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Why Set Out

During my undergraduate studies in the arts, many of my peers moved abroad to further their
education in countries with longer histories of artistic development. At the time, I didn't feel a
strong pull toward studying overseas. Instead, I transitioned to the Life Education program at
Dharma Drum Institute of Liberal Arts. In addition to studying sociology, psychology, and
Buddhism, I delved deeply into the knowledge of Chan (Zen) meditation, which has since
become my daily spiritual practice.

So, why did I choose to apply for a study visit to Rutgers University in the United States during
my fourth year of graduate school? Beyond the school’s travel grants, the decision was deeply
rooted in my research topic: "Self-Exploration in Spiritual Practices among Taiwan’s
Millennials." 1 had observed an increasing number of my peers engaging in various spiritual
practices. My interest was further piqued by a lecture by Professor Huang from Rutgers, who
shared research on the impact of mindfulness. He had implemented mindfulness intervention
programs in various schools, finding that many American students and professors use
mindfulness as a tool to reduce stress and enhance well-being, viewing it as a secular practice
rather than a religious one.

This was a significant revelation for me, coming from a background of practicing Chan in a
traditional Buddhist setting. In an era of extreme tension and information overload, people
desperately need ways to settle their minds and bodies, yet not everyone has access to traditional
channels. "Mindfulness," validated through research and scientific methods, has become a bridge
for many. Driven by this curiosity, I wanted to explore how American culture perceives
Buddhism, meditation, and mindfulness to better reflect on the spiritual practices of youth in
Taiwan.



Cross-Cultural Observations: Expression and Diversity

During my exchange at Rutgers, [ was hosted by the School of Social Work. In addition to a core
course , | enrolled in a graduate-level English communication course designed for non-native
speakers to sharpen my language skills.

Several aspects of the Rutgers academic experience left a deep impression on me. First,
American students are generally very adept at expressing their thoughts. Even when professors
used a lecture-style format, students frequently interrupted with questions, and professors were
eager to respond from multiple perspectives. Compared to Asian students, they appeared more
confident in sharing and presenting. However, this also made me feel a sense of pride in my own
cultural background; the Chinese value of humility—not overpromising and ensuring that one's
words match their actions—is a grounded and diligent trait that I have come to appreciate more
deeply.

Furthermore, the diversity of the student body was a stark contrast to the campus environment in
Taiwan. Rutgers students come from all over the world. My roommate was an Indian girl, and in
our class discussions, we could hear experiences from diverse cultural backgrounds, collectively
constructing a multifaceted understanding of the subject matter. Finally, I had the honor of
participating in Professor Huang’s research project, "Mindfulness and Life Skills Intervention for
Young People." This project integrated an eight-week mindfulness course into the freshman
curriculum at Nanjing University. Assisting with literature reviews and curriculum design for
college students confirmed the universality of mindfulness research and broadened my analytical
horizon.

Field Observations of Spiritual Practice

Beyond the classroom, I utilized my weekends and holidays to conduct field observations in
various spiritual settings, which became some of the most vital learning experiences of the trip.

Initially, through the resources of Dharma Drum Mountain (DDM)), I visited the DDM New
Jersey Center for meditation workshops and "Tea and Chan" activities. I noticed that participants
were still predominantly Chinese, with very few Westerners. An exception was a workshop led
by Rebecca, a teacher who has lived in the US for many years and authored several English
books; her fluency and perspective attracted a significant number of Western participants.

Regarding the language barrier, I also visited several other centers for retreats: the Forest
Monastery (Ajahn Chah lineage), Blue Cliff Monastery (Thich Nhat Hanh’s Plum Village
tradition), and Zen Mountain Monastery (Japanese Zen tradition). The teachers at these sites
were Western monastics whose teachings were rooted in American cultural contexts, often
infused with humor and a relatable, "lived-in" feeling. Consequently, the participants were
mostly Westerners. I observed a similar phenomenon at DDM’s Chan Meditation Center in New
York; when Western lay teachers led basic courses, the audience was largely composed of young
Westerners. This underscores how a teacher’s cultural experience and mode of expression
significantly influence who the practice reaches.



These experiences directly link back to my thesis. Regardless of the country, Millennials and
Gen Z are increasingly participating in meditation and spiritual practices. Through conversations
with locals, I learned that meditation has become a "trend" in their culture—a lifestyle choice
rather than a strictly religious activity.

Conclusion: Redefining Spiritual Practice

The six months passed in a flash, yet the journey was incredibly fulfilling. Between academic
research and spiritual field observations, I met many like-minded friends and mentors. From
extravagant Halloween decorations to Christmas dinners, these interactions allowed me to
immerse myself in American life.

This opportunity to live abroad for an extended period has provided my thesis with a much
broader perspective. Instead of observing Taiwanese youth in isolation, I can now respond to
local phenomena through the lens of global trends and cross-cultural comparisons.



