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Research Notes and Comments
Teaching Dharma, Grooming Sangha:
The Buddhist College of Singapore
Jack Meng Tat CHIA

This article is a preliminary observation of the recently established Buddhist
College of Singapore (BCS). It seeks to propose, building on Kuah Khun
Eng’s notion of “Reformist Buddhism”, that the college can be seen as a
product of the Reformist Buddhist movement in Singapore. By positioning
the BCS within this larger context of Reformist Buddhist movement, this
article argues that Reformist Buddhism has legitimized the process of
rationalization and bureaucratization of the Buddhist institutions in the
country. This has, to a large extent, contributed to the organizational and
educational structure of the BCS.
Keywords: Buddhist College of Singapore, Reformist Buddhism, religious education,
seminary, Singapore.

Introduction

13 September 2006 marks the ofﬁcial opening of the Buddhist
College of Singapore (BCS, 新加坡佛学院). Over one thousand
Sangha members and laity from Singapore and overseas attended this
signiﬁcant event. The opening ceremony held at the Kong Meng San
Phor Kark See Monastery (KMSPKS, 光明山普觉禅寺) was graced
by the presence of Khaw Boon Wan (许文远), the Minister for
Health of Singapore; Zhang Yun (张云), the Chinese Ambassador to
Singapore; and Ven. Sheng Hui (圣辉), the Vice-Chairman of the
China Buddhist Association (中国佛教协会). In his opening address,
Ven. Kwang Sheng (广声),1 the Rector of the BCS, pointed out the
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importance of “grooming members of the Sangha community.” He
emphasized the “strategic geographical location of Singapore” and
hoped that it “can serve as an advantage for the BCS to develop
high quality bilingual Buddhist talents for the beneﬁt of Chinese
Buddhism in Southeast Asia” (KMSPKS 2007, p. 31). Established by
the Singapore Buddhist Federation (SBF) and administrated by the
KMSPKS, the BCS is Singapore’s ﬁrst Chinese Mahayana Buddhist
college.
This article is a preliminary observation of the recently established
BCS. It seeks to propose, building on Kuah Khun Eng’s notion of
“Reformist Buddhism”, that the college can be seen as a product of
the Reformist Buddhist movement in Singapore. By positioning the
BCS within this larger context of Reformist Buddhist movement, this
article argues that Reformist Buddhism has legitimized the process of
rationalization and bureaucratization of Buddhist institutions in the
country. This has, to a large extent, contributed to the organizational
and educational structure of the BCS. First, I will discuss the concept
of “Reformist Buddhism” and its relevance as a framework for this
study. I then present a concise historical background of Buddhism
in Singapore and the recent transition towards Reformist Buddhism
to provide the context for this study. Finally, I discuss the origins,
structure, challenges and future plans of the BCS, and conclude
that the college is an excellent case study to demonstrate the rise of
Reformist Buddhism in Singapore.
The data is drawn from several sources. One is the in-depth semistructured interview conducted with Ven. Chuan Cheng (传诚), the
Assistant Professor of Buddhist Studies and College Advisor to the
Management Board of the BCS. Ven. Chuan Cheng was born in
Sichuan, China, and was ordained in 1991. He received his early
Buddhist education at the Minnan Buddhist College (闽南佛学院)
in Xiamen, China. Between 2000 and 2005, Ven. Chuan Cheng
completed his M.A. in Indian Religions and Ph.D. in Buddhist
Studies at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University
of London. He became a resident monk at KMSPKS in 2005 and
was appointed the Dean of Academic Affairs of BCS from 2005 to
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2008. Besides the interview, Ven. Chuan Cheng showed me around
the college and allowed me to interact with some of his students.
Another source of data is the BCS ofﬁcial website and its online
forum. The website contains basic information of the college and
its faculty members, course syllabus, library resources, photographs,
and speeches. A third data source is the Buddhist periodicals, which
provide regular advertisements, news coverage, photographs and
reports on the BCS.
Theoretical Considerations: Reformist Buddhism

Scholars and Buddhologists have started to coin the term “Reformist
Buddhism” (or “Reform Buddhism”; “Protestant Buddhism”) in
their research as early as the 1960s and 1970s.2 In recent years, this
concept has become popularized in the study of the development of
Buddhism in various countries. Several scholars have employed this
concept to examine the history and development of Buddhism in
Sri Lanka (Gombrich 1990, Bond 1992, Seneviratne 1999, Keown
2003). Damien Keown (2003, p. 223), for instance, suggests that
the rise of “Protestant Buddhism” in Sri Lanka has “its roots in
the latter half of the 19th century and [was] caused by two sets of
historical conditions: the activities of the Protestant missionaries and
the close contact with modern knowledge and technologies of the
West.” This concept of “Reformist Buddhism” has also been widely
used by scholars looking at Buddhism in Western countries (Yoo
1996, Baumann 2001).
The concept of “Reformist Buddhism” was ﬁrst applied to the
study of Buddhism in the Singapore context by Kuah Khun Eng in
her Ph.D. dissertation entitled “Protestant Buddhism in Singapore:
Religious Modernization from a Longer Perspective” (1988). It was
subsequently published as State, Society and Religious Engineering:
Towards a Reformist Buddhism in Singapore (2003). Kuah (2003,
p. 1) examines the “process of ‘Buddhicisation’ of the Chinese
religious syncretism and a movement towards Reformist Buddhism
within the Chinese community where 65 per cent of the Buddhists
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now regard themselves as Reformist Buddhists.” She contends that
“the agents responsible for transforming the religious landscape of the
Singapore Chinese include the Singapore state, the Buddhist Sangha
and the Reformist Buddhist within the community” (ibid.). In the
process of religious modernization, the state, the Sangha members
and the laity have engaged in various strategies to hasten the process
of change. While each group modernizes Buddhism according to
its own agenda, they have all worked towards a common goal of
promoting Reformist Buddhism as a modern religion in Singapore
(Kuah 2003, p. 217).
Kuah’s notion of “Reformist Buddhism” is especially relevant for
this study. Extending her concept to the study of the BCS deepens
my analytic focus in three ways. First, it highlights how the case
of BCS ﬁts into the broader context of the Reformist Buddhist
movement that is gathering momentum in Singapore. Second, as
Reformist Buddhism has legitimized the process of rationalization and
bureaucratization at the religious level, this process is very much in
parallel with both the organizational structure and educational focus
of the college (Kuah 2003, p. 243). The BCS is therefore an attempt
by the Singapore Buddhist community to equip young Sangha
members with modern rational Buddhist education to meet the needs
of the present-day Reformist Buddhist movement. Finally, the BCS
has contributed to an increase in Buddhist networking among the
Buddhist groups at local, national, regional and even international
levels, and has become a part of the growing trend towards Buddhist
ecumenism (Kuah 2003, pp. 289–92).
Setting the Context: Buddhism in Singapore

Following the establishment of Singapore as a British colony in 1819,
multitudes of Chinese migrants ﬂooded the island in search of
employment and business opportunities. These Chinese migrants
brought along with them their religious beliefs and practices to
Singapore. Most of the early Chinese migrants practiced Chinese
syncretic religions consisting of Buddhist, Confucianist, and Taoist
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elements (sanjiao heyi 三教合一; Shi 1997, pp. 30–56). To cater
to the spiritual needs of the migrants, Chinese Buddhist monks
migrated to Singapore and resided in Chinese syncretic temples such
as Thian Hock Keng (天福宫) and Hong San See (凤山寺). These
monks were mainly concerned with chanting and performing rituals
( jingchan fashi 经忏法事) and were not interested in propagating
the Dharma.
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, several
prominent Buddhist monks from China came to Singapore for
various reasons. While some were on transit in their pilgrimages
to India and Sri Lanka, others on their visits to other parts of
Southeast Asia made a stopover in Singapore. Some Chinese monks
were also invited to Singapore to give Dharma talks to the migrant
community and they stayed on to become spiritual advisors of the
local temples (Ong 2005, p. 36). To meet the needs of the growing
number of Buddhists in Singapore, monasteries were established as
places of worship and residence for the migrant monks. Nevertheless,
there were no formal monastic schools in Singapore to train Sangha
members. For this reason, an aspiring monk or nun would have to
travel to Taiwan, Thailand or Sri Lanka to receive Buddhist education
and monastic training (Kuah 2003, p. 131).
In her 1976 study, Vivienne Wee (1997, p. 130) points out that
despite about 50 per cent of the Singaporean population declaring
themselves as “Buddhists” and using a single religious label, they
do not share a unitary religion. She argues that “‘Buddhist’ systems
as practiced in Singapore must be considered in the larger context
of Chinese religious behaviour” (Wee 1997, p. 131). Therefore,
for a signiﬁcant number of Singaporean “Buddhists”, “Buddhism”
actually refers to Chinese syncretic religions consisting of Buddhist,
Confucianist, and Taoist elements (Wee 1997, p. 131). However,
“Buddhism” as a religious phenomenon cannot be simply regarded
as Chinese syncretic religions. Instead, Wee (1997, p. 132) maintains
that “Singapore ‘Buddhism’ can only be understood in a dialectic
framework: it is on the one hand ‘Buddhism’ as Canonical Buddhism
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and on the other hand ‘Buddhism’ as Chinese Religion.” From as
early as the Chinese migration to Singapore in the nineteenth and
early twentieth century right up to Wee’s research published in the
1970s, “Buddhism” in Singapore had very much been an all-inclusive
religion, embracing both Canonical Buddhist teachings and Chinese
syncretic religious practices (Chia and Chee 2008, pp. 2–3).
In recent years, a changing socio-political and socio-economic
environment in Singapore has forced Buddhism to change and
cater to the modern needs of the believers, the society and the
state. While the Singapore state, the Sangha community and the
Reformist Buddhists within the Chinese community are the major
agents responsible for the rise of Reformist Buddhism, Christian
evangelists, with their “aggressive proselytisation and rapid conversion
rate, serve as a catalyst to hasten religious change within the Chinese
community” (Kuah 2003, p. 1). Buddhism in Singapore has in
recent times shifted from its earlier all-inclusive syncretic nature to
a modern rational belief that answers “contemporary needs” and
contributes to the “socio-cultural and welfare aspects of the society”
(Kuah 2003, p. 217).
Kuah (2003, p. 233) suggests that the activities of the Reformist
Buddhists can be categorized into the religious and the main secular
spheres. Within the religious domain, there are six main types of
activities, namely: “propagating Buddhist scriptural knowledge to
the public; encouraging general participation; nurturing a group
of committed Reformist Buddhists; performing missionary work
and engaging in subtle proselytisation; putting faith into real life
practice and action; and legitimizing Vesak day as a public holiday.”
Within the secular domain, “Reformist Buddhists support numerous
socio-cultural and welfare activities” (Kuah 2003, p. 233). A group
of highly educated and fully trained Sangha is therefore needed to
cater to the needs of the Reformist Buddhists in Singapore. It is
in this context that the BCS is founded to train young members
of the Sangha and groom them into future leaders of the Buddhist
community.
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The Buddhist College of Singapore

The ﬁrst Buddhist college in Singapore is probably the Buddhist and
Pali College of Singapore (BPCS) established by the Mangala Vihara
Buddhist Temple in 1994. The BPCS provides “tertiary education in
Buddhist Studies leading to the award of Diploma, BA, MA and PhD
degrees of the Buddhist & Pali University of Sri Lanka” (Mangala
Vihara Buddhist Temple 2007). However, unlike the BPCS, which is
a Buddhist college that specializes in Theravada Buddhism and allows
any Buddhist — be it Sangha members or laity — to be enrolled in
the college, the BCS is founded as the ﬁrst college in Singapore that
specializes in Chinese Mahayana Buddhism and only accepts Sangha
members as its students. According to Ven. Chuan Cheng (Shi 2007),
the BCS is established to: fulﬁll the wishes of the late Venerables
Hong Choon (宏船), Siong Khye (常凯), Kong Hiap (广洽), and
Yen Pei (演培); enhance the qualities and cultivations of Sangha and
laity; and develop bilingual Sangha members skilled in the areas of
Figure 1
Faculty Members and Students from the BCS

Source: Photo courtesy of BCS.
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Dharma propagation, management and research. The BCS has four
primary objectives: ﬁrst, to develop talents in monastery and temple
management; second, to train teachers for Buddhist colleges; third,
to foster researchers in Buddhist Studies; and fourth, to nurture
Dharma propagators.
i) Origins

The origins of the BCS can be traced back to 2004, when Ven.
Kwang Sheng, the Abbot of KMSPKS, saw the need to establish a
Buddhist studies and monastic training college for the Sangha. He
proposed his idea to Ven. Wai Yim (惟严), the then President of the
SBF. Ven. Kwang Sheng’s idea was welcomed and accepted by other
Buddhist leaders in the SBF. In early 2005, he started to gather a few
disciples to make preparations to set up the college. Subsequently, the
BCS received approval from the Ministry of Education (MOE) to
be established as a religious college in Singapore.3 Ven. Chuan Xiang
(传祥), who completed his Ph.D. at the University of the West,
returned to Singapore for about half a year to assist Ven. Kwang
Sheng in preparing for the opening of the BCS. He started to
advertise the establishment of the college in hope of recruiting
students. The recruitment advertisement ﬁrst appeared in the August
2005 issue of Nanyang Buddhist, the SBF’s monthly periodical.
Around that time, Ven. Chuan Cheng completed his Ph.D. in
London and came over to Singapore to help with the setting up of
the college. Subsequently, he succeeded Ven. Chuan Xiang’s position
when the latter left the college and returned to the United States for
his postdoctoral research.
At that time, there were only two staff in the BCS, Ven.
Chuan Cheng and his senior, Ven. Chuan Xian (传显). Due to the
shortage of teaching staff, Ven. Chuan Cheng had to postpone the
commencement of the course. He started to work out plans for the
college and advertised the college in major Buddhist periodicals and
websites so as to recruit faculty members and students. His effort paid
off when the college hired three permanent teaching staff in 2006.
Subsequently, the ﬁrst batch of students was ofﬁcially enrolled and
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commenced their studies in August 2006. The lessons are held at the
Dharma Hall of KMSPKS. The college shares the library facilities of
KMSPKS that is located on the second ﬂoor of the Dharma Hall.
The administrative ofﬁce, staff rooms, and computer laboratory are
situated at the Venerable Hong Choon Memorial Hall.
As the concept of “Reformist Buddhism” is a term that is more
commonly used by academics rather than the Singaporean Buddhist
community in general, Ven. Chuan Cheng points out that it is likely
that Ven. Kwang Sheng was neither aware of the concept nor regard
the BCS as part of the Reformist Buddhist movement when he ﬁrst
started out with the idea of having a Buddhist college in Singapore
(Shi 2007). Nevertheless, it is not difﬁcult to notice that the BCS is
very much ideologically, structurally, and educationally in line with
the characteristics of Reformist Buddhism.
ii) Organizational and Academic Structure

The BCS adopts a highly systematic organizational structure (see
Figure 2). At the apex is Ven. Kwang Sheng, the Rector of the
college. However, because the Venerable concurrently holds two
other senior appointments — President of the SBF and Abbot of
KMSPKS — he only oversees the administration of the college and
is hardly involved in the day-to-day operations. Directly under the
Rector is Ven. Chuan Guan (传观), the Chief Operations Ofﬁcer
(COO). The COO heads the operations of the BCS and leads the
three departments in the college. The three departments in BCS
are the Administrative Department, Academic Department, and
Monastic Training Department (BCS 2008a). The Administrative
Department is in charge of the administration, facilities management,
ﬁnance matter, human resource, and public affairs. The Academic
Department is responsible for issues concerning curriculum planning,
research, academic board, cultural affairs, and the library. The
teaching staff at the college falls under this department. The Monastic
Training Department is responsible for the discipline, welfare, and
extra-curricular programmes, and offers counseling for the students.
As such, it is headed by a senior monk (Shi 2007).
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Figure 2
Organizational Structure of the BCS.

Source: BCS, 2008a (reproduced with permission)

Kuah (2003, p. 95) suggests that the old temple structure that
served the early Chinese community is no longer regarded an
appropriate institution in contemporary Singapore society. In a
modern society, all institutional activities are therefore “rationalized
and made accountable under an auditing system put in place by the
government.” Buddhist monasteries and temples are also subjected
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to this bureaucratizing process and have developed into bureaucratic
organizations with a high degree of differentiation in administrative
practice (Kuah 2003, p. 96). This bureaucratization of the monasteries
and temples has in turn resulted in a higher degree of “formalization”
(Kuah 2003, p. 101). State policy does have an effect on the
organizational structure of the Buddhist monasteries and temples in
general and the BCS in particular. Therefore, like any other Buddhist
organization that has to undergo the process of bureaucratization, the
BCS as an approved religious educational institution is subjected to
the rules and regulations laid down by the MOE.
The academic programme structure of the BCS is laid out by
the Academic Department. There are currently two education tracks:
the Dharma propagation and management track, and the academic
research track. In addition, students enrolled into the BCS can choose
to pursue their ﬁve-year undergraduate studies either in the English
or Chinese language stream (BCS 2008b).4 The undergraduate
programme is basically divided into six broad categories: moral
and disciplinary codes, Buddhist history, Buddhist systems of
thought, canonical studies, cultural studies, and academic and life
skills. Therefore, students are given a comprehensive education in
Buddhist Studies covering areas including Buddhist doctrines, art,
history, literature, and philosophy. They are also given training in
English and classical Chinese language, basic computer knowledge,
administrative and managerial skills, and even debate and public
speaking (Shi 2007).
The course structure of the BCS demonstrates a highly complex
and systematic curriculum for teaching young members of the Sangha,
thus inculcating them with modern and rational Buddhist education.
If Reformist Buddhism legitimizes the process of rationalization at the
religious level, then Sangha members would certainly need to acquire
such complex and rationalized education to meet the challenges of
the religious changes, and cater to the contemporary needs of the
believers (Kuah 2003, p. 243).
There are currently fourteen academic staff in the BCS consisting
of both Sangha members and laity from Singapore and abroad. Most
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of them have Ph.D.s from reputable universities around the world
(BCS 2008e). While the Sangha teachers are in charge of teaching
areas concerning the doctrinal and scriptural aspects of Buddhism,
the lay teachers are responsible for teaching the history, literature, and
language courses. As Ven. Chuan Cheng (Shi 2007) pointed out, the
BCS constantly emphasizes the need to recruit high quality teaching
staff so as to provide the best education for its students. A team
of highly trained faculty members is therefore essential, and plays
a crucial role in training the students in the rational and academic
understanding of Buddhism, to meet the needs of the Reformist
Buddhist movement today.
Students are selected and enrolled at the BCS after passing a
stringent examination and an interview conducted by the teaching
staff. According to the latest recruitment advertisement, eligible
applicants must be: ﬁrst, an ordained monk between the age of
eighteen to thirty-ﬁve; second, ordained for at least a year; third,
have attended high school education or its equivalent; fourth, of
good health and with no disabilities; and ﬁnally, no criminal record.
The BCS provides a full tuition waiver and a monthly stipend, and
pays for the air ticket, food, accommodation, and course materials
required by the students (BCS 2008f ). Ven. Chuan Cheng (Shi 2007)
mentioned that “the well-furnished facilities such as the computer
rooms and living quarters, monthly allowance, excellent teaching
faculty and comprehensive library resources are the main factors that
attracted the students to study in the BCS.”
By recruiting teaching staff and students both locally and overseas,
the BCS has contributed to an increase in religious networking
among the Buddhist groups at the local, national, regional, and
even international levels (Kuah 2003, p. 291). This allows Buddhist
scholars and students to exchange ideas and participate in Buddhist
academic activities. In addition, it certainly helps to build a “sense
of communitas” between Buddhists in Singapore and other parts of
the world. Thus, this can be regarded as a part of the “growing trend
towards Buddhist ecumenism” (Kuah 2003, p. 291).
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iii) Challenges and Future Plans

One of the key challenges faced by the college is the regulations set
by the MOE. As an approved religious college, the BCS is subjected
to the standardized instructions and procedures laid down by the
authorities. Ven. Chuan Cheng, for instance, pointed out that when
the BCS decided to change its course structure from the original four
years to ﬁve years, they had to write in to the MOE and a lot of
paperwork was generated to justify the amendment. However, given
the bureaucratization and increasing “formalization” of Buddhist
monasteries and temples (Kuah 2003, p. 101), such bureaucratic
practices and procedures are unavoidable.
Other challenges faced by the BCS are the recruitment of students
in competition with better-known international Buddhist colleges and
universities, and the institution of exclusive library facilities. At the
same time, the BCS is planning for a new 35 million college campus
in KMSPKS, which would feature state-of-the-art facilities (Huo
2006, p. 4). Finally, the BCS plans to start a graduate programme
that would offer a research Masters programme in areas such as the
history of Buddhism, scriptural studies, Buddhist ethics, Buddhist
arts, Dun Huang studies, and engaged Buddhism (Shi 2007).
Concluding Remarks

This article has suggested that the BCS is a product of Reformist
Buddhism in Singapore. The Reformist Buddhist movement has
legitimized the process of bureaucratization and rationalization of
the Buddhist institutions in the country, and this process can very
much be illustrated in the case study of the BCS. Organizationally,
the BCS, approved by the MOE, adopts a highly bureaucratic
structure styled after modern colleges and universities. Educationally,
the college has taken on a highly complex, rational and systematic
academic structure, and has a team of highly trained teaching staff
with Ph.D. and M.A. degrees. By extending its recruitment of
teaching staff and students both locally and overseas, the BCS has
very much contributed to the increase in transnational Buddhist
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Figure 3
BCS Recruitment Poster

Source: BCS 2008f (reproduced with permission)
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networks among Buddhists at the local, national, regional and
international levels, and has become a part of the growing trend
towards Buddhist ecumenism.
Over the next few years, we will see more student monks
graduating from the BCS to either become leaders in their religious
community or continue with their postgraduate studies. Just as Kuah
(2003, p. 242) suggests that the full effects of Reformist Buddhism
within Singapore society in general and the Chinese community
in particular can only be realized with the passage of time, the
signiﬁcance and impact of the BCS on the Reformist Buddhist
movement can perhaps only be measured in time to come.
NOTES

Chinese names and terms are transliterated by the pinyin system. However,
commonly used names and terms are romanized according to the original spelling
that appeared in the texts. Chinese Buddhist monks have the word Fashi (Venerable)
following their name. To this standard usage, I add “Ven.” (Venerable) preceding
the name of a monk to distinguish him from a layperson. An earlier version of
this article was presented at “The Sacred in a Global City: Symposium on Religion
in Singapore”, 10 March 2007. I am grateful to Ven. Chuan Cheng, Thomas
DuBois, Guo Jing Yu, Hui Yew-Foong, Pattana Kitiarsa, Kuah Khun Eng, Ven.
Kwang Sheng, Gina Phang, Melissa Sim, Soh Gek Han, Jackie Yoong, and an
anonymous reviewer for their assistance and many helpful suggestions. All errors
and inaccuracies are mine.
1. Ven. Kwang Sheng is also the President of the Singapore Buddhist Federation
and Abbot of the KMSPKS.
2. See, for instance, Smith (1968); Tambiah (1973); and Malalgoda (1977).
3. According to Ven. Chuan Cheng, while the BCS has received an “approval”
from the MOE, he was told that the college does not need to be “ofﬁcially
registered”. Therefore, the college is regarded by the ministry as an “approved
religious college”. Nevertheless, as an approved college, the BCS has to abide
by the rules and regulations set by the MOE.
4. For detailed curriculum of the programme, see BCS (2008c; 2008d).
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