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“Buddhism is ancient and traditional. Buddhists live in modern times” 
(Huikong 2016:250). 
 

It has been nearly a year since I heard of Robot Monk Xian’er on a social 
media platform called WeChat. Two months later, I visited Beijing 
Longquan Monastery in which Xian’er lives and have stayed there as a 
volunteer in the animation center (Longquan Animation) which created 
the Robot Monk. Although in Taiwan and Japan, many Buddhist 
organizations use new media and animation to advocate their beliefs, a 
robot monk seems an innovation. It attracts more than 60,000 visitors 
and many young high-educated people stay there for volunteering. 

    Why do the Buddhist monks and volunteers bring modern 
technologies and media into the monastery? How do they balance their 
traditional Buddhist practices and the modern missionary activities? It 
seems that religion and spiritual life have faded away in modern China 
for decades. In an atheistic country promoting “secular modernism, 
nationalism, productivism” (Yang 2008:39) and consumerism, is it 
possible to revive spirituality by means of embracing mass media and 
modern technologies?  

   This essay attempts to discuss my above questions in the theoretical 
framework of historical Humanistic Buddhism originated in China and 
Scientific Buddhism developed in western countries. I conduct 
interviews with monks, volunteers, and visitors for searching the 
answers. In addition to the Participate Observation strategy, I also relate 
my personal experiences as a long-term volunteer to the research as a 
self-reflexive approach. While terrorists and religious extremists are 
using social media and high technologies to make devastating violence 
all over the world, a Buddhist robot might provide an opposite option 
that is harmless and aspiring of how to deal with religion and modernity. 
In this sense, this research is relevant to everyone. 
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1 The Theme 
 

Fig.1: In front of Longquan Monastery. Photo by author, 2016. 
 

Longquan Monastery (龙泉寺) is a Chinese Buddhist monastery located 
in Western Beijing, China. It was first built in 957 with a long history 
spanning over 1,000 years, but was ruined by wars and Cultural 
Revolution in 1920s to 1970s. When the Abbot Ven. Master Xuecheng 
and his five disciples came and rebuilt it in 2005, there were only a few 
abandoned wooden rooms without water supply, electricity, and heating 
systems. Currently, there are more than one hundred monks and nearly 
300 full-time volunteers living in the monastery. It is well known in 
public in recent years for owned a large number of highly educated 
monks. These monks lead a community of young volunteers to promote 
Buddhism by modern technologies and mass media, notably by cartoons 
and animations.  

   The animation center of Longquan Monastery (Longquan 
Animation) was established in 2011 and has created a series of cartoon 
books, flash clips, stop-motion animations, and the robot monk Xian’er. 
The appearance and characters of the robot are based on an amusing 
little monk named Xian’er, the main character of cartoons and 
animations, which was created by the abbot Ven. Master Xuecheng, and 
his two disciples Master Xianshu and Master Xianfan. These two 
Masters extract passages including the wisdom of Chan 1  from the 
Dharma Talks that the Abbot has given and illustrate them into comic 
strips, making them easier to be understood by non-Buddhists. The 
cartoons convey the wisdom of Chan in a humorous way and attract lots 
of young lay people practicing Buddhism. Many young people come to 
the monastery and work for the animation center without payment. At 
the same time, the Masters guide the young volunteers both on 
producing animation and practicing Buddhism. 

 
 

																																																								
1 It is a school of Mahayana Buddhism that originated in China during Tang Dynasty. It spread to Japan 
where it became known as Japanese Zen. 
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2  Historical /Social Background 
 

Since Buddhism was introduced in China in 67 A.D., it has developed 
various schools and has formed unique genres, such as Chan, Pure Land, 
combining with Confucianism and Taoism. Mahayana Buddhism 
became the main school of Chinese Buddhism and was widespread in 
Japan and Korea. In modern times, Buddhism has confronted many 
threats and has fallen into a decline after Communists took over China 
in 1949. Historical materialism and atheism became official ideologies 
of Communist China, conversely, religions and spirituality were seemed 
as feudalism and superstition (Veer 2009, Jones 2010, Yang 2008). 

   During the Cultural Revolution, with the slogan “Smashing Four 
Olds”, all the religious sites were closed and destroyed by radical 
secularists. Religious activities were banned, and Buddhist monks and 
nuns were forced to return lay life (Veer 2009, Jones 2010, Yang 2008). 
Because of the political education, the generations who were born and 
educated in Mao Era “grew up in an irreligious and anti-religious 
environment” (Jones 2010:38). 

   When the economic reform began in late 1970s, Chinese society has 
gone through dramatic changes. As the former socialist ideology was 
taken place by capitalism and consumerism, young generations and 
their mid-age parents confront with a vast spiritual crisis. Even though 
religions come back to the society, it is commercialized by 
entrepreneurs: temples and monasteries are rebuilt and open to tourists 
for the high entrance-fees and donations; Taiji and Shaolin Kungfu 
become parts of popular culture in enormous films and TV series; the 
image of Buddhist monk is despiritualized by mass media (Veer 2009, 
Yang 2008). 

   When a highly competitive society is driven by wealth and material 
success, it seems like a fiction that so many monks and volunteers whom 
graduated from the best universities in China come to Longquan 
Monastery for pursuing their spiritual lives. Surprisingly, they do not try 
to escape from reality, rather, they are using their knowledge to connect 
with the society in order to change it. 

 
3  Methodology and Theoretical Framework  

 
   “Some fieldworkers start out as participating observers and find that they are 
drawn completely into their informants’ lives” (Bernard 2006:348). 
 
   “Becoming the phenomenon is a participant observational strategy for 
penetrating to and gaining experience of a form of human life. It is an objective 
approach insofar as it results in the accurate, detailed description of the insiders’ 
experience of life’’ (Jorgensen 1989:63). 
 

As a native Chinese who had never left Chinese territory until 25 years 
old, I was educated to be a patriot and an atheist. I didn’t know Buddha 
was a human being until I was 16. Science and modern technology were 
my beliefs. I owned all the models of iPhone, like others. I used to be a 
shopaholic. Yet, a feeling of restless anxiety always haunted me. I began 
to travel, to Europe, to Middle East, to South Asia. During the journey, 
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I was pursuing a religion suits me. After two times traveling to India and 
Myanmar, I was inspired by the spiritual lives I met in the trips. I wanted 
to know more about the spirituality of human, about me myself.  

   That’s the reason that I approached the Visual and Media 
Anthropology M.A. Program. Since it began with a question on religion, 
it would be end up with the answer. I still remembered when I was 5 
years old, I happened to get a cartoon book of Chan illustrated by a 
Taiwanese painter Cai Zhizhong and immediately indulged into it. It 
was my first memory about Buddhism. It seems that the cartoon book 
of Chan was the seed of Buddhism sowed in my mind. Twenty-five years 
later, this tiny spiritual consolation eventually brought me to this theme.  

 “Going native” is the first anthropological term I’ve learned. When 
H. Russell Bernard (2006) introduced it as a method of Participant 
Observation, he made an example of Kenneth Good studying the 
Yanomami. Good stayed in his field site for nearly 13 years instead of 15 
months as he planned: “I had found among them a way of life that, while 
dangerous and harsh, was also filled with camaraderie, compassion, and 
a thousand daily lessons in communal harmony” (Bernard 2006:349, 
Good 1991:ix). 

    Like Good, I planned to spend three months for participant 
observation, one month for filming, and two months for writing and 
editing. Nevertheless, I turn out to be a participant observer for three 
months and a complete participant for seven months. As Bernard 
argued, “total objectivity is a myth” (2006:349), this research is an 
objective and a subjective, or in other words, “reflexive”, approach. Since 
different forms carry different features, I separate the approach into two 
parts. The essay provides more objective and scientific perspective while 
the ethnographic film is more subjective and sensory. Both are 
inseparable. 

 
4  Humanistic Buddhism and Scientific Buddhism 
 
   “In terms of promoting the Dharma, Buddhism should keep pace with the 
times. It is essential for Buddhism to exist in forms that are easy for people to 
access. Therefore, we should always promote new methods of communication, 
cultivating innovation.’’ (Huikong 2016:244). 
        

The abbot of Longquan Monastery, Ven. Master Xuecheng has been 
exploring how Buddhism can fit into modern society since he rebuilt 
this ancient temple. He is an active advocator of Humanistic Buddhism 
(人间佛教  Ren Jian Fo Jiao) which was a modern trend of Chinese 
Buddhism established by Ven. Master Taixu and his disciple Master 
Yinshun in early 20th century.  

   In response to the tremendous social changes and reform Chinese 
Buddhism which had been distorted and corrupted 2 , Master Taixu 
advocated Buddhism must be based on Humanism and adapt to the 
modern society. He pointed out: “The teachings of Buddhism should 
have a new form that is applicable to the trend of thoughts in the present 

																																																								
2 Liu, Ginling. (2008) The nature of humanistic Buddhism: ideal and practice as reflected in Xingyun's 
mode. 
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age.” 3  Master Yinshun further explained that Humanistic Buddhism 
was for the people, relied on the people, and shaping the people. Wei 
Daoru (2010) writes that the principles of Humanistic Buddhism lead 
Buddhism for the Human Realm movements and spread in Asian areas 
including Mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.  

   In Taiwan, Ven. Master Xingyun, the founder of Fo Guang Shan, 
which is the largest and most influential Buddhist organization, put 
these theories into practice and developed the goal of Humanistic 
Buddhism: “To propagate Buddhism through culture; to foster talent 
through education; to benefit society through charity programs; and to 
purify human minds through Buddhist practice.” 4  Using modern 
technology and mass media to preach Buddhism is one of the most 
significant features of his attempt (Liu 2008). He established the 
newspaper, the broadcast, the TV station, the art gallery, the publishing 
house, and the music studio in order to meet different needs of different 
people.  

   In 2006, Master Xuecheng set up a blog and started to post many 
entries for introducing the monastic life in Longquan Monastery and 
communicating with netizens. Three years later, he established micro-
blog in both Chinese and English. He writes: “In terms of promoting the 
Dharma, Buddhism should keep pace with the times. It is essential for 
Buddhism to exist in forms that are easy for people to access. Therefore, 
we should always promote new methods of communication, cultivating 
innovation” (Huikong 2016:244). His disciple said the Master was 
following the trends. Master Xuecheng denied and answered: “No, we 
are leading the trend.” 

   Humanistic Buddhism offers me a Buddhist perspective to make 
sense of varies innovations Longquan Monastery do. No matter 
publishing cartoons, producing animations, creating a robot monk, or 
producing virtual reality app, every attempt is a modern extension of 
traditional Buddhism. In the research, it is important to observe how 
these modern elements integrate into the Buddhist self-cultivation.  

   On the other side, western scholars provide a different perspective 
to understand the relationships between Buddhism, modernism and 
science. David L. McMahan introduces this trend in his book “The 
Making of Buddhist Modernism” that how Asian and western 
advocators attempt to fit Buddhism in the frame of science for 
legitimizing Buddhism (McMahan 2008).  

   Opposite to prove “Buddhism is scientific”, Peter Harrison argues 
that the boundaries between science and religion must be clear, 
otherwise, it would be “a disguised appeal to the prestige of the sciences, 
with the attendant danger of a loss of what is distinctive about religious 
traditions” (2006:103).  

   Unlikely, Nolan Pliny Jacobson regarded Buddhism in a high 
level. He estimated Buddhist teachings “may move the age of science 
and automation in more humane and creative directions” and 

																																																								
3 Taixu: Wo di fojiao gaijin yundong lueshi 我的佛教运动略史 [A Brief History of My Campaign to 
Improve Buddhism]. Lecture in July of 1929. 

4 Charles Brewer Jones, (1999) Buddhism in Taiwan—Religion and the State 1660-1990, 
Honolulu:University of Hawai’i Press , p.188. 
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strengthen the scientific thinking (Jacobson 1970:160). Robot Monk 
Xian’er might be a very example to support his view. 
 
5  Comics and Buddhism in Eastern Asia 

 
Jack Meng-Tat Chia (2015) introduces that the visual images have 
served as powerful medium for promoting Buddhism in a long history. 
Since 1970s, Buddhist manga (comic books) appeared in Japan and 
began to play very important part for propagating Buddhist teachings 
(Chia 2015). As mentioned above, Master Xingyun has made 
numerous contributions on blending visual media in Buddhism and 
published his own comic biography in 2003. Chia quotes the Master’s 
opinion on comics:  
 

“…comic strips are an especially effective means of communication for 
teenagers since they are already familiar with them and enjoy them” (2015:149). 
 

Elisabetta Porcu (2014) discusses how tradition Buddhist temples in 
Japan using comics icon Hello Kitty for attracting visitors and even 
created their own manga characters for entertainment and education. 
She believes that:  

 
“such representation of Buddhism echoes marketing strategies used by religious 
groups to ‘update’ the image of Buddhism and address their adherents and 
potential converts” (2015:42). 

 
 
6  Robot Monk Xian’er  

 

 
Fig.2: Xian’er and Master Xianfan were interviewed by a  

German TV in a meditation room. Photo by author, July 2016. 
 

If you search “Robot Monk Xian’er” in English, you will get 38,500 
results on Google. The first five results are from CNN, The Guardian, 
New York Times, Reuters, and Washington Post. He was born on 1st of 
October 2015. He is 60cm high. He can answer about 100 questions, 
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move forward and backward, sing Buddhist songs, and chant Buddhist 
sutras. He attracts 1,000 visitors in average every day.  

    Many visitors come from other cities or even from other countries. 
Nearly all of them had heard of Xian’er on social media. It is quite 
normal to hear that “I take so much time for being here, just for talking 
to Xian’er”. Since the visitors are overloaded, Xian’er only talk to very 
few guests of Sangha. Most of visitors are permitted to take a photo with 
him. The volunteer would suggest them following Xian’er’s online 
version for communicating with him. Usually, the visitors also take a 
look over the animation center and watch some short animations of 
Xian’er. The volunteers will recommend them to follow the official 
account on WeChat in order to get the latest cartoons and animations. 

 

Fig.3: A visitor is having photo with Robot Xian’er. Photo by author 2016. 
 

The virtual Xian’er’s characters are based on Robot Xian’er. However, 
the virtual Xian’er can answer millions of questions based on the Big 
Database. It consists of all the Q&As on the abbot Master Xuecheng’s 
blog and many Buddhist books. The virtual version can answer by 
voice as well as the Robot. Both of them have the same adorable voice 
that belongs to a 9-year-old cute boy.  
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Fig.4: The QR code card of Robot Xian’er and Longquan Animation. 
Photo by author, 2016. 

 
The second generation of Robot Monk Xian’er has released in mid 
September. He looks very different with the first generation. He is 
120cm high and has a bigger body. He can put his hands together in 
prayer and move in different directions freely. His brain is the same as 
the virtual version as long as he connects to Internet. His most 
significant feature is face and objects recognition. He remembers the 
person talked to him before and will discuss different topics based on 
former discussions.  

   From the talks with Master Xianfan and other volunteers, I 
gradually understood that the Robot Xian’er is hardly be copied by other 
religious institutions, because the monastery pay nothing for producing 
the robot. For owned so many high educational background monks, the 
monastery is able to attract more volunteers from similar backgrounds. 
All the scientists, AI experts, and participants are volunteers in 
Longquan Monastery. In the beginning, some volunteers wanted to 
make a robot guiding visitors in the monastery. Yet, the Masters 
proposed to produce a robot monk by which can preach Buddhism in 
society. Thus, all the volunteers in related areas joined together and 
achieved this goal in two months.  

   Master Xuecheng writes in the preface of the book “A Roaming AI 
Xian’er, the Robot Monk” in which reveals the process of creating 
Xian’er: 

 
“Xian’er might contribute to combine Buddhism and Science. Or at least, it is an 
attempt, which is made by Buddhist practitioners and scientific researchers 
together, to seek for the truth of our lives. There is a new way other than duality. 
We have the ability to go beyond the duality, the conflicts and the contradictions 
between the spiritual world and the physical world” (Yang 2016:vi). 
 

The Master plans to input all Buddhist sutras and scriptures into 
Xian’er’s brain. And Xian’er won’t be alone. The R&D team is 
developing his family robots including Master Xuecheng’s robot edition 
and Guanyin Bodhisattva. Imagine these robots sit in shrine worshiped 
by believers and solve their afflictions by words. Would Xian’er be an 
omniscient Buddha? Would him help us to achieve enlightenment? I 
used to think that attracting non-Buddhists was the purpose of Xian’er, 
but now, I start to think the possibility of attain enlightenment by means 
of artificial intelligence. 
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7  Stop-Motion Animations and Self-Cultivation 
 
 

 
          
   1. Xian’er: The Master will stun when he sees two Xian’er. 
   2. The Master: What’s up? 
   3. Xian’er: Master, one of us is Robot Xian’er.  
       Robot Xian’er: Master, one of us is Robot Xian’er.  
   4. The Bird: I can’t stand it anymore! 
   5. The Rabbit: I don’t understand. 
   6. Group: Feeling dizzy 
   7. A Blank. 
   8. The Master: Both of Xian’er are not real. 
   9. Dharma Talk: All Dharma teach us how to wake up from our dreams.  
       So does the whole process of self-cultivation. 
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Fig.5: “Two Xian’er”, from Master Xuecheng’s blog, 2016. 
According to the Masters, the purpose of producing animations is to 
spread Buddhist teachings in an easy and relaxing way. Masters are in 
charge of scripts and the characters. Volunteers are in charge of the 
production. None of them are professional animators, filmmakers, or 
artists. In three years, the animation center has produced more than 100 
short films and 5 feature films. In 2013, some professionals visited 
animation center and criticized their works. “They are not supposed to 
be produced. They are too unprofessional.” Master Xianshu told the 
volunteers what the visitor said in the meeting.  

   Yet, Masters and volunteers did not give up. Instead, they made 
more and tried to improve the technical skills during the process. The 
camera, the studio, and the lights have been improved over the years. 
Therefore, the products are increasingly sophisticated. Many of them 
got awards from animation festivals. Over twenty volunteers chose to be 
monks or nuns. For the volunteers, the latter is the result they have been 
pursued.  

   As Xian’er and the animation center being well known in public, 
more and more young people come here because of curiosity, like me. 
Nevertheless, I gradually realized making stop-motion animation is a 
way of self-cultivation. No matter making light clay props, taking 
photographs, or adding expressions on each photo, doesn’t require too 
many technical skills. It means everyone could learn in a period. With 
the guide of the Masters, patience and concentration can be trained and 
developed during the simple and repetitive works. Then you will see 
your thoughts more clearly and start to know yourself.  

   In Buddhist Chan history, many practitioners achieved 
enlightenment through sweeping floor or tasting tea. Producing stop-
motion animations is just another form of Buddhist self-cultivation in 
modern times. The leader of the animation team Guo said.  

 
“Making animation is a way of practicing Buddhism. Our mind state will 
integrate into making props and the actions of the characters. It will embody in 
the film and eventually transmit into the audiences.”  
 
   Guo has been stayed in animation center for over two years. Most 

of senior volunteers like her had left. They became monks or nuns. She 
wants to be a nun as well, but her husband refused to divorce. She still 
remembered the first time she came to the animation center: 

 
 “I’ve never heard of stop-motion animation before. I searched this term on 
Internet. It seemed like taking photographs. I used to be a photographer. So, I 
started to do it.”  
 
   “Three girls including me stayed in a cave making animations, day and night. 
Nobody was professional. Everybody had an idea and didn’t want to listen to 
others. The true Self reveal itself without any disguise. Yet, making stop-motion 
animation is a team work. We cannot work together unless we put our own 
opinions aside. Then we did it.” 
 
    “Without them (other volunteers), I cannot grow inward.”  

 
Guo will be a nun in future, as her predecessors did. Making stop-
animation is a unique way of self-cultivation. Consequently, the 
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products in which contain the Dharma understandings of Masters and 
volunteers spread to wide audiences through Internet, social media. The 
4-mins animation teaching visitors “how to offer incense correctly in 
Buddhist temple” exceeds more than 12,000,000 clicks on website. 
Another animation named “Animal Liberation” is used by many 
vegetarian restaurants for propagation and is being played over and over 
again in front of the restaurants.  

 
Fig.6: The process of making stop-motion animation. Photos by author, 2016 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig.7: A scene from the animation film “Animal Liberation”, 2016. 
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As the influence of Longquan Animation is increasing, Masters and 
volunteers confront more and more problems. The flourishing of 
visitors sometimes challenges the composure of volunteers. Not only to 
introduce Xian’er and the animations over and over again, volunteers 
also have to work in a very noisy surrounding. The Master guides the 
volunteers to regard it as an opportunity to practice mindfulness and 
concentration.  

   The industry requires higher quality animations and also demands 
fast producing pace. Yet, both of requirements are difficult to fulfill. The 
animation center is not a professional company or studio. To the 
volunteers, religious practices are much important than their 
byproducts, since achieving Enlightenment is the goal.  

   Nevertheless, propagating Buddhism through educational 
animations is more important from the perspective of the monastery. 
Many professional companies, animators, scriptwriters, and directors 
want to contribute to the production. How to integrate these 
professionals into the religious community becomes a new challenge. 
After all, it is too limited to merely rely on adherents for propagation of 
Buddhism. Incorporating with social forces would change the status of 
Chinese Buddhism in China. In this sense, “Humanistic Buddhism” can 
be put into practice. 
 
8  Xian’er as a religious icon 

 

 Fig.8: A volunteer is doing confession in meditation room, Xian’er is witnessing. 
Photo by author, 2016. 
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Fig.9: The volunteer is making handcrafts of Xian’er. Photo by author, 2016. 
 

Yet, Longquan Animation does not follow this rule. All the handcrafts 
and prints are not for sale. The most common question from visitors is 
that “can I buy this Xian’er” or “is any place selling them”. The answers 
are always negative. Even though Longquan Animation put “Xian’er” in 
almost every corner of the monastery, there are many taboos of using 
this image. It seems that most of non-Buddhist visitors consider Xian’er 
as a pop icon. But, for all the community adherents and lots of Buddhist 
visitors, Xian’er represents the image of Sangha, even Bodhisattva. In 
this sense, Xian’er cannot be used as a normal commercial pop icon. 

   In the meditation room of animation center, the print of Xian’er is 
being put on the table in front of Buddha. Another Xian’er is standing 
on left side of Buddha and is being worshiped by volunteer. In 
monastery, everything in which contains the image of Xian’er cannot be 
discarded as trash. There is a special department for dealing with them 
and other wastes containing the images of Buddha, Bodhisattva, and 
Sangha. Yet, it would be this sort of place out of the monastery.  

    Above is the main reason that Xian’er could not be commercial 
products. Though many adherents including monks, volunteers, visitors 
want to get a handcraft or print of Xian’er, nobody can buy them. Many 
of the products only exhibit in animation center as ornaments. Others 
are sent to important guests of the Masters as gifts. In a sense, 
commercializing products of Xian’er would attract wider people 
especially younger generations. For solving this problem, Longquan 
Animation incorporate with a commercial enterprise run by some lay 
adherents and develop some souvenirs of which are not easily to discard.  

   Master Xuecheng responded a question on commercializing 
Buddhism in a TV interview recently, “Buddhism is commercialized by 
marketplace because of we do not have the ability to master the market. 
Unless we are able to incorporate with the market, then we can be 
termed commercial.”5 

																																																								
5 From Ven. Master Xuecheng’s interview on Phoenix TV in May 2016, 
http://v.ifeng.com/fo/jicidaai/201605/0196212a-dfca-46ab-be1d-a2aee105a169.shtml 
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Fig.10: Commercial products of Xian’er, screenshot on its website, 2016. 
 

9  “They”, “I”, and “We” 
 

   “The ‘other’ is largely unreachable unless one becomes the other through 
experience” (Salzman 2002:808). 
   “Self-reflexivity refers to the conscious turning of the individual toward 
himself, simultaneously being the observing subject and the observed object, a 
process that includes both self-knowledge and self-monitor” (Pagis 2009:266). 
   “As the Buddha said, all existences has no Self. (Vasubandhu)6 
 

I’ve never expected what I would get in Longquan Monastery. I came 
with a simple idea --- to understand a “high-technology” Buddhist 
monastery. During the process, I realized that it could be achieved only 
if I understand the people living in monastery and what drives them to 
do these interesting works.  

   With a distance, I began to know them --- the Masters and the 
volunteers. I wrote down all the talks with them and observations in my 
diaries. I knew the reasons they came here, the reasons they decided to 
stay and chose to be monks or nuns, how did they struggle with their 
families and themselves, and more importantly, I converted the 
Buddhist religion in which bonds them together. I took two months to 
get there. 

   It was the time I participated in animation production as well. 
Through the repetitive works in the cave, the trainings of Buddhist 
teachings and mindfulness, and the silent surroundings, my observation 

																																																								
6 “如世尊言，一切法无我。”From Mahayana Satadharma Prakasamukha Sutra, written by Vasabandhu 
Bodhisattva in Sanskrit, translated into Chinese by Ven. Master Xuanzang in 648. 
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subject turned towards me myself. It was the time I began to know 
myself, to be aware of all my thoughts and afflictions, and to accept 
them. Like Claude Lévi-Strauss did in Brazilian jungles, my 
anthropological research became psychoanalysis of myself. My field-
notes recorded all the trivial thoughts instead of the data from others. 
As I dig into my own mind, my research interests on others were 
diminishing. 

   In those days, I’ve gone through the same struggling with my 
mother and myself as well, like other volunteers did. I have also gone 
through the conflicts with others and the misunderstandings from 
others. I even thought about leaving and giving up the project. Surely I 
could give it up and change another project. However, what about the 
life? Is there any other way to break the cycle of life and death? Is there 
any other path I could choose? 

   I realize that what makes the monastic life different from my life in 
the city: there is no way to escape from my pain. I am not able to go to 
cinema, to go shopping, to hang out with friends, or to get drunk. I must 
face with it and overcome it. Then I understand that how brave are these 
monks and volunteers. The empathy arises, naturally. The experiences 
of inner world cannot be described by words but only be understood by 
sharing the same experiences. In this sense, “I” turn to be “we”.  

   Here I discover the similarities between Anthropology and 
Buddhism. Anthropologists try to understand others in order to know 
themselves. Buddhists try to know themselves in order to understand 
others. Both endeavor to eliminate the barrier between the objective and 
the subjective. Both endeavor to transcend the duality. 

   I feel like the 300 days I spending in the field happening in one day. 
Most of the days repeat themselves. Yet, I consider it as persistence. 
Comparing to the Robot Monk, the transformation of myself is 
something I value more. The transformation manifests in burying my 
least favorite animal, in indulging myself in repetitive actions of making 
anime, in religious mundane activities.  

   As the monk said in striking the wooden han in every evening, “the 
day has past. Nothing is permanent. The cycles of life and death are a 
serious matter. Chanting Amitabha Buddha mindfully is the way to Pure 
Land”, the truth contains in those trivial details. I gradually understand 
it is a process of dissolving the Self. When the Self is abandoned, there is 
no difference between the observed object and the observing subject.  

    Then, the knowledge arrives. It is called “No-Self” in Buddhism.  
 
10  Conclusion  
 

   “The peaceful practice of the Buddha’s teachings offers a possible route for co-
existence and mutual accommodation between civilizations, and also provides 
precious experience for resolving cultural conflicts and confrontations. The 
historical experience of Buddhism shows not only its compassion to benefit all 
beings, but also the open-mindedness revealed when all the oppositions are 
dissolved by the light of wisdom” (Shi 2016:328).   

 
In many decades, Chinese Buddhist temples were always linked to 
funeral rites, places of asking for fortune or health, or tourist attractions. 
It linked to elderly and uneducated people. Longquan Monastery breaks 
these biases on Chinese Buddhism: it is young, modern, and creative. 
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   Every weekend and holidays, the animation center is full of visitors, 
especially children and young peoples. The first question they ask when 
they step into the room is always the same, “where is Xian’er?” It was 
really touching that I saw a toddler put his hands together in prayer 
when he saw Robot Xian’er for the first time. A young mother told me 
that her 3-years-old daughter has to say goodnight to Xian’er on 
WeChat every night before she goes to bed. Many parents tell their 
children the cartoon book of Xian’er as the bedtime stories. Many 
children become the long-term volunteers for giving their voice in 
animations, and the whole families join in the community.  

 

 
       Fig.11: Drawings of Xian’er illustrated by a German Chinese girl, 2016. 
 

More and more young peoples choose to spend their spare time 
volunteering in monastery. They came for the Robot Monk, virtual 
reality apps, or other exciting new technologies, like me. Then they are 
gradually changed and choose the monastic life, like me as well. They 
continue the development of Longquan Animation and develop their 
own lives in the meantime.  

   Xian’er is also popular among the elderly people. For them, 
chanting Amitabha Buddha used to be how they perceive traditional 
Buddhism. Now, Xian’er and his animations become a new way for them 
to know modern Buddhism. In fact, elderly people are the most faithful 
followers in spite of the children.   

   To the monks and volunteers, no matter artificial intelligence, 
virtual reality, or social media, they are only different methods to 
communicate with modern society. The root of these forms is Buddhism 
itself. In order to convey the Buddhist teachings precisely, the 
communicators must comprehend the teachings and cultivate 
themselves. The process of producing stop-motion animations and 
making handcrafts is a method to combine self-cultivation with 
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propagating Buddhism and eventually interests both communicators 
and the public.  

   Accomplished the localization and the socialization of Chinese 
Buddhism, along with China’s increasing impact on Global economy 
and politics, Chinese Buddhism is reaching out to the world. Longquan 
Monastery has announced three branches temples opened in 
Netherlands, Los Angles, and Botswana. Two more temples will be 
opened in Europe in a year.  

   Xian’er as the mascot of Longquan Monastery is brought to all over 
the world with the missionaries. Although all his animations have 
English subtitles and the 2nd generation of the robot monk will speak 
English as well, the Buddhist teachings behind them are not very 
comprehensible for the foreigners. The next challenge of Longquan 
Animation will be how to internationalize Xian’er and bridge the gaps 
of different cultural backgrounds and thinking patterns. As the 
international conflicts are increasing, Buddhism might provide a 
possibility to eliminate the opposition between different ideologies and 
benefit all human beings. 

   Could Xian’er achieve these goals？ 
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