
Preface

The sixteenth day of the first month of 1565 was an ordinary day 

for most people in China, but a sad one for the monks of the Great 

Baoen monastery  in Nanjing. Its abbot, Xilin Yongn-

ing  (1483– 1565), died that day at the age of eighty- two. Having served 

as the abbot of this monastery for thirty- four years and concurrently as a top 

monastic official in the Nanjing Central Buddhist Registry (senglu si ) for 

twenty- five years, Yongning was highly esteemed not only by the Baoensi com-

munity but also by the entire Buddhist world in the Jiangnan region. The Baoensi 

monks also felt disturbed by Yongning’s prediction that their monastery would 

decline. To their surprise, his solution to the bad situation was to entrust them 

to a young monk eventually known as Hanshan Deqing  (1546– 1623). 

It took the Baoensi monks little time to realize that their leader’s prophecy was 

not empty talk. The first major challenge facing the monastery was ironically gen-

erated by Yongning himself— or, to be more precise, by his funeral, which was 

estimated to cost three hundred taels of silver. Yongning left behind only about 

thirty taels, so the difference had to be met by a loan at a very high interest rate. 

When the funeral was over, the Baoensi monks began to worry about the debt. 

A meeting was convened, but no good idea was put forth. Finally, Deqing sug-

gested selling Yongning’s belongings and part of the monastery’s land holdings. 

This was accepted, and the debt was taken care of. One year later, much more 

severe challenges emerged as a fire, caused by lightning, destroyed the main body 

of the monastery. Allowing such a degree of damage to an imperially sponsored 

monastery constituted a heavy offense. As many as fifteen superintendent monks 

were hence thrown into prison and were rumored to face the death sentence. 

Baoensi monks started to flee in panic, but Deqing did not. He instead occupied 
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himself with taking care of his imprisoned colleagues and attempting to overcome 

the crisis. Shortly after Emperor Jiajing (r. 1522– 1566) died, the indicted monks 

were set free with relatively minor punishments. Subsequently, spurred by the 

dilapidated state of the monastery, Deqing and a fellow monk named Xuelang 

Hong’en  (1545– 1607) vowed to rebuild it at any cost. At the turn of the 

Wanli era (1573– 1620), despite Hong’en’s opposition, Deqing set off to North 

China in search of the Dharma and support for the monastery. In time, he spent 

most of his life outside the Jiangnan region where the Great Baoen monastery 

was located, and even became the mentor to the reigning emperor’s mother. In 

1589, as a way of expressing respect to him, a copy of the Buddhist canon, a rare 

imperial gift, was bestowed from the inner court to the Great Baoen monastery 

and further enhanced its reputation and appeal.

In contrast, Hong’en chose to stay on and remained very active in the Jiang-

nan region. Finally, with support from local society, he managed to reconstruct 

the Baoen stupa, a landmark of the monastery. The efforts of these two friends 

represented two ways of restoring the Great Baoen monastery— drawing resources 

from the inner court and from local society, respectively— but neither of them 

was successful in completely fulfilling their vow. Eventually, the monastery was 

fully rebuilt in 1699, early in the Qing dynasty (1644– 1911), with government 

money.

The preceding narrative, derived mainly from Deqing’s autobiography, includes 

many puzzling points. Built by the Yongle emperor (r. 1403– 1424) in memory of 

his mother, the Great Baoen monastery was one of the biggest monasteries own-

ing a great amount of imperially bestowed land. Why did it become so financially 

strapped in the last years of the Jiajing era that it could not even afford its abbot’s 

funeral? Was it a common practice to sell monastic property? How did this affect 

the saṃgha in the long run? Was it fair for those arrested monks to face the threat 

of the death sentence? If not, how did they come to face such heavy charges? Turn-

ing to Deqing’s departure from the Jiangnan region, why did it happen at the 

turn of the Wanli era? Why did he head for North China rather than stay in 

Jiangnan to seek local or regional support? Deqing and Hong’en would both 

become influential masters, but how and to what extent did their different choices 

affect their growth as religious leaders? As for the restoration of the monastery, 

which was the most decisive of all the forces involved in the process: eminent 

monks, the saṃgha, the inner court, the local society, or the government? More 

intriguingly, to what extent was this not a story about a single monastery but the 

experience of the contemporary saṃgha as a whole? These questions concern the 

entire history of Chinese Buddhism in late imperial China, but many of them 

have not been adequately answered by previous scholars. Providing answers to 

these problems was the initial motivating force that engaged me in this study.
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