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The Development of Theraviada Bhikkhunis in Indonesia: Progress Toward
Gender Equality in Sangha Agung Indonesia
Julia Surya (Bhikkhuni Thitdcarini Theri)

The development of Theravada bhikkhunis in Indonesia represents a significant shift in the
traditional structure of the Buddhist monastic community. For centuries, the Theravada tradition
has been predominantly male-dominated, with bhikkhus (male monks) playing the central role in
religious leadership. The ordination of women as bhikkhunis, however, has remained a
contentious issue within this tradition. In recent years, however, there has been a remarkable
shift in the Indonesian Buddhist landscape, particularly within the context of the Sangha Agung
Indonesia (SAGIN), the oldest monastic organization in Indonesia, which was founded by the
late venerable Ashin Jinarakkhita in 1959. The Sangha Agung Indonesia comprises monks and
nuns from three Buddhist traditions: Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana. Members from these
traditions follow their respective vinaya and teachings while coexisting harmoniously within the
same community.' This article explores the progress of Theravada bhikkhunis in Indonesia,
especially Theravada bhikkhunis of Sangha Agung Indonesia, focusing on the transformative
role of bhikkhu support in fostering gender equality and empowering women within Buddhist
institutions.

Historical Context of Bhikkhunis in Theravada Buddhism of Sangha Agung Indonesia

Historically, the ordination of women as bhikkhunis in the Theravdda tradition has been
fraught with challenges. While the Buddha is said to have allowed the ordination of women
into the monastic order, many Theravdda countries, including Sri Lanka, Thailand, and
Myanmar, have faced resistance to the full institutionalization of female ordination. One key
issue has been the interpretation of the vinaya, the monastic code, which is traditionally
understood to restrict the ordination of women in certain contexts.’

The situation in Indonesia is unique in several ways. As a predominantly Muslim nation with a
rich history of Hindu and Buddhist influence, the Buddhist community in Indonesia has always
been a minority. However, with the increasing interest in gender equality and the rise of
feminist movements globally, Indonesia’s Buddhist community has witnessed growing
acceptance of women’s ordination. The establishment of Sangha Agung Indonesia (SAGIN) in
1959, which represented the Theravada tradition in the country, initially focused on ordaining
male monks. However, in the last few decades, there has been increasing momentum toward
the ordination of women, culminating in the formal recognition of bhikkhunis within SAGIN.

Long before the first restoration of the Theravada bhikkhuni ordination in Sarnath, India,
Theravada samaneris had already appeared in Indonesia. In 1963, the founder of SAGIN, the
late Ashin Jinarakkhita, ordained a samaneri in accordance with the Theravada tradition at
Vimaladharma Temple in Bandung, West Java, Indonesia. The samaneri, named Jinakumari, is
recognized as the first Indonesian bhikkhuni after a lapse of over 1,000 years. In 1966, due to the
absence of a Theravada bhikkhuni sangha at the time, samaneri Jinakumari and several other
samaneris were sent by Ashin Jinarakkhita to receive full ordination in the Mahayana tradition
at Po Lin Monastery in Hong Kong.? The dedication of Ashin Jinarakkhita endures over time.
His compassion and wisdom have been passed down to his disciples and the monks who have
joined SAGIN, particularly in relation to the advancement of Buddhist women in Indonesia.

The year 2008 marked a turning point for those who had doubted the emergence of Theravada



bhikkhunis in the country. It became a significant moment in the history of Buddhist women in
Indonesia, as it represented a new opportunity for those committed to pursuing a life as
Theravada bhikkhunis. On February 14, 2008, Nyanasuryanadi Mahathero performed the first
pabbajja (ordination) for women at Veluvana Monastery in Ampel, Boyolali, Central Java,
Indonesia. Among the women ordained were anagarini Sri Utami and anagarini Julia Surya,
who later became known as Bhikkhuni Dhammacarini and Bhikkhuni Thitacéarini. On May 12,
2012, following a recommendation from Nyanasuryanadi Mahathero and after four years of
training as samaneris, Dhammacarini and Thitacarini received full ordination as bhikkhunis in Sri
Lanka. Since then, SAGIN has included Theravada bhikkhus, bhikkhunis, samaneras, and
samaneris, all of whom have equal opportunities to practice the dhammavinaya of the Buddha.

After the ordination of these two bhikkhunis, in the years 2015 and 2016, again the
female disciples of the Nyanasuryanadi Mahathero received full ordination as bhikkhunis in Sri
Lanka. Following in the footsteps of his disciples, a samaneri who is a member of SAGIN, went
to Sri Lanka to receive full ordination as a bhikkhuni.

More than a decade after the first Theravada bhikkhuni ordination by SAGIN in Sri
Lanka, a new chapter in the development of the Buddha Dhamma in Indonesia was written with
the holding of the first Theravada bhikkhuni upasampada by SAGIN at Borobudur Temple,
Magelang, on February 7. This sacred ceremony marked a significant moment for the Buddhist
community in the country, as for the first time, six bhikkhuni candidates received full
ordination at Borobudur, the largest Buddhist temple in the world. Nyanasuryanadi Mahathero,
who is the mahdnayaka of SAGIN, led the ordination ceremony as bhikkhu upajjaya and the
Padukka Sumithra Theri of Sri Lanka as bhikkhuoi pavattini.

With this ordination, SAGIN now has eleven Theravada bhikkhunis, including six who
were recently ordained. This bhikkhuni ordination marks an important milestone for the
Buddhist community in Indonesia, particularly for SAGIN. Previously, an ordination for
bhikkhus was held at Borobudur Temple on May 2, 1970, which included the ordination of the
late Jinadhammo Mahathero and several other bhikkhus. The late Jinadhammo Mahathero was a
member of SAGIN and a renowned meditation teacher in Indonesia.

Challenges and Cultural Norms in Recognizing Bhikkhunis



The recognition of bhikkhunis in Indonesia has faced considerable cultural and normative
challenges. Indonesia’s social fabric, shaped by patriarchal values, has often relegated women
to subordinate roles, particularly within religious institutions. In this context, the ordination of
women as bhikkhunis was met with skepticism and resistance from many quarters. Buddhist
communities, influenced by traditional interpretations of gender roles and religious texts, were
initially reluctant to recognize the legitimacy of female monastics.

Moreover, the broader societal norms in Indonesia, including those derived from
Islamic, Hindu, and Christian teachings, placed significant obstacles in the path of women’s
spiritual empowerment. As a predominantly Muslim nation, the majority of Indonesians were
unfamiliar with the concept of female ordination in Buddhism, and the idea of a female monk
was often perceived as an anomaly.* Additionally, gender-based discrimination in religious and
social life further exacerbated the challenges faced by bhikkhunis seeking recognition.

However, with the increasing advocacy for gender equality, both within Buddhism and
Indonesian society, the role of women in Buddhism began to change. Bhikkhuni ordination
was seen not only as an expression of gender equality but also as a significant step toward the
institutional transformation of the Buddhist sangha. The role of bhikkhus of SAGIN in
supporting this change became essential for ensuring the success of bhikkhuni ordination.

The Role of Bhikkhus in Supporting Bhikkhunis in SAGIN

A key factor in the development of bhikkhunis in Indonesia has been the active support of
bhikkhus. Historically, the bhikkhu community has held significant authority in Theravada
Buddhist monastic institutions, and their endorsement of female ordination has been crucial in
legitimizing bhikkhunis. The mutual support between bhikkhus and bhikkhunis has played a
critical role in fostering inclusivity and creating a collaborative model that facilitates
institutional transformation toward gender equality.

Bhikkhus, particularly those in positions of leadership within SAGIN, have been
instrumental in advocating for the ordination of women and providing the necessary support
for bhikkhunis. Their involvement has been significant not only in ensuring the institutional
recognition of female ordination but also in creating a more balanced and egalitarian monastic
environment. Bhikkhus and bhikkhunis have worked together to develop educational programs,
meditative practices, and community service initiatives that promote the role of women in
Buddhist teachings.’

Furthermore, the collaboration between bhikkhus and bhikkhunis of SAGIN has
facilitated constructive cross-gender dialogue within the Theravada tradition. This dialogue has
challenged traditional gender norms within the monastic community and has fostered a more
inclusive interpretation of the Buddhist teachings. By working together, bhikkhus and
bhikkhunis have been able to promote the core Buddhist values of wisdom, compassion, and
interconnectedness, which align with the principles of gender equality.

Institutional Transformation and Gender Equality

May 25, 2025

The recognition and empowerment of bhikkhunis in Indonesia are not merely a matter of
individual achievement; they represent a broader institutional transformation within Theravada
Buddhism. As bhikkhunis continue to be ordained and actively participate in monastic life,
they contribute to the transformation of Buddhist institutions, ensuring that gender equality is
more than just a theoretical ideal; it becomes a practical reality.



Every individual, regardless of gender, possesses the equal potential to attain spiritual
realization. Over 2,500 years ago, the Buddha told Ananda that women, upon renouncing
worldly life and practicing the dhammavinaya, are capable of achieving perfection (Cv.X.1, 2-3).
This principle was also the foundation for Nyanasuryanadi Mahathero’s decision to allow
women to embrace the homeless life as Theravada bhikkhunis. When questioned about his
decision to admit women to this monastic path, despite opposition from some Theravada
bhikkhus to the re establishment of the Theravada bhikkhuni sangha, he responded: “Women
possess the same potential as men and are capable of achieving what men have achieved.” He
emphasized that women have the strength to cultivate moral conduct and develop spiritual and
mental qualities in accordance with the Buddha’s teachings.®

The involvement of bhikkhunis in leadership roles and decision-making processes within the
sangha has contributed to a more balanced and representative structure within Buddhist
institutions. For example, in Indonesia, bhikkhunis have taken on roles in teaching, meditation,
and leading community activities, thus demonstrating their integral place within the monastic
order. Their participation in religious education and outreach programs has also had a profound
impact on the broader society, promoting a more egalitarian approach to religious practice.’

By receiving equality and justice from the bhikkhu sangha, the revival of the TheravavS
bhikkhuni sangha within SAGIN has made a significant contribution to Buddhism in Indonesia.
This revival allows bhikkhunis to freely study and practice the dhammavinaya, subsequently
enabling them to disseminate the Dhamma to the lay community. As a result, Buddhist women
in Indonesia are now provided with the opportunity to receive intensive guidance from the
bhikkhunis. Refecting on the teachings of Mahéapajapati Theri, Buddhist women should not
hesitate to exert the same efforts in training themselves and developing their lives according to
the Dhammavinaya. As Mahapajapati Theri expressed,

If you have any sympathy for me, and if you have any gratitude, then make a substantial
effort, all of you, for the continuation of the true doctrine; The Fully Awakened One
granted women the going forth when I implored him. Therefore, just as I would rejoice
in it, so should you practice it.” (ApA.146).

That institutional transformation is not limited to the Buddhist community alone; it also
has wider social implications. The recognition of bhikkhunis challenges deeply entrenched
gender norms in Indonesian society, where women have historically been marginalized in
religious, political, and cultural spheres. By empowering women within the monastic
community, the recognition of bhikkhunis also sends a message of social change to the broader
Indonesian society, encouraging greater gender equality in other religious and social contexts.

Impact on Society and Broader Social Change

The increasing acceptance and recognition of bhikkhunis in Indonesia has significant
implications for gender equality in the broader social and cultural context. As women gain
visibility in religious leadership, they challenge traditional gender roles and offer an
alternative model of female empowerment. In Indonesia, where women have long faced
discrimination in both public and private spheres, the ordination of women as bhikkhunis
signals a shift toward greater social justice and equality.

Bhikkhunis have become advocates for gender equality, not only within the Buddhist
community but also in the broader society. Through their teachings and activism, bhikkhunis



have helped address social issues such as domestic violence, unequal access to education, and
economic empowerment for women. By advocating for women’s rights and playing active roles
in societal development, bhikkhunis in Indonesia contribute to the broader global discourse on
gender equality and social justice. Consequently, the re-establishment of the Theravada
bhikkhuni sangha is crucial. Today, Buddhist women in Indonesia are increasingly more active
than their male counterparts. With the presence of the Theravada bhikkhuni sangha, these women
have the opportunity to receive more focused guidance and support.

The presence of a Theravada bhikkhuni sangha in SAGIN within the monastic
community also fosters greater cooperation between male and female monastics, promoting a
more harmonious and inclusive approach to spiritual practice. This model of collaborative,
gender-inclusive religious practice is increasingly recognized as a vital force in shaping the
future of Buddhism, both in Indonesia and worldwide.

Conclusion

The development of Theravada bhikkhunis in Indonesia represents a significant step toward
gender equality in Buddhist monastic traditions. The active support from bhikkhus has played a
crucial role in legitimizing female ordination and ensuring the integration of bhikkhunis into the
monastic community. This mutual support has not only facilitated the institutional recognition of
bhikkhunis but also fostered a collaborative model of monastic life that promotes gender
equality and the core Buddhist values of wisdom, compassion, and interconnectedness.

Even though some bhikkhunis may experience discriminatory treatment from the bhikkhu
sangha, this paper highlights that the Theravada bhikkhuni sangha within SAGIN receives
strong support from the bhikkhus. SAGIN greatly values the revival of the bhikkhuni sangha
within the Theravada tradition. The organization enables women to embrace the life of a
bhikkhunt, providing them with the opportunity to study and practice the dhammavinaya.

The recognition and empowerment of those bhikkhunis have profound implications for
both the Buddhist community and Indonesian society. By challenging entrenched gender norms
and promoting social change, the ordination of women as bhikkhunis has contributed to a more
inclusive, egalitarian approach to religious practice. As the collaboration between bhikkhus and
bhikkhunis continues to shape the future of Buddhism in Indonesia, it offers a hopeful model
for the broader global discourse on gender equality in religious contexts.
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The Hip Buddhist Era in Korea, the New Role and Leadership of Female Lay
Buddhists Jin-sook Nam

In line with the rapidly changing trends of the times, Korean Buddhism has been developing to
meet modern sensibilities and popular needs while maintaining traditional doctrines and
practices. One of the phenomena that emerged among them is a new Buddhist paradigm called
'Hip Buddhism'. The combination of the neologism "hip" and Buddhism shows that Buddhism is
not just maintaining the classical religious framework, but is also communing with the cultural
trends of modern society.

“Hip Buddhism” is an attempt to reconstruct traditional Buddhist doctrines and practices
with a modern sensibility to make them more familiar to the public. For example, terms and
activities such as "Buddha Handsome," "Buddha Handsome," "Paradise is Rock," "I Am a
Temple," "NewlJeans," and "Temkangs" make it easier for the younger generation to accept
Buddhism, and at the same time, they can rediscover the charm of Buddhism through humor
and creativity. This trend is not just a cultural trend, but it is significant in that Buddhism
reflects popular and contemporary needs. In particular, the 2024 Seoul International Buddhist
Expo attracted young people in their late teens to 30s as the main visitors during the event held
under the theme of 'Fun Buddhism', which led to a threefold increase in the number of visitors
to the expo compared to the previous year. This shows that hip Buddhism is exerting a new
form of social influence beyond simply popularizing Buddhism.

The proportion of female lay Buddhists in Korean Buddhism is very high. About
70~80% of lay Buddhists are women, and on the other hand, women play a significant role in
Jogye Buddhism, the largest sect of Buddhism in Korea, as nuns make up half of the
population. Nevertheless, women Buddhists have traditionally been limited in their ability to
hold formal religious authority or leadership, and women's contributions to Buddhism and their
roles have often been underestimated.

Therefore, this paper will examine in depth the specific roles that lay Buddhists should
play in modern Buddhism and the new leadership. Women lay Buddhists will propose ways to
extend bodhisattva practices based on traditional Buddhist teachings to modern social
cooperation and leadership, thereby contributing to the Buddhist community and social
harmony. In particular, we will continue a detailed discussion on how female lay Buddhists can
expand their role as leaders of social change, spreaders of popular teachings, and community-
centered leaders in the hip trend of Korean Buddhism.

The Role of Female Lay Buddhists in the Hip Buddhist Era

Traditionally, lay Buddhists have focused on religious activities centered on the family and community.
Prayers, preparations for offerings, and participation in Buddhist festivals and temple events have been the
main roles played by lay Buddhists, which have greatly contributed to maintaining the well-being of
their families and the stability of their faith. However, in the past, the role of lay Buddhists was often excluded
from major decision-making processes in the community or the scope of their activities was limited. His
practice was largely personal and internal and focused on strengthening his family and his faith. In this article,
we will focus on the role of female lay Buddhists among lay Buddhists. Therefore, in this chapter, I would like
to propose what role lay Buddhists should pursue in the future as they are playing a key role in the modern age
in line with the times.
First, in the digital age, lay Buddhists need to play a role in spreading Buddhist teachings by utilizing new
technologies and platforms. Currently, we are using various digital platforms such as YouTube, podcasts,
and blogs to deliver Buddhist teachings to the public. This digital media is important
that breaks away from the traditional forms of Buddhism and makes it more accessible to new generations
and the wider public.



Moreover, regarding the increase in the number of young people, "According to the SWOT analysis
of Korean Buddhism, it is worth reminding ourselves of the importance of networks and contents in the
digital age, as the specialization of teaching manpower and networks, and the development of teaching
content and methodology' are also important opportunities in the WO strategy (supplementing weaknesses
and utilizing opportunities). In addition, it is also a point of contact where the development of methodology
and the role meet.

Second, laywomen need to play a role as facilitators of peace and harmony. Therefore, inclusive
activities for the socially disadvantaged are needed. It is necessary to develop activities that include various
social groups such as gender equality, multicultural families, and LGBTQ+?Based on the core teachings of
Buddhism, compassion and equality, efforts should be strengthened in the future to be considerate of the
marginalized, respect each other's differences, and realize social justice and peace. In Buddhism, compassion
means equal love and consideration for all beings, and this applies to all people, regardless of race, gender,
religion, sexual orientation, nationality, etc. Accordingly, lay Buddhists should reach out to the socially
disadvantaged with the belief that anyone can gain inner peace and healing through Buddhist teachings,
regardless of gender or social status.

Neighboring religions, especially Christianity, are active in this regard, while Buddhism is relatively
weak in this regard. Considering that Korea is gradually developing into a multicultural society, it seems that
more such roles and activities will be needed in the future. Buddhism values mutual respect in the
community, and for this reason, it is important for lay Buddhists to actively engage in solidarity activities
that include people from various social backgrounds.

Third, it should play an active role in building a community through connection with the local community.
They practice the core values of Buddhism, such as altruism and compassion, and form bonds with local
residents through environmental protection activities, support for the underprivileged, and volunteer
activities, and contribute to improving the welfare of the local community. Just as many female lay Buddhists
are practicing Buddhist values by volunteering in the local community, we should be more active and
energetic in these activities in the future to form social solidarity. In the future, leaders must reorganize the
organization or reorganize it to demonstrate leadership so that these activities can be carried out.

Meanwhile, environmental protection and sustainable development are important issues in modern
society, and lay Buddhists should promote environmental awareness in their communities through recycling
campaigns, energy-saving programs, and ecological education, based on the Buddhist values of compassion
and altruism, and emphasize sustainable ways of life. Buddhism emphasizes a harmonious relationship with
nature more than any other religion, and conserves and protects the environment with compassion is also
considered one of the most important practices. Fourth, lay Buddhists are spreading mindfulness and
meditation to solve mental health problems in modern times. Therefore, meditation programs for mental
health support should be actively operated. The importance of the award is increasing in that Jin Woos, the
current general secretary, has already strengthened the Myung Myung Award Academy? for social leaders,
the Myung Myung Award Committee, the International Clear Award Competition®, and global activities,
and is developing and distributing various programs to help modern people find peace of mind and improve
their mental health through the Myung Myung Award. This is a very important issue and a real need.
However, there are no female lay Buddhists in the meditation committee here.

Fifth, lay Buddhists should play the key role of leaders, educators and exert an important influence in the
Buddhist community. This is an innovation in Buddhist education through modern educational methods.
Lay Buddhists must restructure traditional Buddhist education methods to fit the lives of modern people,
and to play a role in providing effective Buddhist education to people of various ages and social
backgrounds. In the past, Buddhist education mainly relied on lectures at temples or oral based teaching
methods, but the approach to Buddhist education has diversified to reflect the changes in modern society
and the digital environment and is moving toward a more practical and participatory
approach. This modern approach to education focuses on delivering the core teachings of Buddhism in a
more intuitive and accessible way.

Female lay Buddhists are using digital technology to expand the scope and impact of Buddhist
education. Digital teaching materials or online lectures transcend the constraints of time and space, making
Buddhist teachings easily accessible to anyone in the world, regardless of physical distance. This digital
education is especially useful for workers with busy schedules or those who have difficulty finding time due
to childcare, and it is meaningful which can provide them with the opportunity to participate in Buddhist
education anytime, anywhere.



Sixth, it should play a role in expressing Buddhist values through culture and art. Female lay
Buddhists express Buddhist teachings and values through various artistic activities such as art, music, and
dance. These cultural and artistic activities strengthen communication with the public and enable a modern
reinterpretation of Buddhist culture.

Seventh, it is the role of international exchange through a global network. Lay female Buddhists
promote exchanges with Buddhist organizations and communities overseas. Through this, mutual
understanding with various cultures will be promoted and an international Buddhist network will be built.
For example, they participate in overseas Buddhist events or hold international online forums to develop
Buddhist activities from a global perspective. This is possible through cooperation with nuns and women lay
Buddhists, such as participating in the current Shakadita World Congress, who should come forward and
make presentations so that the role of female lay Buddhists as well as those of bhikshuni monks can be
strengthened.

It is time to play an important role in solving the problems facing the global community by teaching
"life, peace, and respect for human beings." Korean Buddhism needs®to change its perception to play a role
as a responsible actor in society, and religion must solve global problems together. Lastly, lay Buddhists
should play a role in pursuing institutional change through policy proposals and social participation. The
Buddhist teachings of compassion, equality, and justice are important criteria for them to solve social
problems, and through this, lay Buddhists should make efforts to improve social inequality and unreasonable
systems.

In conclusion, female lay Buddhists in the hip Buddhist era should go beyond their traditional roles
and spread Buddhist values through the use of digital media and solve modern social problems, fulfill their
responsibilities as leaders and educators, and open up new possibilities. It should become an important
player in the development of Buddhism and modern practice in the Buddhist community and society as a
whole, contribute to the spread of Buddhist teachings to a wider area through the popularization and
practicality of hip Buddhism. In addition, the activities of lay women should be linked to the modern
reinterpretation of the Buddhist tradition, and become a model for the practice of the new era that fuses
religious values with contemporary social needs. This trend means that Buddhism is contributing to a more
sustainable influence in modern society and presenting a religious direction for future generations, and it
should play a more active role in the future.

New Leadership Orientation for “Sustainable” Buddhism

A leader's thoughts and values are very important in leading an institution, an organization, and a society. In
general, a leader's values shape the organizational culture, influence decision-making and direction, which
motivate members. In addition, a leader's behavior plays an important role in conflict management and
building external relationships. And when the influence of the leader's leadership exudes out, the public feels
valued and gets influenced by it. Furthermore, the focus of leadership has shifted beyond the internal
dimension such as the leader's self-identity and the level of the cooperative relationship of the members, to
the level of the community that develops with both of them. This brings a total change in the way a person
lives, and it is a paradigm shift that is acting and holistic. The Buddha and the Sangha community
demonstrated’ this Buddhist leadership. Therefore, in addition to general leadership, we need leadership that
becomes one of Buddhist theory and practice. Basically, with these points in mind, this chapter would like to
propose what kind of leadership lay women Buddhists should become and what

kind of leadership they should aim for.

First is creative communication leadership. It refers to leadership that delivers Buddhist teachings
innovatively and creatively that is suitable for the modern society and the digital environment. It focuses on
using digital platforms and modern media to communicate and engage with various age groups. The key is to
use digital platforms and modern media to make it more accessible and understandable to people. A leader
should at least understand this trend and encourage and communicate with the members or themselves so that
they can move in that direction.

To effectively demonstrate creative communication leadership, it is necessary to be familiar with the
digital environment and have the ability to handle social media and online content proficiently. It is a
characteristic that can be better demonstrated in the generation that is familiar with the digital environment
than the younger generation or the post-middle-aged generation. In particular, young lay Buddhists may be
more advantageous in demonstrating creative communication leadership. Most of them use digital devices,



the internet, and social media daily, and are accustomed to obtaining information and interacting through
various online platforms. Therefore, lay Buddhists in this age group have the potential to demonstrate
creative communication leadership and convey Buddhist teachings in new ways.

On the other hand, elderly lay female Buddhists may have relatively low access to or use of digital
technology. They prefer traditional exchanges or face-to-face communication, and their distance from
digital media can make it difficult for them to demonstrate creative communication leadership. While these
generations may be able to make better use of religious experiences and traditional methods in spreading
Buddhist teachings, they may be limited in their ability to actively communicate through digital media.
Nevertheless, it is important to support elderly lay Buddhists to learn and use digital platforms. Creative
communicative leadership is especially important for the younger generation of lay Buddhists, but older
leaders need to support and demonstrate in this direction. In addition, we need to support the elderly lay
female Buddhists to expand their access to digital technology and try to communicate creatively through it.
When such intergenerational cooperation and skill acquisition are achieved, Buddhism can be effectively
spread to various age groups and have a wider social impact.

Second, inclusive leadership is a leadership that recognizes the value of diverse people and ensures
that each of them is treated equally. It is based on an attitude of acceptance and respect for all people,
regardless of gender, age, cultural background, sexual orientation, and social status. A female lay Buddhist
who demonstrates inclusive leadership is a person who embodies the Buddhist idea of compassion and
equality as a modern value and can actively respond to various social needs and problems.

This is a characteristic of women's leadership, which is similar to shared leadership. In other words,
rather than focusing on individuals, it means helping® all members achieve their goals through organic
relationships as equal individuals. The most important characteristic of inclusive leadership is the
willingness to respect and integrate diversity and differences. This stems from the Buddhist idea of
compassion and equality and is in line with the core doctrine that Buddhism aims to help all beings be free
from suffering and achieve peace.

Third is community-based leadership. Community-based leadership is a leadership that has a deep
connection with the local community based on Buddhist teachings and plays an important role in solving
problems in the community through practical activities. The core of this leadership is to bring about
practical change based on compassion and empathy for various problems that arise in the community. Lay
Women Buddhists who demonstrate community-based leadership do not just pass on religious teachings,
but also fulfill their social responsibilities through volunteer work, environmental protection, and
psychological support. Their work puts Buddhist ideas of compassion into practice and plays an important
role in building trust and creating positive change within the community. This means that Buddhist theory
and practice are one in line with life, in that there is’ a necessity and significance of Buddhist leadership in
that it draws the power of inner insight from Buddhist values and applies it to contact the world in one's
own life.

The key condition for this leadership is the formation of close relationships with the local community.

Because community-based leadership focuses on directly addressing community problems,

lay women are expected to communicate closely with local residents, understand their needs and problems,
and provide practical solutions. What is important in this process is that Buddhist teachings should go beyond
mere personal faith and serve as a tool for developing the community and peace. The ability to build trust
with local residents and move forward together toward a common goal is essential. This kind of leadership
can be demonstrated by anyone regardless of age or occupation, but it can be more effective for middle-aged
and elderly lay Buddhists. They have a wealth of life experience and have a variety of social relationships,
which gives them strength in building trust within the community. In addition, women with children or
women who are active in their communities can demonstrate strength in this leadership role. They must
understand the importance of service and support as an important link between home and community.

Professionally, women in education, welfare, and the environment are more likely to demonstrate
community-based leadership. For example, a lay Buddhist in education can organize programs that allow
students to serve their communities while practicing Buddhist teachings, while women working in the
welfare field can perform various acts of compassion to help the vulnerable. Women working in the
environmental field can demonstrate community-based leadership through concrete activities, such as
practicing sustainable living and leading environmental protection campaigns in line with Buddhist values.
Fourth is leadership of psychological and spiritual healing. Modern people live under a lot of stress and
anxiety, and mental health problems are becoming more serious. In particular, social, economic, and



workplace problems are adding to the mental burden, which leads to an increase in depression, anxiety
disorders, and stress. In situations like these, Buddhist philosophy and mindfulness can provide an important
solution.

The target of this leadership is very wide. This is the kind of leadership that many people need,
especially in today's society where stress and anxiety are rampant. The need for psychological healing is
growing in all age groups, including office workers, adolescents, middle-aged people, and even the elderly.
Workers are suffering from mental distress due to work pressure and relationship problems, and adolescents
are struggling with academic stress and social pressure. Lay female Buddhists can provide practical help
through Buddhist meditation and mindfulness techniques. They can also reach out to people who feel
mentally isolated with compassion and empathy, and contribute to solving their inner problems. The female
lay Buddhists can demonstrate psychological and spiritual healing leadership are with excellent emotional
empathy. They have the ability to understand and empathize with the emotions of others based on deeper
teachings of Buddhism. In particular, you can reach out to people with high mental burdens, such as office
workers or teenagers, listen to their stories, and suggest ways to relieve their mental burdens. In addition, this
leadership requires a deep understanding and experience of meditation, mindfulness, and Buddhist
philosophy.

In particular, middle-aged and older lay Buddhists can show strength in this leadership. Because
they have overcome stress and difficulties through various experiences in their lives, they can empathize
more deeply with others and provide practical help. Additionally, specialized education and training may be
required to demonstrate such leadership. In order to take on the role of a meditation leader or psychological
support, it is necessary to understand not only Buddhist philosophy but also psychological approaches.

Fifth is modern educational leadership. This leadership is responsible for restructuring and
delivering the traditional teachings of Buddhism to suit the lives of modern people. It is an educational
approach that helps people easily understand and practice the deep philosophy and doctrine of Buddhism
through modern language and examples. Although Buddhism is based on classical literature and philosophy,
these doctrines can often seem esoteric and complex to those living in the modern world. Therefore, lay
Buddhists need to translate Buddhist teachings into modern languages and provide concrete ways to apply
them to everyday problems. Through this, it helps Buddhist philosophy to be applied to real life, not just
theoretical teachings.

This leadership style is suitable for lay women who have a strong interest and ability in education and
communication. This is because it is necessary to be able to easily unravel difficult doctrines to people and
explain how they can be applied to their daily lives for conveying Buddhism through an
educational approach. In addition, the ability to communicate with different generations is important because
it can provide customized education to people of different ages and environments, such as youth, office
workers, and the elderly.

Therefore, modern educational leadership plays an important role in helping people of different
generations and backgrounds to reconstruct Buddhist doctrines in the context of modern life, beyond simply
transmitting Buddhist doctrines. In the era of hip Buddhism, lay Buddhists should spread Buddhism in a
contemporary context through a variety of leadership, using digital technology, modern thinking,
community solidarity, cross-cultural understanding, and professional education and healing abilities.
Creative communication, inclusive approaches, community-based activities, spiritual healing, and
educational leadership make Buddhism not only more than just a faith but a practical tool for life. It can
also play a key role in solving complex problems in modern society and enabling Buddhism to contribute to
both social change and personal growth. Leadership does not mean only people with a high age group or
special background. Anyone who can demonstrate leadership according to their position is qualified to be a
leader.

Conclusion

Currently, Korean Buddhism is in a great stage of its transformation from a feudal & authoritarian religion,
and in returning to the basic ideas of early Buddhism. Additionally, in pursuing the ideas of peace and
equality, the role and enthusiasm of women are in a great stage.'® At this point, this paper explored how
female lay Buddhists could play a new role in the contemporary trend of Korean Buddhism, called “hip
Buddhism”, and spread Buddhist teachings more effectively.

Lay women Buddhists have traditionally played a role in supporting the faith of families in the



home and community. Their prayers, preparations for offerings, and participation in temple events provided
the maintenance and stability of the community's faith, but they were mainly limited and subsidiary.
However, the era of hip Buddhism requires new roles and leadership for lay Buddhists, and it is also an
opportunity for them to emerge as key actors in solving modern social problems and spreading Buddhist
teachings.

In conclusion, female lay Buddhists should play an important role in restructuring Buddhist values
in a modern way and putting them into practice in the trend of hip Buddhism. They must use digital
technology and modern leadership to drive real change in the Buddhist community and society at large.
These activities make Buddhism more than just a faith, and a tool for solving modern social problems.

It is significant in that it has presented the possibility of Buddhism expanding its social role and
exerting sustainable religious influence through the important role of Lay female Buddhists. It will
contribute to laying the foundation for Buddhism to connect with a wider public, create social value, and
establish itself as a sustainable religion in the future.
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Empowering Voices: the Evolution of Tibetan Buddhist Women in
Leadership Karma Tashi Choedron and Tenzin Dadon

Democratic reforms have provided women with rights and opportunities to develop their
leadership capacity, despite ongoing challenges.' Historically, Buddhist women have played
crucial leadership roles and contributed significantly to the monastic community despite
obstacles.? The study highlights the emergence of Tibetan Buddhist women leaders from the
Himalayan region and Southeast Asia, focusing on their challenges, opportunities, and the
new generation of female leaders.

Leadership and Historical Roles of Buddhist Women: Challenges and Discrimination

Traditionally, Tibetan Buddhism has been male-dominated, marginalizing women in
religious and leadership roles due to societal and monastic patriarchy.> Women had limited
access to education and leadership.* Tibetan women leaders emerged after the 1950s within
the Exile Community, but traditional caretaker roles and the absence of fully ordained nuns
further restricted their leadership opportunities.’

Women leaders face gender bias, stereotypes, and cultural expectations that conflict with
the assertiveness required in leadership roles.® Balancing religious, professional, and personal
responsibilities is challenging, especially in cultures with strong traditional gender roles. Many
women experience imposter syndrome, self-doubt, and hesitancy in decision-making.” They
often struggle to access informal networks and mentorship opportunities, feeling excluded in
male dominated industries.® Cultural expectations to prioritize family over religious pursuit or
professional ambitions, such as lack of support for gender diversity in organizational setups,
which perpetuates male hierarchy, further hinder women’s progress in leadership roles.” These
challenges highlight the obstacles Tibetan Buddhist women face in their pursuit of leadership
roles.

Reconciliation

Tibetan Buddhism has increasingly promoted gender equality in leadership roles, with strong
advocacy from the Dalai Lama. Historically, women faced challenges due to traditional
norms, but movements like the restoration of full ordination for women (Tib: gelongma) have
gained support. Reconciliation efforts include reinterpreting sacred texts and promoting
women’s ordination and education\ bringing women into the forefront and ensuring their
stories are told.

Initiatives like the geshema degree and leadership programs for Tibetan women in exile have
empowered many nuns.'® In Buddhist-majority countries, nuns and female scholars are
challenging patriarchal rules and assuming leadership positions. These efforts aim to address
historical gender inequalities and promote balanced representation in leadership roles.!!

Recent Milestones in Tibetan Buddhist Nuns’ Achievements
Tibetan Buddhist nuns have made significant contributions to promoting and preserving

Buddhist teachings. This section highlights their dedication, spiritual achievements, and efforts
to revive ancient traditions, focusing on recent milestones and notable accomplishments.



Less than ten years ago, the first Tibetan Buddhist nuns made history by graduating with the
Geshema degree, equivalent to a PhD in Tibetan Buddhism. This milestone was particularly
remarkable because, until 2012, this highest degree was only available to men. The 2016
Geshema graduation ceremony, presided over by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, marked a new
chapter in the education of ordained Buddhist women. Since then, many nuns have followed in
gheir footsteps, with a record 144 nuns sitting for various levels of the four-year geshema exams
last year, and 13 graduating as geshemas, bringing the total number of geshemas to 73. It is
important to note that Kelsang Wangmo, though not of Himalayan origin, was the first woman
to receive the geshema degree and has been a trailblazer in academic and spiritual education.
In February 2025, nine Geshemas graduated from a year-long Tantric Studies program at Gyuto
Tantric University near Dolma Ling Nunnery and Institute. This program, launched by the
Tibetan Nuns Project in 2017, has provided nuns with the opportunity to formally study tantric
Buddhism, a level of scholarship and Buddhist training that was previously only open to men.

The khenmo degree, equivalent to a PhD in Buddhist philosophy, is awarded to nuns
after many years of rigorous study and examination. The khenmo degree signifies academic
excellence, spiritual maturity, and leadership within the monastic community. These nuns are
expected to contribute significantly to the preservation and dissemination of Buddhist teachings,
serving as role models and mentors for future generations of nuns. On June 14, 2022, the first
group of Tibetan Buddhist nuns was enthroned as Khenmos at Sakya College for Nuns in
Dehradun District, Uttarakhand, India. This event marks a significant educational achievement,
allowing the Khenmos to take on the responsibility of producing qualified students and
dedicating their lives to the service of Dharma (Tibetan Nuns Project 2022). These pioneering
Khenmos, including Khenmo Kunga Paldon, Khenmo Kunga Woetso, and Khenmo Ngawang
Yangga, have contributed to the education and leadership of nuns. They are now recognized as
qualified teachers and scholars who can give high-level teachings to other nuns.

The term fogdenma refers to female yogic practitioners in the Drukpa Kagyu lineage.
These nuns undergo long, rigorous, and austere training, often spending many years in retreat to
attain spiritual realization. The tradition of fogdenma was almost lost, but is now being revived in
places like the Dongyu Gatsal Ling Nunnery. The revival of the togdenma tradition is crucial for
maintaining the rich spiritual heritage of the Drukpa Kagyu lineage. The nuns who train as
togdenmas are dedicated to achieving high levels of spiritual realization and are respected for
their deep commitment and discipline.

In Buddhist tantra, the term yogini (Tib: naljorma) refers to female contemplative
specialists, who may be celibate ascetics or householders. They play a vital role in Tibetan
Buddhism through advanced tantric practices and meditations. Notable Naljorma Tsering
Dolma has been instrumental in promoting Buddhist yogini practices in the Himalayan region,
ensuring the continuity and vitality of these esoteric traditions.

Lopenma is a title for nuns who have completed advanced studies and are qualified to
teach. They play a crucial role in preserving and transmitting Buddhist teachings. Lopenmas
educate and guide younger nuns, ensuring the monastic community remains vibrant and
knowledgeable, contributing to the development and dissemination of Buddhist philosophy
and practice.

These titles represent the significant achievements and contributions of Tibetan Buddhist
women in leadership and spiritual practice. They highlight the dedication, discipline, and
spiritual depth required to attain such esteemed positions within the monastic community. The
recognition and support of these women are crucial for the continued growth and flourishing of

Tibetan Buddhism.



Notable leaders among Tibetan Buddhist nuns include Khandro Rinpoche, who
advocates for women’s inclusion in leadership, and Geshema Delek Wangmo, who inspires
others with her leadership and scholarship. Lopenma Dechen Zangmo plays a crucial role in
preserving and transmitting Buddhist teachings. Renowned Togdenmas like Jetsunma Tenzin
Palmo and Togdenma Achos have been key figures in reviving the Togdenma tradition.
Togdenma Achos, a senior yogini at Tashi Jong Khampagar Monastery, has been personally
instructing nuns aspiring to become togdenmas.

On October 17, 2024, four nuns at DGL Nunnery received their red and white robes
after a 16-year retreat, officially recognizing them as Togdenma. This event reestablished the
lost Togdenma tradition, fulfilling Jetsunma’s life mission at the request of the 8" Khamtrul
Rinpoche. On February 19, 2025, Gyaltsen Tulku Rinpoche, a Bhutanese Drugpa Kagyii
Master, bestowed the title of Mahayogini on four female practitioners after a strict twelve-year
retreat in Bhutan. This event marks the recognition of the practitioners’ dedication to Naropa’s
Six Yogas and Mahamudra, following in the footsteps of Tibet’s great yogi Milarepa.

Other notable Tibetan Buddhist nuns in South Asia have also demonstrated strong
leadership qualities in various fields. Bhiksuni Karma Pema Tsultrim exemplifies leadership
through her global interreligious dialogue and compassionate guidance on societal issues. Her
journey from a Catholic high school education to Buddhist ordination and solitary retreat
highlights her dedication to spiritual growth and leadership. Dr. Tenzin Dadon (Sonam Wangmo)
is a pioneering leader and the first Himalayan nun to earn a Ph.D., recognized for her advocacy
in gender equality, environmental issues, and the rights of female monastics. Dr. Pooja Dabral’s
leadership is evident in her academic contributions to Buddhist philosophy and psychology, as
well as her role in establishing educational programs at prestigious institutions.

The humanitarian efforts of Ani Choying Drolma include founding schools and
providing medical services, showcase her leadership in community service and global charitable
work. Dr. Tsering Palmo’s establishment of the Ladakh Nuns Association has significantly
empowered Ladakhi nuns, demonstrating her leadership in education and awareness. Dr.
Tshering Choezom, a nun and Tibetan doctor at Men Tsee Khang in Dharamsala, is known for
her dedication to Tibetan medicine and her contributions to the community through her work at
the Tibetan Medical and Astrological Institute. Dr. Rigzin Lhamo’s perseverance in practicing
traditional Bhutanese medicine and supporting her family reflects her resilient leadership.
Gelongma Namgyel Lhamo’s advocacy for nuns’ education and welfare through the Bhutan
Nuns Foundation highlights her commitment to leadership in religious and social spheres.
Getsulma Genden Lhamu’s achievements in Buddhist studies and women’s empowerment
further illustrate her role as a leader in contemporary Buddhism. Getsulma Tenzin Lekdron
founded the Tara Lanka Study Group and led initiatives like the Medicine Buddha Project to
promote Tibetan Buddhism in Sri Lanka.

Ordination

In Bhutan, significant progress has been made in recognizing female spiritual practitioners and
promoting their leadership within monastic institutions. On June 21, 2022, His Holiness the Je
Khenpo conferred the gelongma (Skt: bhikshuni) precepts to 144 nuns, marking a historic step
towards greater equality,'? ending institutionalized gender inequality in Tibetan Buddhism,
and promoting gender-inclusive leadership." This large-scale ordination guarantees a lasting
gelongma community and may influence other Buddhist communities to follow suit, further
advancing women’s leadership within the tradition.



Prominent Tibetan Buddhist Nuns in Southeast Asia

The status of Tibetan Buddhist women, especially nuns, in Malaysia and other countries in
Southeast Asia is evolving. With more opportunities for education and leadership, they are
significantly contributing to the growth of Tibetan Buddhism in the region. This section
highlights notable nuns in Malaysia and Thailand and their impact on the Buddhist
community.

Karma Yeshe Palmo, a respected Buddhist nun with the Karma Kagyu Dharma Society
in Kuala Lumpur, is dedicated to teaching and leading Dharma activities. Her efforts
significantly contribute to the community’s spiritual growth and well-being. Dr. Karma Tashi
Choedron is an environmental sociologist and meditation teacher recognized for her leadership
in gender and Buddhism, as well as her advocacy for marginalized communities.'* She serves as
an assistant professor at the University of Nottingham Malaysia, deputy Director of Education of
the Vajrayana Buddhist Council of Malaysia, and Vice-President of the International Buddhist
Confederation.

Venerable Ani Chodron is known for teaching and promoting Tibetan Buddhism,
contributing significantly to spiritual education. Venerable Ani Yeshe Padmasambhava,
founder of the Padmasambhava Children Loving Association in Klang, exemplifies
compassionate leadership by providing shelter for orphans and supporting single mothers and
marginalized communities, making a significant impact on many lives.

Prominent Tibetan Buddhist nuns in Southeast Asia are increasing, though literature on them is
limited. Notable figures include Boonattakarn Passaro from Thailand, who ordained as
Bhikkhuni Choejin Samdrup in 2011. She dedicates her life to volunteer work, studying
Buddhism, and promoting women’s leadership. Inspired by the Dalai Lama, she is pursuing a
Ph.D. in Peace Studies and works at the Sujata Sikkalaya Center to support and motivate
women.

Conclusion

The status of Tibetan Buddhist women and nuns in South Asia and Southeast Asia is
gradually improving, with increasing recognition of their contributions and efforts to provide
equal opportunities for spiritual and educational advancement. Their achievements in
leadership, education, and spiritual accomplishments promote gender equality within the
monastic community and inspire future generations. Despite challenges, these women
continue to make significant strides and contribute to their communities, advocating for
gender-inclusive leadership and more equitable environments.
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Healing at the Crossroads: Integrating Buddhist Teachings, Mental Health
Counseling, and Societal Oppression in Working with Domestic Violence Survivors
Bhikkhuni Thich Nu Lien Anh (Le Thi My Hieu) and Shannon Chang

Intimate partner and family violence, often referred to as domestic violence (DV), is a
pervasive transnational form of suffering. While DV impacts individuals of all genders, female-
identified individuals historically and statistically experience the highest rates of victimization.
This violence has ripple effects on survivors, who experience profound mental health
challenges, impacting their families and broader social networks. Survivors at all stages of life
are often confronted with geographical, psychological, and emotional changes; coping involves
finding existential meaning amidst the transitions.

This paper examines the intersection of domestic violence, oppression, mental health, and
the therapeutic approach based on the foundation of Buddhadhamma. We aim to highlight how
this framework can be harmonized to catalyze healing and resilience. Drawing on our
experiences as a Buddhist nun and a layperson who are training to be mental health counselors at
Naropa University, a Buddhist-inspired university in the U.S., we share insights from our work
with DV survivors at Safehouse Progressive Alliance for Nonviolence (SPAN). We discuss how
the Dharma can complement Eurocentric psychology by providing tools for clinical work that
support clients and counselors. Furthermore, in order to support this work through
Buddhadhamma, we advocate that the root causes of DV must be addressed with a lens of
societal oppression in mind. A holistic, equitable system of care only exists when our global
community collectively takes responsibility against violence. By adopting an integrated view of
healing as justice — a view that encompasses individual recovery and societal transformation —
we strive to inspire advocates to embrace a dual lens of personal and collective liberation.

Background and Context

Violence and gender oppression existed at the time of Gautama Buddha and it still exists now.
What has shifted over time is the understanding and the ability to work as a global community to
address and dismantle it. Every 10 minutes, a woman is murdered. In 2023, around 51,100
women and girls globally were killed by an intimate partner or family member. “This means
that, on average, 140 women or girls are killed every day by someone in their own family” (UN
Women 2024). The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that “about 1 in 3 women have
experienced physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence in
their lifetime” (WHO 2024). A more jarring statistic is that “less than 40% of the women who
experience violence seek any help” (UN Women ECA 2023). Buddhism and many other
religions and spiritual communities have advocated for a peaceful, non-violent world for
generations, yet here we are. How does violence occur on an everyday basis right in front of
usm, whether we see it on the streets, in our own families, or even in ourselves? And what can
we do about it?

At SPAN, we are encouraged to think of ourselves not only as therapists but also as advocates
or change agents. Advocacy is the act of speaking out, and change agents are people who strive
to move against the status quo when they feel that it is oppressive. We believe that Buddhists
have the compassion and wisdom to speak out and make the changes needed for a more
equitable and less oppressive society. In the following sections, we discuss how Buddhism

has been relevant in our work, the importance of understanding societal injustices, and the



value of adopting an integrative framework that can be used to work with survivors of DV.
Buddhism Applied Clinically

Clients experiencing DV often seek support from profoundly vulnerable positions. Their
suffering encompasses multiple dimensions of their lives, including psychological, physical,
and emotional well-being, as well as disruptions to their sense of love, belonging, self-esteem,
and capacity for self-actualization. They enter the therapeutic space hoping that the work will
facilitate meaningful changes, both in their internal experiences and their external realities. A
psychotherapist trained in Buddhist-informed practices provides clients with a therapeutic
environment where they can engage in interpersonal work to address unresolved emotional
wounds and nurture their inner potential for self-realization.

While Buddhist teachings have been applied in various ways within talk therapy, the Three
Marks of Existence (impermanence, not-self, and suffering) serve as a central theme when
working with clients who have experienced DV. First, navigating change through DV can be
especially challenging due to the experience of not just abuse but also loss. The teaching of
anicca (impermanence) can be implicitly integrated to help clients recognize that everything in
life, including themselves, is subject to change. Acceptance of change allows space and time for
the body and mind to adjust to life's psychological, physical, and emotional shifts.
Second, approaching life events through the lens of anatta (non-self) helps clients

understand that events occur as part of a larger interconnected system shaped by numerous
external factors beyond an individual’s control or purview. The concept of anatta encourages
them to release the need to control external circumstances and focus on their internal processes.
Last but not least, when clients who have experienced DV come to therapy seeking to understand
why traumatic and 0Ounjust events have occurred in their lives — events that should not happen to
anyone — both clients and therapists often grapple with an overwhelming sense of powerlessness.
Dukkha, which captures the inherent imperfections of life with its pervasive suffering and
constant dissatisfaction, provides a profound lens through which the clients can understand that
their DV experience is suffering, reformable, and something that no longer serves them.
Skillfully integrating this fundamental truth helps clients realize suffering as suffering and may
encourage them to change, which can lead to boundless peace and healing.

In short, while Buddhist teachings are well received and practiced in different
therapeutic spaces, the Three Marks of Existence serve as an effective theme to explore DV
clients’ experience and support their recovery process. According to the American
Psychological Association (APA, 2018), counselors possess the knowledge and understanding
necessary to address clients’ issues and provide guidance or suggestions. The clinician who
deeply understands and practices Buddhadhamma approaches counseling work as a process of
cultivating self-awareness and awakening, rather than reinforcing the ego as a "helper" or
"healer." Working with survivors of domestic violence as a Buddhist and mental health
practitioner is therefore a spiritual practice. Through witnessing the immense pain and suffering
of a survivor, there is an opportunity to work with one’s own ego, reconnect with compassion in
yourself and the client, and ultimately work towards the cessation of suffering for all sentient
beings.

Buddhism and Societal Oppression

In the process of preparing this paper, we encountered a substantial body of literature

addressing the importance of integrating social justice with Buddhist practice. Numerous



Buddhist scholars have dedicated their work to socially engaged Buddhism. Despite this, the
integration of social justice into the Buddhist path is still not universally recognized as an
essential component of spiritual practice. We hypothesize that the reason for this challenge lies
in its inherent difficulty. To ask a suffering individual to critically examine societal structures
designed to oppress marginalized groups, represents a significant demand, particularly for those
who may not perceive themselves as directly affected.

Oppressive societal structures affect everyone, particularly individuals who identify as
women. Those of us walking the Buddhist path have a unique vantage point, shaped by
experiences of gender-based oppression and, potentially, other intersecting forms of
marginalization. We have committed to following the path of the Buddha, who advocated for a
way of life that seeks to benefit all sentient beings. This dual process — the recognition of
societal suffering and the motivation to dismantle oppressive structures — places us in a
distinctive position to understand the interconnectedness of oppression and liberation.

While we cannot compel others to alter their worldview, we can assert that neglecting
the the systemic causes and conditions that have contributed to our clients' experiences of
domestic violence constitutes a failure to fully engage with their needs. Although SPAN serves
individuals of all genders, the majority of clients are cisgender women or individuals assigned
female at birth, highlighting the prevalence of gender-based oppression. These clients often
come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and possess limited resources, rendering them
more vulnerable to class discrimination and inequitable access to support as they navigate social
systems. Ignoring these social dynamics would hinder our ability to serve clients effectively and
would perpetuate their sense of self-blame for their circumstances.

Buddhism offers invaluable guidance in our work with survivors, yet it must be coupled
with an understanding of the societal forces that shape their experiences. In the following
section, we propose a framework for integrating these insights into both professional practice
and personal life.

Framework

Based on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (HON) and the diversity of experiences due to one’s
social location, survivors of DV deal with multiple layers of distress. Maslow (1943, 1954)
outlined five levels of human needs, starting with access to food and water, progressing to
safety, love and belonging, esteem, and finally, to self-actualization, where individuals strive to
reach their full potential. While HON allowed us to explore our DV clients’ needs from a multi-
layered perspective, we acknowledge the criticisms of this model in its linear approach to social,
cultural, and intellectual needs (Hofstede 1984; King-Hill 2015). This explains why the five
different layers are presented as a pie chart below, instead of a pyramid, as it was originally
presented by Maslow.
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The Integrative Wheel of Healing

The Integrative Wheel of Healing framework above includes two concentric circles
representing the survivors’ experiences of distress in the center, surrounded by Three Aspects
we believe are required for healing: Social Justice, Mental Health counseling, and
Buddhadhamma. From the synchronization of the Three Aspects, we aim to create a system of
care where DV survivors have their basic needs met, feel heard and understood, and can
explore what meaning their life has. Additionally, while the framework was developed based on
our clinical experience of working with DV, we designed it to be adaptable for use with other
populations in diverse contexts.

Conclusion

The Buddhadhamma encourages an inward examination of the self. Drawing from our
experiences as both Buddhist nun and lay practitioner working with clients, we contend



that

awakening is unattainable without a comprehensive understanding of how individuals have
been shaped by the societies, cultures, and contexts in which they exist. Self-reflection,
therefore, requires a parallel examination of the external environments that influence our lives.
In presenting the framework outlined in this paper, we offer Buddhist practitioners a method for
gaining a deeper awareness of the multifaceted dynamics involved—not only to work with DV
survivors but also to foster a more non-violent and peaceful world. As a global sangha, we
possess the collective power to support survivors within our communities, denounce behaviors
and attitudes that perpetuate violence, and create systems and structures that provide access for
all individuals, irrespective of their backgrounds, to pursue their liberation. We invite you to
join us in this essential endeavor!
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Bimba Fil Bhaddakaccand HI[E HEHHEE 2 MEMERERDREBL, (5 B = A S tm &Ly B 1
AIREAFAE — B AR — BB L, (HRRIRRENA FIEA AT 3 il 2 Risk OAFTE, 8 8=
IEopag,  (PTEEings) (Athakathd) GERESCER) HE— B3 E T8 8, NA K T HEMRE
(Rahula) H94 7, SRS E E (Bimba) FIEFEMEHR (Bhaddakaccana) EiLfhEiE& L, 7824
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! Bhiksu Hongchuan and Bhiksu Huaisu, Dharmaguptaka Vinaya: Bhiksuni Posadha and Rites
to Establish the Territory (Newport: Sravasti Abbey, 2017), 45.

2Maha Parinibbana Sutta (DN 16); see also Bhikkhu Analayo, Bhikkhuni Ordination: From
Ancient India to Contemporary Sri Lanka (Agama Research Group, 2018) 28-30.

3 See Methunadhamma Bu, Pj 1. PTS 3.1-3.40 (Pali Vinayapitaka).

4 Bhiksu Tenzin Gyatso and Bhiksuni Thubten Chodron, Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps,
(Somervill, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2019), 115.

> Adapted from Venerable Bhiksuni Wuyin, Choosing Simplicity: A Commentary on the
Bhikshuni Pratimoksha, (Snow Lion, 2001), 59.

® Venerable Bhiksuni Master Wuyin Shih, Living the Vinaya: An Introduction to Karmans and
Skandhakas (Newport, WA: Sravasti Abbey, 2023), 22.

7 Vinaya Master Bhiksu Benyin, Karmans for the Creation of Virtue: The Prescriptive Precepts
in the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya (Newport, WA: Sravasti Abbey, 2003), 8.

8 Gyatso and Chodron, Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps, 116.

Nyanaponika Thera and Hellmuth Hecker, Great Disciples of the Buddha: Their Lives, Their
Works, Their Legacy (Somervill, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2003), 4-11.

10 Gyatso and Chodron, Following in the Buddha’s Footsteps, 136.

! The Dharmaguptaka Vinaya contains a transaction whereby a bhiksu can perform the posadha
alone. Nonetheless, the bhiksu is instructed to prepare the hall for the assembly to gather and to
perform the rite with visiting monastics if they come, indicating the Buddha’s intention for this
to be a communal activity. Bhiksunis do not have this allowance.

12.Shih, Living the Vinaya, 24.

13 https://sravastiabbey.org/who-we-are/history/

14 https://sravastiabbey.org/sravasti-nuns-at-shravasti-varsa/

15 https://www.lionsroar.com/women-receive-full-ordination-in-bhutan-for-first-time-in-modern-
history/
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Bhikkhunis’ Roles at Sakyadhita Meditation Centre for Empowering Women
Bhikkhuni Madulle Vijithananda

This study examines the multifaceted role of bhikkhunis at the Sakyadhita Meditation Center in
empowering women. It highlights their contributions to promoting mental peace, positive
thinking, ordination rites, family harmony, education, and social welfare. Bhikkhunis, as central
figures in the Buddhist monastic tradition, transcend spiritual guidance to engage in
transformative practices that help women address personal and societal challenges with
resilience. Through meditation and mindfulness, Bhikkhunis enable women to develop mental
tranquillity, emotional resilience, and constructive mindsets, equipping them to face life’s
adversities with clarity and composure. They also play a critical role in family conflict resolution
by providing counseling and practical wisdom to restore harmony. The research further explores
their efforts in socio-economic empowerment, including educational programs and
entrepreneurial support, fostering autonomy and self-reliance. Additionally, bhikkhunis
contribute significantly to social welfare by distributing essential resources such as food, books,
and financial aid to disadvantaged women and children. Using qualitative methods like
interviews, focus groups, and participant observation, the study captures the experiences of
women directly impacted by bhikkhuni-led initiatives. It provides actionable recommendations to
enhance their support systems, particularly for marginalized populations. Ultimately, the
research underscores the bhikkhunis’ profound role in fostering holistic empowerment,
advancing social justice, and enhancing women’s well-being in contemporary society.

Changes and Challenges

In today's fast-paced and often stressful world, many women face emotional, psychological,
and social challenges that affect their overall well-being. These challenges can become even
more pronounced during significant life transitions, such as pregnancy, a time marked by
profound physical and emotional changes. Addressing women’s mental health, physical well-
being, and social empowerment is essential for improving their quality of life, fostering healthy
families, and enhancing their contributions to society.

In this context, bhikkhunis—women fully ordained in the Buddhist monastic tradition—
have long played a vital role in empowering women and fostering their holistic development.
Traditionally, bhikkhunis have been respected for their spiritual teachings, meditation practices,
and compassionate engagement with their communities. In modern times, their responsibilities
have expanded to include initiatives in social welfare, education, and empowerment, helping
women navigate the multifaceted challenges of contemporary life. Through their
work,bhikkhunis offer meditation guidance, counseling, essential resources such as books and
food, and educational opportunities that enable women to acquire skills, pursue
entrepreneurship, and lead more empowered lives.

This research aims to examine the critical role bhikkhunis play in empowering women through
their activities at the Sakyadhita Meditation Center. It will explore how their teachings and
practices address key areas of women’s lives, including promoting mental peace through
meditation, cultivating positive thinking, fostering family harmony, and providing educational
and social welfare support. The study will also analyze their contributions to conflict
resolution, entrepreneurship development, and charitable initiatives for disadvantaged
communities. By



showcasing the multifaceted efforts of bhikkhunis, this research seeks to highlight their
significant impact on empowering women and enhancing their ability to thrive in an
increasingly complex world.

As bhikkhunis, our role at the Sakyadhita Meditation Center in Sri Lanka is both
profound andmultifaceted, particularly in empowering women to lead successful and fulfilling
lives. We provide guidance to women in attaining mental peace, enhancing both physical and
mental well being, cultivating positive thinking patterns, and fostering entrepreneurial skills that
empower them to establish their own businesses. The following outlines the key ways in which
we offer support and assistance to women across these dimensions.

Promoting Mental Health and Peaceful Mind through Meditation and Mindfulness

At the heart of our guidance is meditation, which is central to Buddhist practice. We offer
women a space where they can cultivate mindfulness, inner peace, and emotional balance
through meditation. Meditation techniques, such as mindfulness meditation and loving-
kindness meditation (metta), help women to:

Reduce Stress. Through meditation, women can release stress and anxiety, allowing them
to handle life’s challenges with a calm and centered mind.

Increase Emotional Resilience. Regular practice helps women manage difficult emotions such
as anger, fear, and sadness, leading to a more balanced emotional state.

Develop a Peaceful Mind. By focusing on the present moment and observing their thoughts
without attachment, women can cultivate a peaceful, stable mind, free from distractions and
mental unrest.

Cultivating Positive Thinking Patterns

In our teachings, we emphasize the importance of right thinking (one of the elements of the
Buddhist Noble Eightfold Path) to transform negative thought patterns into positive ones.

We guide women to:

Reframe Negative Thoughts. We help women recognize negative self-talk and replace it with
compassionate and empowering thoughts. By practicing gratitude and focusing on what is

good in life, women can shift their mindset toward positivity.

Develop Self-Worth and Confidence. Many women struggle with feelings of inadequacy or low
self-esteem. By promoting self-compassion and showing women that they are inherently worthy
and capable, we help them develop the confidence needed to pursue their dreams and aspirations
Focus on Solutions, Not Problems. We teach women to focus on solutions rather than problems.
By adopting a problem-solving mindset, women feel more empowered and proactive in
addressing life’s challenges.

Supporting Physical and Mental Health

Mental and physical health are deeply interconnected. As bhikkhunis, we encourage a holistic
approach to well-being by emphasizing both physical and mental health practices: Mindful
Living for Better Health. Through the practice of mindfulness, women are taught to make
healthier lifestyle choices, such as eating balanced meals, exercising regularly, and getting
enough rest. Being present with their bodies helps women become more aware of their physical
needs and care for their health.



Stress Reduction Techniques. Meditation and mindful breathing exercises are also effective

for reducing the physical symptoms of stress, such as tension and headaches. We help women
cultivate self-awareness, which can lead to better self-care practices.

Holistic Healing. For women dealing with physical or emotional pain, we offer gentle
guidance on healing practices, including Buddhist healing rituals, mindfulness-based therapies,
and emotional release techniques. This holistic approach nurtures both the body and the mind.

Family Support and Conflict Resolution

A crucial aspect of supporting women’s lives is assisting them in managing family

life, particularly in addressing marital or parental difficulties:

Family Counselling. Bhikkhunis often provide counseling for women facing challenges in
family life, such as marital conflict or communication issues with children. We use Buddhist
principles such as compassion, non-attachment, and right speech to guide women in resolving
conflicts and finding peaceful solutions.

Promoting Compassionate Relationships. We encourage women to practice compassion within
their families, showing empathy, understanding, and patience in their relationships. This
approach fosters healthier family dynamics, reduces tension, and enhances emotional
connections.

Encouraging Emotional Boundaries. We also guide women on how to set healthy

emotional boundaries, which is crucial for maintaining their well-being and preventing
burnout from excessive caregiving or emotional exhaustion.

Empowering Women to Develop Their Own Businesses

One of the most powerful ways to help women lead successful lives is by empowering them to
become financially independent and self-sufficient. As bhikkhunis, we play a supportive role
in this area by:

Providing Guidance on Entrepreneurship. We offer advice on business ideas, including how
to identify opportunities that align with women’s skills and passions. Through meditation and
mindfulness, women can connect with their inner wisdom, which helps them make informed
decisions about business ventures.

Training and Education. We may organize or facilitate educational programs or workshops
that teach business skills, including finance management, marketing, and communication.
Empowering women with these practical skills can help them start and grow their businesses
successfully.

Encouraging Risk-Taking and Perseverance. Starting a business requires courage, and we
encourage women to step out of their comfort zones. We guide them in overcoming fear of
failure and uncertainty, emphasizing the importance of perseverance, patience, and a

positive mindset.

Mentorship and Support Networks. Bhikkhunis often serve as mentors to women interested in
entrepreneurship. By sharing our own experiences and providing ongoing support, we help
women navigate the challenges of building their businesses, stay motivated, and remain
focused on their goals.

Providing Social Services and Welfare



In addition to mental and spiritual guidance, bhikkhunis often provide practical support

for women who are struggling financially or socially:

Food and Resources for Women in Need. Bhikkhunis often run charitable initiatives to provide
food, clothing, and other essential resources to impoverished women and their families. By
addressing immediate material needs, women can focus on improving their mental and
physical health, which is essential for their long-term success.

Distributing Books and Educational Materials. We also provide books, educational materials,
and spiritual teachings to women who may not have access to these resources. Education is a
key to empowerment, and access to learning materials can help women develop skills and
knowledge that contribute to their personal and professional success.

Creating a Supportive Community. By fostering a sense of community within the temple,
bhikkhunis create a space where women can connect, share experiences, and support one another.
This sense of belonging is vital for women’s mental health and confidence, and it helps them
stay motivated on their paths toward success.

Motivating Women to Live Purposeful, Successful Lives

Ultimately, our goal as bhikkhunis is to inspire women to live lives filled with purpose,

peace, and joy. We help women:

Discover Their Life Purpose. Through meditation and reflection, we help women connect with
their inner values and discover their life’s purpose. Having a sense of direction is vital for
achieving success and fulfilment in life.

Stay Focused on Their Goals. We help women develop focus, resilience, and determination.
By teaching mindfulness, we enable them to stay present and overcome distractions that might
hinder their success.

Embrace Self-Love a\nd Compassion. A key element of success is cultivating self-love.

We encourage women to believe in their own worth and abilities, helping them to cultivate
confidence and trust in themselves.

Expected Contributions

This research aims to contribute to the understanding of how bhikkhunis support the
empowerment of women through meditation, positive thinking, education, and social welfare.
By documenting their roles in promoting mental health, resolving family problems, and
facilitating economic empowerment, the research will shed light on the significant contributions
of bhikkhunis to the well-being of women and their families.

In addition, the research will offer recommendations on how bhikkhunis can further
expand their impact in these areas, particularly in supporting marginalized women and
pregnant women who may face unique challenges. The findings of this study will be valuable
for policymakers, practitioners, and other organizations seeking to empower women in various
contexts.

Conclusion

This research highlights the crucial role of bhikkhunis at the Sakyadhita Meditation Centre in
empowering women and children. Their support goes beyond spiritual guidance, offering a
holistic approach that fosters mental peace, emotional resilience, and practical life skills.



Through meditation, positive thinking, and entrepreneurship, bhikkhunis help women build
personal and professional growth. They also provide resources like education, mentorship, and
social welfare, enabling women to achieve financial independence and fulfilment. Bhikkhunis
guide women in navigating family challenges and pursuing aspirations, promoting overall well
being and happiness. Their work inspires transformative change, advancing empowerment,
social equity, and a peaceful, successful society.

I extend my deepest gratitude to all those who supported me throughout my research on
the role of bhikkhunis at the Sakyadhita Meditation Centre. Special thanks go to the bhikkhunis
whose wisdom and dedication to empowering women shaped this study. I also thank the women
who shared their personal experiences, offering invaluable insights. My spiritual mentors and
senior bhikkhunis enriched both the academic and spiritual aspects of this work, and the
Buddhist monastic communities provided essential resources. Lastly, I am grateful to my fellow
bhikkhunis, friends, and family for their unwavering support. This research reflects the collective
wisdom and impact of bhikkhunis at the Sakyadhita Meditation Centre.
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