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Advance Praise for 
INSIDE THE FLOWER GARLAND SUTRA



“Ben Connelly’s contemporary commentary on thirty verses of a Huayan classic brings the profundity of an ancient tradition right into the palm of our hands. It skillfully evokes awe with the interconnectedness of everything in magical display, illuminating this very moment.”


— Judith Simmer-Brown, Naropa University, and author of Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine Principle in Tibetan Buddhism


“Ben Connelly’s writing goes straight to my heart and strengthens my spirit. In this jewel of a book, he does what he knows how to do so well — he shows me that my own twenty-first-century life and a seventh-century Buddhist text can talk to each other. Whether you are a scholar of Buddhism or someone who has just begun to meditate, this book will encourage you.”


— Susan Moon, co-editor of The Hidden Lamp: Stories from Twenty-Five Centuries of Awakened Women


“Ben Connelly’s new book, Inside the Flower Garland Sutra, is a significant landmark in the development of Western Buddhist practice. Huayan Buddhism arose in China inspired by the massive, psychedelic Avatamsaka Sutra — Huayan in Chinese, Hwaeom in Korean, Kegon in Japanese, and Flower Ornament in English. In his previous books such as Vasubandhu’s Three Natures: A Practitioner’s Guide for Liberation and Inside the Grass Hut: Living Shitou’s Classic Zen Poem, Connelly used primary texts to open up practical implications and expressions. Similarly, this book comments on a stimulating thirty-line verse, ‘Seal of the Huayan One Vehicle Dharma Realm’ by the seventh-century monk Uisang, a founder of Korean Hwaeom Buddhism, as Huayan teachings became most influential in Korea. Huayan and its key Fourfold Dharmadhatu teaching was also a pivotal inspiration for Chinese Soto Zen (or Caodong) and its Five Positions dialectical teaching. Connelly skillfully explicates this intricate Fourfold Dharmadhatu, celebrating ‘the boundless harmony and joy that comes from seeing that everything is included in each thing.’ Huayan is not only foundational for Hwaeom and Soto Zen, but is deeply embedded in all schools of East Asian Buddhism, as verified in a recent academic conference.


“Connelly has done his homework, consulting Korean Buddhist scholars and practitioners among others. While clarifying major Huayan teachings, he adds illuminating personal reflections based on his own years of practice and Dharma study. For example, commenting on a line about the peacefulness of all phenomena, Connelly recounts the moment when he awakened from pride in his own addiction, and the peacefulness of meditators joining a gathering in his Minneapolis neighborhood to celebrate the verdicts after the trial for the George Floyd murderers. Commenting on the Huayan ancestor Fazang’s mirrored hall demonstrating to Empress Wu the radical interconnectedness of all things, Connelly applies this to time: ‘All of time only and always shows up in the form of particular moments . . . Moments don’t have boundaries.’ Connelly then cites James Baldwin, including ‘History is literally present in all we do,’ and Dogen on time flowing, ‘Without your complete effort right now, nothing would be actualized.’ Describing the tumult after the George Floyd murder, and his own efforts to express the wholeness of the Ocean Mirror Mind, Connelly mentions Marvin Gaye, Aretha Franklin, Kendrick Lamar, and the American Indian Movement. Connelly further recommends Uisang’s verse as a dharani, helpful to simply chant without concern about itemizing meanings. Uisang’s song culminates with the original stillness that is Buddha. Connelly here speaks of the value of joyfulness, replete in the Huayan Sutra. ‘Our lives matter, suffering matters, and our practice matters. Each of us has the opportunity, a precious jewel, to find our way.’ I am deeply grateful to Ben Connelly for this excellent book, so supportive as we face a time of challenge.”


— Taigen Dan Leighton, author of books of Buddhist commentary and translation including Just This Is It: Dongshan and the Practice of Suchness, Faces of Compassion: Classic Bodhisattva Archetypes, and Dogen’s Extensive Record




“This jewel-like book is very much a Zen teacher and lifelong practitioner’s journal, consisting of brief chapters of warm-hearted reflections on various phrases (in translation) from the Avatamsaka Sutra and Korean master Uisang’s Ocean Seal diagram. Each chapter reflects the author’s curiosity, delight, and unfolding personal spiritual insights that arise as he immerses himself in the dazzling abundance of Huayan Buddhism.”


— Mushim Patricia Ikeda, Buddhist teacher and community activist
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A Soto Zen teacher explores the core teachings of the ancient Flower Garland school of Buddhism through an innovative and engaging narrative showing how to put these teachings into practice.


“Ben Connelly’s contemporary commentary on thirty verses of a Huayan classic skillfully evokes awe with the interconnectedness of everything in magical display, illuminating this very moment.”


— JUDITH SIMMER-BROWN, Naropa University, and author of Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine Principle in Tibetan Buddhism


“In this jewel of a book, Ben Connelly does what he knows how to do so well — he shows me that my own twenty-first-century life and a seventh-century Buddhist text can talk to each other. Whether you are a scholar of Buddhism or someone who has just begun to meditate, this book will encourage you.”


— SUSAN MOON, co-editor of The Hidden Lamp: Stories from Twenty-Five Centuries of Awakened Women


“Each chapter reflects the author’s curiosity, delight, and unfolding personal spiritual insights that arise as he immerses himself in the dazzling abundance of Huayan Buddhism.”


— MUSHIM PATRICIA IKEDA, Buddhist teacher and community activist


“Ben Connelly reaffirms the invitation for us, offering a set of pointers that can open us to a view of that glorious world of enlightenment depicted in the Flower Garland Sutra, taking a set of verses of thirty lines composed by Uisang, a seventh-century Korean monk, as guideposts in the adventure.”


— RUBEN L. F. HABITO, author of Total Liberation: Zen Spirituality and the Social Dimension


“Ben Connelly’s Inside the Flower Garland Sutra is a significant landmark in the development of Western Buddhist practice. I am deeply grateful to him for this excellent book, so supportive as we face a time of challenge.”


— TAIGEN DAN LEIGHTON, author of Faces of Compassion and Dogen’s Extensive Record
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Infinity Right Here Now: A Journey of Coming Home




To see a world in a grain of sand


And a heaven in a wild flower


Hold infinity in the palm of your hand


And eternity in an hour


— William Blake, “Auguries of Innocence”





The poet William Blake must have had a glimpse of that world that is portrayed with much elaborate language in the Avatamsaka, or Flower Garland, Sutra, a Buddhist scriptural text dating back to the early centuries of the Common Era composed in India and transmitted later to neighboring Asian countries. This sutra is a rather voluminous collection of scriptural texts which became the basis for a school of thought and practice in East Asia known as Huayan (Hwaeom in Korean, Kegon in Japanese) Buddhism, which in time came to influence other schools, most notably the Chan (Seon in Korean, Zen in Japanese) Buddhist tradition.


This sutra, as with every other sutra in the Buddhist canon, is meant to convey what the Buddha realized and taught to his followers. A section of the sutra tells the story of the pilgrim Sudhana, who undertakes a journey in search of truth, and who visits with and learns from fifty-three enlightened teachers and gurus who had reputedly also seen what the Buddha saw.


Huayan philosophers Dushun (557–640), Fazang (643–712), and others have waxed profound on this world of enlightenment experienced by the Buddha in their own treatises commenting on the Flower Garland Sutra. They highlight the image of the Net of Indra, a vast and infinite web of jewels wherein each jewel contains and reflects in itself the entirety of all jewels, and vice versa, wherein all jewels contain and reflect every single jewel in the entire net. The message is, in short, that each one thing that exists in this universe, likened to a jewel — you, me, dogs, cats, trees, clouds, mountains, rivers, the sun, the moon, every star, every blade of grass, every speck of dust — contains and reflects each and everything else within itself. Everything is complete in itself, as it contains the whole, and there is nothing in this universe that is not contained and held in all the other things in the universe.


This is a breathtaking vision of a wondrous world that ultimately defies verbal and conceptual articulation, which many mystics and poets across the ages and across religious traditions or no religious tradition have been speaking or writing about in their various ways. It was the entry into this world that transformed the life of one Siddhartha Gautama, a prince-turned-mendicant-seeker grappling with this dissatisfactory human condition and seeking liberation, in an experience that came to him as he sat in silent meditation under a tree. With this experience, he became an awakened one who embodied deep inner peace, genuine wisdom, and overflowing compassion. This inner transformation that occurred in him was palpable to those around him, and exuded through all his words and deeds, thus attracting people to him as they sought his guidance on how they too, might become, like him, awakened.


And the good news is that we — you and I — are also invited to see and realize that world for ourselves, and to know that it can transform our own lives and how we relate to one another and to everything else. The Chan tradition is a school of Buddhist practice that invites people to “taste and see” this world, offering practical pointers in this direction. This is the Buddha’s own invitation, cached in his response to individuals’ questions about how to get to where he had arrived, referred to as the “place of peace” (santam padam) in early scriptural texts. Many words are recorded as coming out of his mouth in response to these questions, but his most simple and direct response is summed up in this invitation: “Come and see!” (Ehi passiko in Pāli.)




The author of this book, Ben Connelly, a Zen teacher and Dharma heir in the Katagiri lineage, reaffirms the invitation for us, offering a set of pointers that can open us to a view of that glorious world of enlightenment depicted in the Flower Garland Sutra, taking a set of verses of thirty lines composed by Uisang, a seventh-century Korean monk, as guideposts in the adventure.


The approach of Zen is rather simple, though admittedly not easy by any means, as those who have taken it up can attest. It invites us to take a three-step movement. First, take a posture conducive to stillness, usually a seated position, but it may also be while walking, standing, or some other posture that enables a silencing of the mind and heart. Second, breathe with attention, not letting the monkey mind hold sway but rather bringing the mind and heart back to the breath each time we notice ourselves wandering off. And thirdly, let the mind and heart come home to the here and now, bask in the stillness, and dwell therein. Here, time and space are no more, and there is only that stillness that opens out to a vast and infinite horizon.


Dwelling in this stillness, at the still point of the turning world, to borrow from poet T. S. Eliot, the vast and infinite, wondrous universe of the Flower Garland Sutra can open up to us in this very body. The moment this happens, we realize that here is home. Exploring and coursing through the vast, infinite universe, we realize we never left home, and are amazed, our hearts filled with peace and untold joy. This is a peace and joy we cannot help but want to share with everyone in the world.


Those who are drawn to an exploration of this unfathomable realm are invited to follow those three steps outlined above — it may also help to join a sangha or community of practice, and seek the guidance of a teacher who has been there, done that — and remain steadfast and assiduous in the practice, cultivating and dwelling in stillness. Come and see!


And again, with thanks to T. S. Eliot,




We shall not cease from exploration


and the end of all our exploring


will be to arrive where we started


and know the place for the first time.





Waking up in one’s own home, however, one opens one’s eyes and realizes that the household is in disarray. One’s own children are lost in mindless play or are busy fighting one another, the stronger ones lording it over the others, who are left with little to survive on. All is not well. To top all this, fires are raging in different places, threatening the collapse of the house itself. With new eyes, one comes to realize, this is my home, and I cannot just sit smugly and allow all this suffering to go unattended.


The pilgrim Sudhana, having neared the end of his journey in meeting his first teacher, Manjusri, is then led to the bodhisattva Samantabhadra, who teaches him a final lesson. All the wisdom learned along the way would not be complete unless it is put into compassionate action, in manifold ways, in repairing this broken home.


Ruben L. F. Habito


Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Under a vaulted ceiling in the radiance of stained glass, I met Professor Jin Park at Augsburg University chapel in Minneapolis. She was visiting from American University to give a talk called “Ethical Imagination,” which wove a warp of Huayan and Yogacara Buddhism with a weft of contemporary movements for liberation. Inspired by her talk, I approached her and confided the particular challenge I was facing. I wanted to write a practical book about Huayan (Flower Garland) Buddhism based on a short, comprehensive text, but I couldn’t find a classic text that fit my aspirations. She immediately offered inspiration: the Korean master Uisang’s “Ocean Seal Chart.” As those red, yellow, and green panels of stained glass opened the sky to the chapel at Augsburg, so too has Uisang’s song opened a way to the vast spacious dimensions of Huayan. I am deeply grateful for the Dharma and for Dr. Park’s insight and friendly encouragement to move this project forward at a few key moments when it was starting to slip away.


The Flower Garland Buddhist tradition is relational, practical, and positive. Arising fifteen hundred years ago, it has made a deep impact on East Asian Buddhism, and has much to offer during this era when many folks see ever-deepening divisions. Huayan offers particular wisdom for those concerned about how to care for their own lives as they work to end harms such as ecological devastation, poverty, militarism, addiction, marginalization, and exploitation. I was originally called to study Huayan by reading Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings, which draw deeply from Huayan to form his vision for what has become known as engaged Buddhism. I frequently see the Huayan worldview reflected in ecological thought. Robin Wall Kimmerer quotes Joanna Macy in Braiding Sweetgrass, which celebrates the indigenous North American tradition of mutual support among people and plants. Her words could have come straight from a Huayan text: “Action on behalf of life transforms. Because the relationship between self and the world is reciprocal, it is not a question of first getting enlightened or saved and then acting. As we work to heal the earth, the earth heals us.”1


This book provides a broad overview of the Flower Garland Sutra and Huayan teachings and their practical implications for contemporary life. Each chapter is a commentary on one of the thirty lines in Uisang’s Ocean Seal Chart. Much of the source material for this book is other Huayan and Buddhist texts, but I also draw on a diverse array of voices from contemporary life. I have provided endnotes with citations for those seeking further study, but there are no explanatory notes. In some cases, I quote something I received through oral transmission, and no citation is provided. As a Westerner trained in the Japanese Soto Zen tradition, I aspire to approach this project with cultural humility. Uisang’s text has been a deeply embedded part of the lives of Korean people for over a thousand years. I thank the Korean people — academics, monastics, and lay folks — who helped me understand how they relate to and understand this text, and humbly pray that this book will honor their practice, their lives, and their understanding.


Avatamsaka Sutra


Huayan, (literally “Flower Garland,” Korean: Hwaeom, Japanese: Kegon) Buddhism arose in China in the sixth century CE. It takes its name and its themes from the Indian Avatamsaka, or Flower Garland, Sutra. It puts great emphasis on teachings of interdependence, and thus on the value and importance of each and every aspect of our phenomenal world: the flowers, the people in all their diversity, the animals, meals, gardens, soil, labors, sufferings, and loves. Many Buddhist teachings invite us to become free by letting go of things, the Avatamsaka Sutra invites us to see a world so abundant that we don’t feel a need to hold on to anything.


Although the Huayan school calls itself an ekayana, or “one vehicle,” tradition that affirms the value of all Buddhist schools, Huayan texts also show how it is distinct from the others. It puts less emphasis on the individual path of attaining nirvana than the Early Buddhist schools. It relies less on negative rhetoric than the early Mahayana literature such as Prajnaparamita texts and Madhyamaka philosophy. It is less psychological than the Yogacara teachings. And yet, it includes all these within its jeweled web. Huayan philosophy is relentless, abundant, and joyous in its ornate literary expressions of the wonder of each moment. It celebrates that all individual things are but manifestations of something yet more vast and amazing: the universe, the Dharma realm, a place where our practice and how we treat each thing always matters.


The style of the Avatamsaka Sutra, by far the longest Buddhist sutra at fifteen hundred pages, is surely intended to blow the mind, with its lists of hundreds of radiantly named bodhisattvas, its ornate descriptions of jeweled banners, vast crowds of magnificent beings, palaces, forests, practices, and mountains. Because the sutra is so vast as to defy summarization, we will use the Huayan teachings it inspired along with many quotations from the sutra itself to enter its wonders. The Avatamsaka and the Huayan teachings that take it as their base are in many ways quite different from the Early Buddhist teachings. However, we can see seeds of the Huayan emphasis on appreciation for the sensual world and the diversity of people and practices in the earliest Buddhist texts. In the Mahagosinga Sutta of the Pali Canon, we find many of the Buddha’s main disciples gathered in intimate conversation. Each one says, “the Gosinga Sala tree wood [forest] is delightful, the night is moonlit, the sala trees are all in blossom, and heavenly scents seem to be floating in the air. What kind of bhikku [monastic], friend . . . could illuminate the Gosinga Sala-tree Wood?”2 They rejoice in the natural beauty, and ask what practice could possibly augment it. Each disciple — Ananda, Revata, Anuruddha, Maha Kassapa, Moggallana, and Sariputra — shares their particular vision for practice: memorizing teachings, solitary meditation, using the divine eye to see a thousand worlds, harmonizing words and actions, meeting face to face in Dharma dialogue, and abiding in deep meditation states. Then the Buddha arrives, they share their various views with him, and they ask which is best. He says that each method is complete. He also adds his own: to commit oneself to freedom from suffering through mindfulness and chosen poverty.


There are various versions of the Avatamsaka Sutra arising around the middle of the first millennium CE. Some of its chapters were originally circulated as standalone sutras before the whole text was compiled. Three appeared early on and were particularly influential on Huayan thought: the Ten Stages, Purifying Practice,3 and the Gandavyuha sutras.


The Ten Stages Sutra is a mind-blowing account of the bodhisattva’s path of ever-deepening practice. Each stage includes wondrous spiritual attainments, which open ever onward into deeper compassion and joy. We find this sutra referred to in Buddhist texts from many different traditions.


The Purifying Practice Sutra comprises about a hundred and fifty verses. In each one the practitioner is invited to bring the wish that all beings be free from suffering to a specific activity: walking, shaving, entering a room, getting dressed, meditating, bathing, taking refuge in Buddha. Although Huayan is philosophically complex, the philosophy is rooted in an invitation to awaken our hearts to all beings in each particular activity and relationship. Here are a few of the verses:




When seeing a park,


He should vow: “May all beings


Diligently cultivate all the practices


And progress toward the bodhi of the Buddha.”4


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


When seeing an empty bowl,


He should vow: “May all beings


Have minds that are pure and empty


Of all the afflictions.”


When seeing a bowl that is full,


He should vow: “May all beings


Completely fulfill


All of the good dharmas.”5





The refuge vows that are a part of the daily chanting service in Soto Zen temples’ verses are found in the Purifying Practice Sutra:




I take refuge in Buddha


May all living beings


embody the great way,


resolving to awaken.


I take refuge in Dharma


May all living beings


deeply enter the sutras,


wisdom like an ocean.


I take refuge in Sangha


May all living beings


support harmony in the community,


free from hindrance.6





Over time these verses have evolved, and rather than simply containing a wish that people be free from suffering, they are sometimes translated to include a vow to free them. Here is an adapted verse composed by Thich Nhat Hanh:




Waking up this morning, I smile.


Twenty-four brand new hours are before me.


I vow to live fully in each moment


and to look at all beings with eyes of compassion7







The Gandavyuha Sutra, or Entry Into the Realm of Reality Sutra, is the third of the key standalone sutras that were incorporated into the Avatamsaka. It constitutes the final and longest chapter of the Avatamsaka Sutra. It tells the story of a young man, Sudhana, who commits his life to liberation from suffering for everyone and everything, and of his long and wondrous pilgrimage on the path. He meets with fifty-three teachers, each of whom shows him a staggering level of spiritual attainment, and then ends their meeting by saying they can’t possibly know the way to liberation. Each one sends him on to visit another teacher, to keep practicing. The teachers include beggars, queens, boys and girls, monks, nuns, rich men, mathematicians, sailors, perfumers, goddesses, bark-clad outcasts, folks who change genders, people dressed in rags, those bedecked in jewels, a prince who almost loses his life working to free all the prisoners in his land, and great bodhisattvas: Avalokiteshvara, Manjusri, and Samtantabhadra. They teach in myriad ways, all different and appropriate to themselves and those they meet: they teach by feeding people, through physical touch, by making beautiful scents and palaces, by writing, by teaching meditation, by expounding the Dharma, by revealing suffering, and by guiding people through storms. This sutra provides inspiration for those of us looking to create multicultural, engaged Buddhist communities.


The story of the Gandavyuha resonates still today. There are temples in East Asia that include a series of images or altars representing teachers Sudhana visited on his pilgrimage, so practitioners may embody his voyage in ritual space as they move from image to image. In 1991, the poet and monk Ko Un published a bestselling novel in Korea named Little Pilgrim, which retells the story of Sudhana. The novel is a wonderful invitation into the dreamlike landscape of the sutra and the path of liberation.


In East Asian Buddhist traditions, the Avatamsaka is often understood to have been the first teaching of the Buddha, but historians say its first sections arose about five hundred years after the death of the historical Buddha. In sixth-century China, the great Tiantai teacher Zhiyi compared it to the sunrise, which is first seen only on the highest mountain peaks. Not everyone is ready to climb into this rarified air, and some of us may wait for the light to come down into the valleys or set across the western horizon. It is a monumental read. The great Korean master Chinul wrote, “Because the treatise is . . . too lengthy and expansive, it was difficult for me to expound it. . . . Nevertheless it is the best mirror of the mind for sentient beings of great mind who enter the gate of complete-sudden (Hwaeom) enlightenment.”8 Like many East Asian Buddhist schools, Huayan associates itself with an Indian text, but one does not need to read the root text to study Huayan.


I have found studying and chanting the Avatamsaka to be quite wondrous. For those of you who are interested, I recommend starting with one of the three sections I described above. I learned to study sutras sitting in a circle of my peers after morning meditation with my teacher Tim Burkett guiding us with probing questions. We would sometimes use one of the simplest and best ways to dive into this sutra literature, which I call “samadhi reading.” When I first read the Gandavyuha,9 I committed to reading fifteen minutes per day. Each day, I would read aloud from the sutra without pause or reflection. I gave my full attention to the experience of the reading, and then trusted the rest. Although I was sometimes bored, annoyed, or grasping, ultimately I found this practice deepened my sense of the mystery and connection that is always vividly present in every moment of experience. I recall Norman Fischer’s joy as he recounted a ceremony at San Francisco Zen Center’s Green Gulch Farm where a large group of people was chanting from the Avatamsaka as a chorus of frogs joined in, and the temple’s many bells rang in harmony. Here is just a taste of the Gandavyuha:




At that time, Sudhana the Youth aroused thoughts of the highest esteem toward the good spiritual guide, developed a vast and pure conviction, always remained mindful of the Great Vehicle, focused on seeking the Buddha’s wisdom, and yearned to see the buddhas. . . . His mind was free of any discriminations among all buddhas. He had destroyed the net of the many mental conceptions, had abandoned all attachments, refrained from seizing on any buddha’s congregations, and also refrained from seizing on the Buddha’s pure land. He realized all beings have no self, realized all sounds are like echoes, and realized all forms are like reflected images. He then gradually traveled south until he reached the city of Simhavijrimbhita where he searched all around for Maitrayani.10





The townspeople told him the girl Maitrayani, daughter of the rajah Simhaketu, surrounded by five hundred girls, was on the roof of the palace of shining jewels, on a sandalwood seat draped with nets of jewels and heavenly cloth, offering teaching. “Hearing this, Sudhana entered the city, went to the house of the rajah, and stood at the outer foyer, desirous of seeing the girl Maitrayani. There he saw hundreds of thousands of people going in. He asked them where they were going and why they had come, and they told him they were going to Maitrayani to hear the Teaching. He thought to himself, ‘No one is prevented from going in.’ So he went in.”11


Great Huayan and Hwaeom Teachers


Huayan is often associated with five eminent Chinese monks from the sixth through the ninth centuries CE: Dushun, Zhiyan, Fazang, Chengguan, and Guifeng Zongmi. Their Huayan is reflected in many Chan and subsequent Japanese Zen teachings, and in fact, Guifeng Zongmi is considered one of the great Chan (Zen) ancestors as well. (These men are often referred to as patriarchs in the literature. I do not wish to downplay the fact that Buddhism has been characterized by a painful degree of patriarchy, but I will not use this term in this book, except in quotations.)


The Huayan tradition was transmitted to Korea in the seventh century — where it became Hwaeom — by two Korean colleagues, Uisang and Wonhyo. These two traveled through war-torn territory to study and transmit the Dharma. Uisang is the author of the “Song of Dharma Nature” on which this book is a commentary. He studied with Zhiyan in China, and both he and Wonhyo were peers of Fazang. The historical record of the lives of these monks is scanty, but the varied traditional accounts of their path to Huayan shows their powerful place in the Korean collective imagination.


Wonhyo and Uisang attempted the dangerous trek to China to meet great Buddhist teachers. In the midst of the arduous journey, deep in the night, desperate with thirst, Wonhyo found a large mug full of refreshing spring water and drank deeply. When they woke in the morning, he saw that the mug was a skull full of brackish mud. Wonhyo’s mind opened to the Buddhist teaching that phenomena arise dependent on mind and thus saw no reason to travel to China to study. Uisang carried on his pilgrimage alone.


Stories say that Uisang stayed with a devout family on his journey. A daughter, Seonmyo, fell in love with him. Uisang made clear that as a celibate monk, he could not requite her affections, and she decided to devote her life to his protection. Through her commitment, she became able to transform into a dragon. As a dragon, she guided his ship from China through a storm, and in Korea, she transformed into a huge boulder that still protects the gate at Pusok-sa, “Temple of Floating Stone,” which Uisang founded.12 Uisang was a born aristocrat and became a powerful and well-connected figure in Silla — the reigning dynasty in Korea at that time. He founded several large temples that are still operating and influential today. He was also known for promoting people of all classes as teachers within his community. They say the king once offered him a house with accompanying servants. He declined, saying “My dharma teaches equality, there is no distinction between high and low class, and anybody can share it. The Mahaparinirvana-sutra says that we should not possess any property which has been unfairly gained. What is the use of land and for what do I need servants? The dharma world is my house, and I have bowls for food. I live relying on the wisdom of the Buddha.”13


Writing about one of Uisang’s only extant texts, the subject of this book, Mu Soeng Sunim writes, “All the subsequent systematizers of Korean Buddhism relied heavily on Uisang’s schematic chart of the Avatamsaka Sutra and quoted copiously from it. Through the efforts of Uisang and his disciples, Hwaeom (Avatamsaka) became the cutting edge of all future doctrinal developments in Korean Buddhism.”14
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Seal of the Huayan One Vehicle Dharma Realm


The “Song of Dharma Nature” consists of thirty lines, each with seven classical Chinese characters. These characters are arranged into a maze-like grid, called variously Hwaeom Ilseung Beopkye Do, Beopseongge, the Seal of the Huayan One Vehicle Dharma Realm, Haein Do, or Ocean Seal Chart. Like a rolling wheel of Dharma, the characters of the poem begin in the middle of the diagram and through a winding path make their way in a general clockwise motion to arrive again in the middle, where it all began.15 The chapters of this book provide commentary on each line of this diagram’s text, which I will refer to by its many names.


Along with the text and the diagram in which it is embedded, Uisang created a line-by-line commentary on the text. Some scholars contend that the poem itself may have been composed by Uisang’s teacher Zhiyan; however, this is not a widely accepted idea. Similar debates have occurred in the case of other influential Buddhist texts — for example, some say that the “Song of the Jewel Mirror Samadhi” attributed to Dongshan may have been “his” only because it was transmitted to him by his teacher Yunyan. Uisang does little to dispel doubts about authorship. In his commentary on the text he writes: “Why do you [I] not show the name of the author? Answer: It is because I would show that all dharmas produced by causes have no such thing as a host.”16 Over and again these teachers will demonstrate that Dharma is not something owned or grasped, but a relational process.


The Seal Diagram touches on many of the central themes of the Huayan tradition and provides us many entry points into this wondrous teaching. It takes as its source the Avatamsaka (Flower Garland) Sutra, and provides a terse, memorable entry into the wisdom and vision of that vast text. It is a compact expression of this deep well of Dharma. In his commentary on the Seal, Uisang refers to the Avatamsaka and Srimaladevi sutras, the Awakening of Faith, to Vasubandhu’s commentary on the Ten Stages Sutra, and to Asanga’s great Yogacara Buddhist text, the Mahayanasamgraha (A Compendium of the Mahayana).




Of the winding path the poem makes through the Seal Diagram, Uisang writes that the one path represents the one sound of the Buddha, and the twists and turns represent the diversity of capacities and needs of the countless beings with which we share this earth.17 Of the weaving lines of poetry he writes, “No matter how far you go, you are in the original place, and no matter whether you arrive, you are in the place of departure.”18 In some ways, the Seal Diagram resembles a mandala, but although its path winds from end to beginning in an endless circle, the shape is square. Uisang writes that the four sides of the diagram represent the bodhisattva’s four methods of guidance, which permeate the first chapter of the Avatamsaka: giving, kind speech, beneficial action, and cooperation. The four corners represent the four immeasurable aspects of mind: loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity.19 The path of the poem through the diagram is also a symbolic map of the path of Sudhana’s pilgrimage in the final chapter of the Avatamsaka. Uisang writes, “One day someone fell asleep and dreamt that he was wandering about thirty places. When he awoke, he found that he was lying in the same position as he had started in, without changing. In this way, though we start from the first character ‘Dharma’ [in the diagram] and return to that same character, passing all others along the way, it is in the same position as if we had never moved at all.”20


This Seal Diagram has been a subject of study, devotion, and reverence for a long time. For many people this Seal Diagram is an object of great spiritual power. I recently found a video21 of a large crowd of lay people walking a slow winding path through the courtyard of Songgwangsa temple in Korea to the sound of bells, chanting, and birdsong. They were walking the route of a giant labyrinth imprinted on the ground, a massive version of the Seal Diagram of the Huayan One Vehicle Dharma Realm. Professor Chang-Seong Hong described the same style of chanting and meditative walking done at Haein-sa Monastery to me, then casually mentioned, “I’ve done it hundreds of times.” The “Song of Dharma Nature” is chanted in Korean funeral rites and used as a spell to gain the fulfillment of wishes. The Seal Diagram is often used as a protective amulet.22 Korean Buddhists understand its use in many different ways. Recently, I asked the Korean nun Sinwoo Sunim via email about the Ocean Seal Chart. She offered me these words on the contemporary use of our text in Korean Buddhism: “Everyday ceremony usually ends by chanting the Ocean Seal Chart. The Ocean Seal Chart is an extract-like sentence that contains all the truth, so beginners unconditionally study, memorize, and recite it every day. . . . You start your day at home by reciting the Ocean Seal Chart and thinking deeply about its meaning.” I encourage you to take up chanting or reciting the text as an aspect of your engagement with this book.


This book will emphasize how to practice a life of liberation informed by the “Song of Dharma Nature.” It was created to be part of Huayan practice, which includes taking refuge in the three treasures — the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha — following the precepts, and practicing meditation.
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