddhist communities across the United States and the world, since many of the observations about Buddhist architecture in the United States may also apply to structures in Europe and Asia.
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Quite often academic studies find their energetic impetus within the biographies of the scholar. Childhood memories, adolescent experiences, and/or a mature fascination with some aspect of the world frequently become the object of scholarly examination. The motivation to engage in this present inquiry stems from my personal interest in Buddhist thought in general. All forms of Buddhism have been a source of fascination for years. Yet, nothing comes from nothing. Western society’s engagement with Oriental culture has been steadily increasing for centuries. And over the recent of decades of heightened globalization and interconnection, the Occidental attraction to Eastern thought and custom has ramified throughout the world. Originally centered primarily on the materialistic concerns of spices and riches, in my opinion the Western allure with Asia is now focused much more on the spiritual, insubstantial elements of Asian culture. There is a certain abstract quintessence present in this modern attentiveness to a distant and antique history that is growing ever more ubiquitous to contemporary consciousness. One gets a sense of it in present-day encounters with the martial arts, yoga, or the New Age movement. Feature films touch on it with storylines that romanticize Oriental wisdom or portray Asian figures with mystical powers (Star Wars even comes to mind here). It is a feeling that references more than just cartographic distance or physical appearance. Something intangible but generative is at work in the juxtaposition of an ancient culture—still alive in unbroken threads—when set against the forward au courant momentum of today’s global modernity. Doubtless my attraction to Buddhist art and architecture stems from this broader setting.

In the study of Buddhism in America, the role of architecture is not sufficiently addressed as an explicit endeavor. Scholars have mentioned Buddhist temples chiefly in passing or in a limited context. Michihiro Ima, for example, only briefly discusses the various styles of Japanese Pure Land temple architecture in Hawaii during the early twentieth century.1 An entry in Charles H. Lippy and Peter W. Williams’s Encyclopedia of Religion in America contains just a few pages on Buddhist architecture.2 Paul David Numrich investigated two Theravadin temples, not in terms of architecture, but to understand how Thai immigrant Buddhists have assimilated to the United States.3 Jeff Wilson’s valuable chapter in American Buddhism as a Way of Life discusses the Rochester Zen Garden with respect to community and its structural environment.4 Jonathan H. X. Lee’s short entry in Asian American Religious Cultures quickly but succinctly discusses the syncretistic emergence of Chinese temples in America, which blend Doaist, Buddhist, Confucian, and folk religious traditions in an amalgamation of Chinese religious culture.5 Emma McCloy Layman’s Buddhism in America contains valuable experiential and doctrinal commentary on a number of temples of various denominations. As an early work, one still comes away with the sense of having an authentic feel for the Buddhist groups she investigates.6 George and Willa Jane Tanabe’s Japanese Buddhist Temples in Hawai’i aims at cracking the semantic shell behind the complex symbolism of Pure Land Buddhist iconography. Organized and written principally as a reference resource, “The book is not primarily a history of temples (though brief historical information is included), nor is it an architectural history (though architecture is analyzed).”7 Their central goal is to describe what one sees in the temples.

Each of these texts has elements in common with the overall ambitions of this investigation. Yet, in the end none of these volumes explore design or teleology with respect to the structural and spiritual foundations of the sites under consideration, a primary goal of this book. Given the ambitious scope of the project, the discussion at times can be overly general, schematic, or even cavalier with Buddhism’s deep, circuitous history and complex philosophies. I conceive of this short volume as an initial inquiry into the topic. Nonetheless, the objective here is to articulate the larger historical trajectory of Buddhist architecture in the United States while investigating significant examples of Buddhist structures of various denominations, and to understand those artifacts in relation to the spiritual underpinnings of the religion that inspired them.

With respect to Buddhist belief, most studies address the Theravada (Path of the Elders), Mahayana (Great Vehicle), and Vajrayana (Diamond Vehicle) traditions as specific categories. All retain the elemental core of the Buddha’s teachings. Each tend to be associated with particular geographical areas in Asia, but have highlighted or augmented different strains of Siddhartha Gautama’s overall message of enlightenment. One finds all three of these Buddhist vehicles or paths and their associated structures in the United States. The issue as to whether a particularly unique form of American Buddhist architecture exists is still an open question, just as a distinctive and universally agreed upon American path of Buddhism has not at this point manifested. In the history of Buddhism, royal and aristocratic patronage greatly helped transition and institutionalize the religion into foreign settings. This did not happen in the United States, which may be one reason why a potential “American Buddhism” is so elusive. The final chapter in this book discusses one way such a path (mārga) or vehicle (yāna) might begin to emerge.

The 1997 Harvard Divinity School conference of eminent Buddhist scholars found three major tendencies of American Buddhism: Democratization, Pragmatism, and Engagement.8 However, in this inquiry no one practice or Buddhist belief is favored over another. Instead, common denominators are explored. Integral concepts are foregrounded. Although architecture plays a central role in this study, Buddhist structures are understood primarily as religious artifacts, and are approached from the point of view of the humanities. Written not as a technical or architectural treatise, the discussion instead centers on the humanistic ideas implicit in the subject matter as a way to focus attention on that which unites and elevates us as people. As research progressed, the basic ideas shared among the various traditions formed productive and unifying avenues of exploration. Belief in the Dharma and the setting of America are two such commonalities. Another is the universal need to create buildings within which to conduct religious practice, as well as the desire by many groups to architecturally countenance their spiritual ambitions in forms that relate to the values they hold dear. How this dynamic has transpired forms the exploratory epicenter of this book.

A thorough literature exists that documents the arrival of Buddhism in America. While this study engages these findings, I seek to take the next step in the discussion. For, in my view, it does not seem enough to say that Buddhism “arrived” in America over a century and a half ago solely because at the time some immigrants practiced the religion or that some intellectuals studied or fervently espoused it. Immigrants can easily return home. Scholars keep their distance. An enthusiastic Western minority is still a minority. On the other hand, it is the more durable presence of a building that truly anchors a foreign cultural import into the fabric of a society. Buddhist material culture and religious belief reached the United States simultaneously. The architectural achievements of Buddhists embody the emotions, values, and practices associated with their religious and cultural instantiation. The buildings are important insofar as they ground and formalize the religion’s place in the country. Their physical presence reifies the insubstantiality of faith and belief. They make tangible the diaphanous winds of intellectual interest and the cosmopolitan fashion of social elites. Buildings are the largest things that humans create (cruise ships, aircraft carriers, and the like are essentially floating buildings; bridges are basically buildings to put roads upon). Their size in relation to the human body retains the innate power to institutionalize the ideas behind their construction. In terms of religious architecture, scale and form become symbolic forces. Indeed, in Asian culture roofs can work in tandem with mountains, and temples are sometimes designed with that natural representation in mind. Sacred structures are large scale religious artifacts that act in concert with the objects, ceremonies, and sentiments that exist and take place within their confines. In the context of this study, we see how “sacred objects are embodiments of the spirit of Buddhism.” Together they represent Buddhism and “the attainment of Buddhahood” itself.9 Thus, the material reality of Buddhist architecture becomes vitally important in understanding Buddhism’s spiritual birth upon the American landscape and mindset.

A book about American Buddhist architecture is somewhat unique. Existing books dealing with Buddhist architecture in general, even quite current volumes, do not include Western sites (including Europe, Australia, and Canada).10 Most volumes situate their scope within Asian countries: “Japanese Buddhist Architecture,” “Indian Buddhist Architecture,” “Buddhist Architecture of Korea,” etc. This is understandable. Buddhism was founded and matured in these regions. Moreover, the structures in the United States are largely derivative of the styles and examples found in the East, and lack the historical importance of older sites from Asia. Nevertheless, there is indeed something both historical and important about the emergence of Buddhism and its architecture in the United States. Buddhist temples, monasteries, and monuments in many ways are transforming the spiritual landscape of the nation. They introduce a new style and cultural custom to the country’s structural, religious, and national identity. The sites and buildings discussed below convey the diversity of expression in Buddhist religious space in the America. Their unique Eastern heritage is compelling enough to articulate their occurrence and contemplate their cultural implications. Some scholarly studies claim that there are more than 1500 Buddhist temples in the United States, while other online databases list nearly 2500 Buddhist communities.11 As such, it was not my goal to address every occurrence of Buddhist architecture in the country. What the book does accomplish, in a limited and imperfect way, is begin to demonstrate the profound relationship between the belief and structural expression of Buddhist thought in an American setting. It positions the United States as country with a significant Buddhist architectural presence. In other words, with Buddhists and their buildings existing in the country now for over 170 years, it demonstrates that the United States is—strange as it may seem—a Buddhist nation.

Building edifices of religious valence appears to be linked to the very notion of being human, of creating a suitable place where individuals can survive within a meaningful environment vis-à-vis the antipodes of mundane existence and the larger sphere of divine/cosmic order. Arguably, this is still the case in today’s scientifically-based positivist world. It is a proclivity that is particularly germane to the manner in which some Buddhist communities in the United States use ancient architectural forms to reveal and communicate their goals and beliefs. The mandala-based architecture resident at many Buddhist sites is a form of “spiritual technology” that to some may seem alien, mystical, or even illogical when experienced and explained. For in addition to drawing on their cultural heritage, these structures also intend “to emanate blessings in all directions and radiate spiritual energy throughout the world.”12 To those unaccustomed to such language, the conflation of religious and scientific terminologies (such as “energy,” “technology,” and “radiation”) may lead to skepticism about the soundness of Buddhist belief. This book describes how these spiritual technologies work to some extent. However, the truth of any religious claim is neither the significant element nor the fundamental purpose of the present investigation. Paul Eli Ivey makes the comment that religious beliefs can have “truth effects.”13 Buddhist groups that retain such views are compelled by faith in the Buddha and his message to manifest their spiritual beliefs in material form. The buildings they construct signify the ultimate “effect”—or consequence—of maintaining the “truth” of those beliefs.

On the other hand, it should be said that engaging in this type of humanistic research also entails “reading” a structure or environment as if it were a text that one can interpret. When doing so, intuitions, feelings, surmises, sensations, and reflections become important ways of understanding the qualitative meanings of a site. In this study, therefore, the terms tends, evokes, implies, and suggests permeate the narrative, since these predicates help approximate the subjective attributes embedded in a humanistic understanding of the objective world. While investigating, I found that temple members and leaders were sometimes unaware of the stylistic decisions that were utilized in the construction of their buildings. Records did not always elaborate on any implied symbolic meanings associated with a temple design. This is because traditions are often passed down without much thought as to their cultural or aesthetic semantic content. In such cases, as with the Japanese Jodo Shinshu churches discussed in Chapter 3, my training in art history and philosophy was brought to bear in trying to understand how certain structural forms relate to the history, emotion, and religious syllogisms of a site. This can be precarious, since the fear is that one can see something not explicitly intended or endorsed by a community. Yet, such interpretations ought not be conceived of as merely speculative. An outside look at things usually produces novel understandings, and can illuminate embedded ideas through scholarship and professional insight. Buddhists as a rule walk the earth with a compassionate spirit, and temple leaders and employees were always gracious or pleasantly surprised when they engaged fresh observations about their structures. This is consistent with the way in which religious communities in general tend to engage the world via their beliefs and practices, where the goal is more so to share or demonstrate perspectives rather than to unequivocally prove a worldview.

A discussion on the emergence of Buddhist architecture in America transects the arc of a number of discursive narratives: ideas of sacred space, alternative religions in the United States, technological modernity, the concepts of space and place, and the legacy of America as a New World for religious freedom. Each of these areas could constitute its own monograph with respect to architecture. Yet, this study’s point of view starts from the ground floor of the buildings, as it were, as a way to move deeper into the space of Buddhist practice, the mind that seeks enlightenment, and the structures that help one to do so. It discusses Buddhist architecture in the United States in a manner consistent with the intensely human context of its use. By and large, the buildings and environments studied below teach, symbolize, reveal, or embody the tenets of Buddhist belief as an expression of a deep emotional connection to the Dharma and the places that they originated: Chinese Buddhists built traditional Chinese temples, Japanese Buddhists built traditional Japanese temples, American Buddhists built or utilized traditional American buildings, etc. The instinctive and identity-laden connection to homeland accesses a sentiment closely aligned in mood and meaning with the feelings that the Buddha’s teachings generate within the individuals amid those structures. Here, religious sentiment and cultural sentiment both access a common humanistic space, where architectural form and spiritual belief converge in the emotional center of the human heart. The physical and the spiritual are not understood as wholly separate things, but as a mandala teaches, are unified in time, space, body, and mind in three-dimensional form. Thus, a primary message that the buildings emanate is one of the interconnectedness of things.
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Overview

The general scope of this book is concerned with East-West cultural interconnections, but its architectonic breadth examines environment and sacred architecture within the critical sphere of human spirituality. Buddhism and architecture are considered in terms of their humanistic meanings and cultural significance, as well as their doctrinal and aesthetic relationship to Buddhist thought in the context of America. The narrative navigates the major contours of their development. Emerging from the Chinese Joss houses of the nineteenth century and the Japanese Pure Land Buddhists temples constructed during the early twentieth century (both in Hawaii and the mainland), we have seen an ever-growing effloresce of Buddhist communities and buildings emerge over the last fifty years. Chinatowns and Japantowns, grandiloquent temples and monasteries such as Hsi Lai and Chuang Yen, hybrid “churches” like those of both the Nishi Hongwanji and Higashi Honganji, monumental stupas (reliquaries), and other mandala-based structures such as at Odiyan Buddhist Retreat and others: these are all part of a story where Buddhists have sought to create a spiritual place with an “old world” feeling in a New World context. Far from their homeland, ambitious Buddhists initially sought to create personal and spiritual places of refuge for a relatively small and somewhat isolated immigrant population. They created organizations and communities to help promulgate their religion while simultaneously preserving a profound sensitivity for their native culture. In the first instance, their architectural aspirations and achievements express the desire for a lasting and stable presence in America, one that we can see as consistent with the Christian religions that emigrated from Europe since the dawn of the country’s founding. On a deeper level, these communities created buildings absorbed in tradition. Much like their Christian counterparts, Buddhist groups utilize classicism and heritage as deliberate design strategies as a way to evoke the depth and authority of their traditional pasts. Other communities, like those of the Rochester Zen Center or the Washington Buddhist Vihara for example, place their traditional practices in contemporary residential structures. Sites such as these reinforce the sentiment of home and the intensely personal meanings involved in Buddhist introspection, which are important aspects of the story of Buddhism in America. As Richard Hughes Seager writes, immigrant [Buddhist] religion in the United States “tends to be concerned with the more intimate concerns of memory, solace, and spiritual practice grounded in ethnic, linguistic, and ancestral identity.”1 Yet the underlying dynamic uniting the multiplicity of structural forms under investigation is the goal that these communities all seem to share of creating places absorbed with varying degrees of cultural distinctiveness and human emotion. This investigation examines the assorted ways in which Buddhist communities in America do so architecturally as a function of a desire to express their religious beliefs, preserve deep-rooted traditions, and exist harmoniously within American life.

In this exploration into the humanistic aspects of Buddhist architecture in the United States, care is taken to explain the homo-tectonic elements from the perspective of the Buddhist practitioner and the communities of the structures under discussion. It is important to allow the buildings to speak for themselves, so to speak, while trying as diligently as possible to avoid presuppositions or external biases. In this way, a certain level of objectivity is obtained insofar, as Amos Rapoport emphasizes in his work with respect to architectural theory, the goal here is “to understand the world (or a particular part of it) rather than to change it.”2 Avoiding assumptions or outside predispositions is an important responsibility. The aim of this book is to explain what Buddhist groups believe with respect to the buildings they construct. The mutability and adaptability of Buddhist thought allow myriad interpretations to be forwarded, and it is not my role to necessarily question or challenge the assertions made by the various communities, say, as an investigative reporter might do when writing an exposé. As one translator of the Dīgha Nikāya (“the Long Discourses”) has stated, “It is not, however, in the true spirit of Buddhism to adopt a ‘fundamentalist’ attitude towards the scriptures, and it is thus open to the reader, Buddhist as well as non-Buddhist, to regard the texts … with an open mind.”3 Since Buddhist sutras form a foundational basis of Buddhist belief, which in turn inspire the creation of Buddhist buildings, this approach carries over to the structures and environments explored in this study.

The growing corpus of scholarly and intellectual literature adds to the situation. I found that when discussing Buddhism with monks or priests, knowledge garnered from books usually corresponded with the information they conveyed, but its living expression as articulated through personal talks often seemed somewhat pared down compared to the deep tomes and intricate academic discourses read in preparation. Monks usually sought to provide a basic account of their beliefs to a new acquaintance. At the same time, however, hearing the ideas and beliefs from true practitioners fostered a personal connection that helped expose the humanistic undercurrents that emerged as a result of my research, which became the methodology of the study. Whether in the interpersonal conversations that have taken place, the statements of belief posted online and in handouts, in the professional texts that communities have published at great cost and effort, or in the primary texts and secondary scholarship that exists, in seeking to understand how the deeply held beliefs of a community relate to the structures that they create, the overwhelming discovery has been one of the interaction between people’s hopes, feelings, values, and worldviews with the art, buildings, monuments, and environments that exist to evidence them. To put the findings succinctly, what we see in Buddhist architecture in America is how ritual, heritage, and lineage work hand in hand with family, heart, home, and the human body.

Overall, this study can be understood as a humanistic narrative that examines various structural iterations of Buddhist heritage in the United States deemed significant, both historically and stylistically. It privileges buildings and monuments that exhibit compelling relationships to the spiritual beliefs of their attendant communities. The humanistic approach to these structures unearthed a range of themes that inform and contextualize our understanding of the sites under consideration: the subjective faculties of human experience; the nexus of belief, environment, and design; the significance of lineage, heritage, and tradition; the didactic efficacy of structural symbolism and religious metaphor; the historical currents of technology and culture; and the communicative powers of architectonic form. Together, such forces of human civilization help describe the polyvalent role of architecture in the real-life practice of Buddhism in an American setting. In this history, larger, more monumental structures end up taking precedence somewhat over smaller local sites; however, there is no substantive correlation between structural size to historical impact. Nineteenth-century Joss Houses were quite humble and relatively unimposing, while many present-day Zen buildings utilize simple houses to conduct their practice and services. Nevertheless, these buildings are just as historically relevant as larger sites in understanding the emergence of Buddhist architecture in America. In the end, the objective of this research has been to get a sense of how these buildings work as artifacts of human emotion and spiritual expression, to gain a familiarity with what they seek to do experientially from a blended structural, cultural, and religious point of view. The hope is that one will come away from this investigation with an appreciation of the symbolic intricacies, cultural importance, and humanistic meanings associated with the structures under discussion.



Methodology: Heart and the Human Element

When writing about architecture from a humanistic perspective, one emphasizes the subjectivities surrounding the brute object of the buildings and their environments. But what precisely does this entail? Humanistic things and ideas are referred to as such because they help connect us to our own humanity. Architecture and aesthetic meaning are intimately connected to this endeavor. One of the implicit arguments of this book is that space is not some amorphous abstract reality within which we passively live. Rather, it is an interactive process of delineation informed by our subjective faculties as we navigate a putative objective externality. As Vernon Hyde Minor writes in Art History’s History, “Finding correlations between the built environment and the unconstructed landscape, between culture and nature, is humanistic.”4

In the structural-humanistic history presented here, Yi-Fu Tuan’s writings end up becoming an important touchstone in understanding the emergence of Buddhist architecture in an American setting. I use the term “touchstone” here—as in benchmark or vantage point—intentionally and pointedly. For it is important to keep in mind that Tuan’s work helps explain my observations, which derive from the Buddhist communities under consideration, and are not imposed synthetically from the vantage point of scholarly investigation. The theoretical drive of Tuan’s life work as a humanistic geographer is one of privileging attitudes, values, and beliefs when investigating matters of culture and human life.5 An effective and affective way of doing so is by unpacking the mutually informed interaction between human experience and environment. This basic duality takes form in the powerful binary of “space and place,” where within this relation, “each term requires the other for definition.”6 Rather than closed systems of limited scope, binaries can be valuable tools that both sharpen and expand a particular concept, much like binocular vision produces three-dimensional images in the mind or how the totality of a sphere can be understood via a bi-polar axis. As Tuan states, “The human mind appears to be disposed to organize phenomena not only in segments but to arrange them in opposite pairs.”7 Tuan maintains that environment cannot be viewed solely in abstract or empirical terms, as an object without a subject. “Man is the measure,” he writes in his seminal volume Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience. Human products and expedients of knowledge such as art, architecture, myth, religion, and history are all involved in the generation and experience of spatial understanding. In his view, the human body is at the core of any investigation into its interaction with natural and built environments, while the phenomenological breadth of human experience is understood as basic to the interconnected experience among all spatial realms.

In forwarding the binaries of space and place/experience and environment, Tuan is essentially stating that the structural form of the human body has a great deal to do with the structural forms that humans create, and that the experience of the world through the human form helps to formulate the conditions for human understanding. This perspective on the human form is pertinent here in that such a conception thereby imbues with physical world with humanistic significance. In fact, the human body (of the Buddha) is sometimes used explicitly as a structural framework (as with stupas), and is an essential feature in sites designed for ritual circumambulation (parikrama).
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