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Preface of the Abbey
There are two books at the far end of the Buddhist tradition that have never stopped astonishing people, and both of them are named after flowers.
One is the Flower Garland — in Sanskrit the Buddhāvataṃsaka, in Chinese the Huayan jing. It describes the world as it appears to someone completely awake: not a warehouse of separate objects but a single living fabric in which every thread runs through every other. In its standard Chinese form it fills eighty scrolls and thirty-nine chapters, and Thomas Cleary’s complete English translation runs to some fifteen hundred pages. Chinese tradition calls it the King of Kings among sūtras. The Venerable Hsuan Hua, who lectured on it for years in San Francisco, taught that anyone who has not read this sūtra does not know the true magnificence of Buddhism.
The other is the Lotus — the Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, the Fahua jing. It is far shorter, twenty-eight chapters in Kumārajīva’s translation of 406, and it is warmer. It makes a single promise in a dozen different registers: that no living being is spiritually second-class. Not the beginner, not the failure, not the one who came late or badly or by the wrong road. The lotus roots in pond mud and opens clean, and the sūtra takes that as a description of every life without exception.
Put them beside each other and they cover the ground. The Garland asks what is the world? The Lotus asks who belongs to it? One is a map of the cosmos. The other is a hand held out.
This volume takes them together and calls them the Flower Sūtras. That is a name of convenience, not of history — they were never one work, and they came from different hands in different centuries. But they share a flower, they share a vision, and for a thousand years the same people read both. Dōgen quoted the Lotus more than any other scripture and died in a room he had named the Lotus Sūtra Hermitage. Fazang explained the Garland to an empress by pointing at a gilded lion. This house holds both.
What this book does. It walks through the teaching of these two sūtras in ordinary contemporary English, for a reader who has never opened a Buddhist book. It tells the sūtras’ own stories — the burning house, the poor son, the phantom city, the monk who bowed to everyone — because those stories are the teaching, and because inventing substitutes for them would be a strange way of honouring them. It quotes very little and paraphrases throughout, because the translations belong to the translators; where the exact words matter, they are brief and attributed.
What this book does not do. It does not replace the sūtras. Nothing in three hundred pages can stand in for fifteen hundred. It is a doorway with the real house behind it, and Appendix A tells you how to get into the house.
Whose voices are here. Not only the sūtras’. The tradition is not a pair of texts; it is a long line of people who read them and were changed. Dushun sitting in contemplation in the sixth century. Zhiyi on Mount Tiantai working out how the whole confusing canon could be one teaching. Fazang building a hall of mirrors. Chengguan naming the four dharma-realms. Huiyuan and a hundred and twenty-three others by a pond at Mount Lu in 402. Hakuin, who read the Lotus at fifteen and thought it was nothing much, and read it again at forty-two and wept. Nichiren, who staked everything on it. Shinran, who staked everything on a name. And in our own time Hsuan Hua, Thich Nhat Hanh, Nikkyō Niwano, Thomas Cleary. Their readings are named where they are used. Appendix G tells you who they were.
May it open like a flower opens: without argument, and all at once.

On quotation. This book paraphrases; it does not reproduce. Passages from the sūtras and from later masters are restated in this book’s own words, with the source named so that a reader can go and find the original. The handful of direct quotations are short, marked, and attributed. All modern translations of these scriptures are the property of their translators, and the reader is urged to buy them.


How This Book Is Built
Ten gates. Ten parts, each opening at a real place where these sūtras were taught, translated, argued over, or planted. Bodh Gayā. Vulture Peak. Khotan. The translation halls of Luoyang. Mount Wutai. Mount Tiantai. Tōdai-ji at Nara. Mount Hiei. Eihei-ji in the snow. The White Lotus pond at Donglin on Mount Lu. These are not decoration. The teaching travelled on human legs through actual weather.
Two responses. Every chapter ends with a panel headed The Flower, naming which of the two blossoms has been speaking. Garland chapters close with In one flower, all flowers. Lotus chapters close with No one is left outside. At the end of each part the two are said together and answered: Two flowers, one garden. Read aloud, the book is prayable.
Articles. Numbered articles run continuously in the jade-ruled panels. They are the doctrine compressed. A reader in a hurry can read only the articles and receive the argument; a reader with time will find the prose is where it becomes believable.
The parables are the sūtra’s own. Book Seven retells the seven great parables of the Lotus in the order the sūtra gives them, with the sūtra’s own interpretations, plus two of its most consequential episodes. Nothing there is invented. Where this book adds an illustration from modern life, it says so plainly and keeps it short.
Proportion. About seven parts in ten is the vision of the two sūtras. About two parts in ten is the foundation of Buddhism generally, supplied where it is needed to make the flowers legible. The remaining part is Pure Land and Zen, introduced as what later generations did with this inheritance.
Where to start. At the beginning, for order. At Book Seven, for the stories. At Book Nine, if you are tired and want something you can do today.

Book I — The Two Flowers

At the gate of the bodhi tree at Bodh Gayā.

Here a tired man sat down under a fig tree beside a river and did not get up until something had changed. The tradition says that when he opened his eyes the world had not moved an inch and was utterly different. It says, too, that what he saw first was more like a garden than a doctrine.

℣ He looked, and the whole world was looking back.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER I
The World as a Living Garden
Stand at the edge of any garden in the middle of summer and try to say where one plant ends.
You cannot do it honestly. The roots are braided underground. The bees carry one flower’s future into another flower’s body. The shade of the tall plants is the reason the low ones survive; the low ones are the reason the soil stays damp enough for the tall ones. The dead leaves of last year are this year’s food. If you pulled out a single species — even one you had never noticed, even something you would have called a weed — the whole arrangement would tilt.
We know this about gardens. We are strangely willing to forget it about everything else.
The first of our two books, the one called the Flower Garland, is built on the refusal to forget it. Its whole enormous length is an attempt to say one thing carefully enough that it lands: the world is not a collection of things. It is a system of relationships that we have learned to describe as things, because that is convenient, and because language works better with nouns than with weather.
This is not mysticism. It is the plainest description available. Your body is running on air that was in a forest last week and water that was in a cloud. Your language was invented by strangers who are dead. Your sense of who you are was assembled out of a few thousand encounters, most of which you did not choose. The parts of you that feel most private — your taste in music, your fear of one particular kind of silence — arrived from outside and were made yours. There is no seam where you begin.
The garland in the book’s name is a strand of flowers threaded together, the kind hung around a guest’s neck at a door. The image is exact. Each blossom keeps its own colour and its own scent, and none of them is the thread, and none of them would be a garland alone. Unity is not sameness. The world is not one thing in the sense of being uniform; it is one thing in the sense of being connected, the way a body is one thing while being made of very different organs that would each be useless in isolation.
So the first move this book asks of you is small and difficult. When you next look at anything — a person on a bus, a cracked pavement, a bowl on a table — resist for one breath the habit of seeing it as a separate item, and try instead to see it as the near end of an enormous number of relationships arriving at that point. The bowl is clay and fire and somebody’s hands. The pavement is a decision made by a council thirty years ago. The person is a whole lineage, walking.
Nothing has to be added to the world for it to be sacred. It only has to be seen accurately.

1. The world is a single connected process. What we call a separate thing is a place where relationships have gathered densely enough to be given a name.

2. Unity does not erase difference. A garland is one because it is threaded, not because its flowers are identical.

3. To perceive rightly is already the beginning of the spiritual life. Nothing needs to be imported into the ordinary world to make it holy.



The Flower. The Garland — many blossoms on one thread, hung at the door as you arrive.

℣ Look at one living thing until you cannot find its edge.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER II
Why a Flower and Not a Stone
It matters that both of these sūtras are named after flowers, and it would have mattered differently if they had been named after mountains.
The names are not incidental. Avataṃsaka means a garland, wreath, or ornament of flowers, and the traditional reading — stated plainly by historians of Indian Buddhism — is that the virtues accumulated by the Buddha on the long road adorn him as a garland of flowers adorns a person. The Chinese huayan carries the same sense: flower-adornment. And puṇḍarīka in the Lotus’s title is specifically the white lotus, the one that comes up out of the mud of a pond, with saddharma, the true or wonderful teaching, in front of it.
Two flowers, two different jobs. A garland is many blossoms made one by a thread. A lotus is one blossom made out of what lay beneath it.
A stone teaches endurance. A mountain teaches scale and patience. Either would have made a serviceable emblem for a religion, and plenty of religions have used them. But a flower teaches something the hard things cannot: that the most valuable outcome of a long process may be brief, soft, and given away.
Consider what a flower actually is. It is a plant’s most expensive organ and its least defended. Everything else the plant makes is for the plant — roots to drink, leaves to eat light, bark to survive winter. The flower is the one part built entirely for somebody else. Its colour is a message to an eye that is not its own. Its scent is addressed to a creature that will arrive from somewhere else and leave. Its nectar is a gift with no guarantee. The plant spends its stored summer on an advertisement to strangers, and by that expenditure, and only by that, it continues.
That is not a bad description of a life well lived.
And the flower is honest about time in a way stone is not. It opens knowing it will close. It is beautiful precisely at the moment of its greatest vulnerability, when it is wide open and cannot be closed again quickly. It does not hedge. Nothing that has to last forever can afford to be that beautiful.
So when the tradition chose flowers to name its two greatest books, it chose an emblem of generosity, of impermanence, and of a beauty that costs something. The garland says: all of these together, and each one entire. The lotus says: out of that water, this.
The Chan tradition kept a story about this, and it is worth telling with its provenance attached. At an assembly on Vulture Peak the Buddha held up a flower and said nothing. Only Mahākāśyapa understood, and smiled, and the transmission passed between them without a sentence. The story does not appear in the Indian canon; its earliest known version is Chinese, from around 1036, and it became Case Six of the Gateless Gate in 1228. It was preserved because it names something people recognise. A flower is already the whole teaching. It is interdependent, it is impermanent, it is generous, it is beautiful, it is here for a short time, and it asks nothing.
You could build an entire religion out of taking that seriously. Two of them were.

4. The flower is chosen as emblem because it is generous, brief, and undefended — three qualities the tradition treats as marks of a life that has understood itself.

5. A thing is not made less serious by being soft. The most costly part of a plant is the part it gives away.



The Flower. Both — the Garland and the Lotus, held up in silence before anyone had thought to write either down.

℣ What is being offered has already been said.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER III
The Garland: Many Blossoms on One Thread
The first flower is a garland, and the book named after it asks the largest question a book can ask: what is actually here?
Its answer takes a very long time, because it is trying to describe something the ordinary mind is built to miss. We are not designed for accuracy; we are designed for usefulness. A mind that noticed every connection between every thing could not cross a road. So we simplify, brutally and constantly, and the simplification works so well that we forget it is a simplification and mistake our shorthand for the world.
The Garland’s method is to overwhelm that shorthand. It piles up scale until scale stops meaning anything — worlds inside worlds, ages inside a moment, oceans of light — not to impress the reader but to exhaust the part of the mind that keeps trying to file things away. Somewhere past the point where you give up on counting, a different kind of seeing is supposed to open.
Three claims sit at its centre, and the rest of this book will return to them again and again.
The first: everything contains everything. Not symbolically — structurally. Whatever brought this moment about is the entire prior history of the universe without exception, and whatever this moment does will run outward without limit. There is no small event. There is only the illusion of a small event, created by looking at too short a stretch of time.
The second: the boundaries are ours. Where a thing ends and another begins is a line we draw for our own convenience. It is a useful line. It is not a real edge. To an awakened eye the world is described as unobstructed — meaning not that objects pass through each other, but that nothing is finally shut off from anything.
The third: the mind is not a spectator. What we perceive is not raw reality delivered to a neutral observer; it is a joint production, made by the world and the mind together, moment by moment. Change the mind and the world you are living in changes, not as a figure of speech.
Those three together are the Garland’s answer to what is actually here. A single, seamless, mutually reflecting whole, in which you are not a visitor.
The consequence, and the book does not shy from it, is ethical. If the world is one fabric, then cruelty is a wound taken in your own body at a place you have not learned to feel. And kindness — the smallest kindness, unrecorded, unthanked — is not a private gesture. It is a movement in the whole.

6. The Garland asks what the world is, and answers: one interpenetrating whole, in which each part contains the pattern of the totality.

7. The ordinary mind simplifies in order to function. The simplification is useful and it is not the truth.

8. Because the world is one fabric, ethics is not a rule imposed on reality from outside. It is a description of how reality behaves when it is understood.



The Flower. The Garland — the map of what is.

℣ Nothing you do lands only where you aimed it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER IV
The Lotus: Clean Water Out of Mud
The second flower is a lotus, and the book named after it asks a different question, one that lies closer to the skin: who is this for?
Every religion has to answer that, and most of them have answered it badly at least once. The usual failure is a ladder. There are the serious people at the top who have given their lives to it, and beneath them the moderately committed, and beneath them the ordinary, and somewhere far down the ones who are simply doing their best and have no time to be holy. The ladder is never announced. It does not have to be. Everyone lower down can feel it.
The Lotus takes that ladder apart.
Its claim is that the different levels were never levels at all. They were teaching arrangements — real, useful, adapted to who was in front of the teacher on a given day — and mistaking them for a permanent hierarchy was a misunderstanding, however honest. There is one destination. Everyone is going there. The differences between people are differences of position on the road, not differences of entitlement.
That sounds mild until you sit with what it excludes. It excludes the idea that some souls are made of finer material. It excludes the idea that your background disqualifies you, that your gender disqualifies you, that your record disqualifies you, that your intelligence disqualifies you, that starting at fifty-eight disqualifies you. It excludes the comfortable and cruel thought — which every community produces sooner or later — that certain people are simply not the kind of people this is for.
And it grounds all of that in the flower.
The lotus is not a pure thing that has managed to avoid contamination. It is a pond plant. It roots in anaerobic muck, in the black sediment at the bottom of still water, and it draws everything it becomes out of exactly that. The bloom is not clean because it escaped the mud. The bloom is clean because it is what the mud does when it is given a stem and some light.
This is the difference between purity as avoidance and purity as transformation, and the whole Lotus tradition stands on the second. Your history is not a disqualification. It is your material. The parts of your life you would most like to leave out of the account are, in the usual event, the parts that make you useful to anybody.
So the second flower is a promise rather than a map, and the promise is short: you are not too far gone, too late, or too ordinary. The pond is where lotuses come from.

9. The Lotus asks who awakening is for, and answers: everyone without exception. Apparent levels of attainment are positions on one road, not separate roads.

10. Purity in this tradition means transformation, not avoidance. The lotus is made of the mud it grew in.

11. No history, circumstance, capacity, or record removes a being from the path.



The Flower. The Lotus — opened on still water, made entirely of what lay beneath it.

℣ What you are ashamed of is your material.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER V
The Two Questions
Set the two books side by side and you can see why the same people kept both.
The Garland answers a question about reality. The Lotus answers a question about belonging. Either one alone goes wrong in a predictable direction.
Take the Garland by itself and you get a magnificent vision that can float free of any particular human being. The interconnection of all things is true, and it is also, in the wrong mood, a way of not having to care about anyone in particular. Cosmic scale is a very effective anaesthetic. People who talk constantly about the oneness of the universe are not always easy to live with, and the reason is that a vision of the whole can quietly become a way of skipping the part.
Take the Lotus by itself and you get warmth without foundation. Everyone matters; everyone will arrive. Beautiful — but on what grounds? Why should the universe be arranged so generously? Encouragement that cannot say why it is true wears thin around the fourth hard year.
Together they hold each other up. The Garland tells you why no one can be written off: because each being contains the whole pattern, so writing anybody off is an incoherent act, like tearing one page out of a book and expecting the rest to still make sense. The Lotus tells you what to do with the vision: come down off the mountain and treat the next person you meet as what they are.
The tradition put this compactly, and the phrase is worth keeping: wisdom and compassion are two wings. Not two virtues, one of which you might have more talent for. Two wings — meaning that a bird with one is not half-flying. It is on the ground.
Wisdom without compassion becomes clever and cold, and there is a great deal of it about. Compassion without wisdom becomes sentiment, exhausts itself in a year, and often does harm while meaning well. What the two flowers make together is a single motion: see clearly, and act kindly, and discover that these were never two instructions.

12. The Garland answers what the world is; the Lotus answers who belongs to it. Each corrects a characteristic failure of the other.

13. Wisdom and compassion are not two achievements but two aspects of one accurate perception.

14. A vision of the whole that does not change how you treat the person in front of you has not been understood.



The Flower. Both, and the space between them where the reader stands.

℣ See the whole; serve the particular.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER VI
What This Book Is and Is Not
A word about honesty, before we go further.
The two scriptures behind this book are immense. The Flower Garland runs in its standard Chinese form to eighty scrolls and thirty-nine chapters — more than seven hundred thousand Chinese characters — and Thomas Cleary’s complete English translation, published between 1984 and 1987, fills some fifteen hundred pages. The City of Ten Thousand Buddhas has been issuing Hsuan Hua’s commentary on it for decades and expects the finished set to run to seventy-five volumes or more. The Lotus is far shorter — twenty-eight chapters, readable in a few sittings — but it is dense with imagery and its structure is doing careful work that a summary destroys. Between them they represent centuries of composition, transmission across mountain ranges, and translation by teams who gave their working lives to it.
Nothing in a few hundred pages can stand in for that, and this book does not try. What you are holding is an original work. Its stories were invented for it. Its images are its own. Where the historical texts are famous for a particular parable, that parable is not repeated here; a different one is offered instead, aimed at the same target. The reason is not caution. It is that the originals are literature, and their power is in the patient unfolding of their own language, which cannot be compressed without being ruined. A summary of a great scripture is like a description of a piece of music: accurate, useful, and not the thing.
So the relationship is this. The historical sutras are the source. This book is a doorway, built in a different material, standing in front of them.
What is claimed here is faithfulness. Everything asserted in these pages is something the two sūtras assert, or something a named teacher in their lineage has said about them. The parables are the sūtras’ own, in the sūtras’ order, with the sūtras’ own interpretations. The history is checkable. Where this book adds an illustration from modern life it says so and keeps it brief. Nothing has been added from elsewhere because it seemed compatible, and nothing has been modernised into a psychology or a politics.
What is not claimed is scholarship, novelty of doctrine, or any substitute for the originals. Serious readers should go to the translators — Cleary for the Garland; Hurvitz, Watson, Reeves, or Kubo and Yuyama for the Lotus — and to the commentators, ancient and living. If a reader takes this book as the last word on the Flower Sūtras, that reader has been misled by us, and we would rather say so now.
Appendix A tells you what the real books are, when they were made, who carried them, and where to find them in English. That appendix is the most important page in this volume. Everything before it is an invitation to turn to it.

The scriptures behind this book. The Flower Garland — Sanskrit Buddhāvataṃsaka, Chinese Huayan jing — exists in three Chinese translations: sixty scrolls by Buddhabhadra, completed about 420; eighty scrolls by Śikṣānanda of Khotan, begun at Luoyang in 695 and completed in 699; and forty scrolls by Prajñā, finished in 798, containing only the final chapter. The Lotus — Sanskrit Saddharmapuṇḍarīka, Chinese Fahua jing — is read chiefly in Kumārajīva’s translation of 406, in twenty-eight chapters. See Appendix A.



The Flower. Both — named plainly, so that no reader mistakes the doorway for the house.

℣ This is the gate, and the garden is beyond it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book II — The Ground Under the Garden

At the gate of Gṛdhrakūṭa, Vulture Peak above Rājagṛha.

A low hill of dark rock above an old city in northern India, reached by a stone path, with a flat place at the top where a few dozen people could sit. Tradition places much of the Lotus teaching here. It is a modest hill. Everything that follows had to start somewhere small enough to walk up.

℣ The largest teaching was given on a small hill.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER VII
The Man Who Woke Up
Before either flower, there was a man.
He was born in the foothills of the Himalaya about twenty-five centuries ago, into a ruling family of a small people, and he was raised the way the sons of such families were raised: comfortably, with the unpleasant parts of the world arranged to happen elsewhere. He married. He had a child. By any reasonable measure he had already won.
What broke him open was not tragedy. It was noticing. Somewhere in his twenties it became impossible for him to stop seeing that people get old, that people get sick, and that everybody dies, including everybody he loved, including him. That is not news. Every human being knows it, and every human being manages, most days, not to know it. He lost the ability to manage it.
So he left — a wife, a son, an inheritance, a certain future — and spent about six years doing what serious seekers in his time and place did. He studied with the best teachers available and mastered what they taught. He practised extreme austerity, starving himself close to death on the theory that the body is the problem. He got very good at all of it, and none of it did what he needed done.
Then he did something that turned out to matter more than any of the techniques: he ate a meal, sat down under a tree by a river, and stopped trying to force the issue. He resolved simply to look, without flinching and without hurrying, at what was actually the case. He sat through a night. Whatever happened in that night, he described afterwards as waking up.
He is called the Buddha because of that, and the word is not a name or a title of rank. It means, near enough, the one who woke up. It is a description of a change of state, and the tradition has always insisted that it is a change available in principle to anyone, which is precisely the claim the Lotus would later make the centre of everything.
He then did the thing that makes him our concern rather than a private mystic: he walked back down and spent forty-five years explaining it to whoever would sit still. Farmers, kings, thieves, other teachers’ students, his own family. He died an old man, on the road, between towns, having told the people around him not to make it about him.
Both of our sūtras grow out of that night and those forty-five years, and both make a claim about it that goes beyond the biography. Traditional accounts hold that the Flower Garland was what he saw immediately after waking, before he had said anything to anybody — too vast to be received, so that he began again more simply. And in its sixteenth chapter the Lotus says that the waking under the tree was not the beginning either. Book Ten takes that up.
For now the plain version is enough. The Garland reports on what the world looked like from inside that waking. The Lotus reports on who it was for.

15. The tradition begins not with a revelation from outside but with a human being who looked steadily at ordinary facts until they yielded.

16. Buddha is not a name. It is the description of a state — one who is awake — and the tradition has always held that state to be reachable.



The Flower. Both — the root under both stems, which is a man sitting down and refusing to look away.

℣ He did not receive it. He noticed it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER VIII
What Awakening Means
The word gets used badly, so it is worth saying plainly what is and is not meant.
Awakening in this tradition is not a trance, not a vision, not an emotional high, and not the acquisition of secret information. It is not leaving the world for a better one. It is not becoming a different person with a nicer personality. Anyone who returns from a weekend describing a permanent transformation of their character is, in the tradition’s own dry assessment, probably describing a very good weekend.
What is meant is a change in seeing that does not wear off.
Take a small analogy. There is a moment in learning a language when you stop translating. For months you have been hearing a sound, retrieving a word, assembling a meaning. Then one afternoon someone says something and you simply understand it, with nothing in between. Nothing has been added to your ears. A layer of processing has dropped out, and what was laborious is now direct.
Awakening is described as that, applied to reality itself. Ordinarily we do not meet the world; we meet our commentary on the world, delivered so fast that it feels like perception. A face arrives already labelled threat or nobody. A morning arrives already labelled another one. Awakening is what is left when the commentary stops being mistaken for the thing.
And the effect, the tradition insists, is not detachment but the opposite. The commentary is mostly self-protective; it exists to sort the world into what serves me and what does not. When it drops away, what remains is not indifference but an unguarded availability to what is actually in front of you. People near such a person report being seen, sometimes uncomfortably.
The Garland’s contribution here is to say what is seen when the commentary stops: a world with no seams in it — what its Chinese interpreters called the dharmadhātu, the realm of reality apprehended without obstruction. The Lotus’s contribution is to insist that this is not a rare constitutional gift, like perfect pitch. It is the natural result of a long, ordinary, unglamorous process of not looking away, and it is on offer to the person reading this sentence.
Bodhi, the word usually rendered awakening, comes from a root meaning simply to wake. There is no metaphor of ascent in it, and no metaphor of escape. You do not go anywhere when you wake up. You are in the same bed, in the same room, and everything is different because you are present to it.

17. Awakening is a permanent change in perception, not an experience. Experiences end; a change in seeing is what remains after the experience has ended.

18. What obscures reality is not the world but the running commentary the mind supplies about it, which is mistaken for perception itself.

19. The mark of awakening is not withdrawal but availability. Those near such a person report being fully seen.



The Flower. Both — the same eyes, opened.

℣ You do not travel to wake up.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER IX
Four True Things
The first thing he taught, and the least ornamental, was a list of four observations. They are usually called noble truths, which makes them sound grander than they are. They are closer to a physician’s note: symptom, cause, prognosis, treatment.
One: life as we normally run it contains a persistent unsatisfactoriness. Not that everything is misery — plainly it is not. The claim is subtler and harder to dodge: that even our good states are shadowed. The holiday is shadowed by its ending. The achievement is shadowed by the next one. The love is shadowed by the knowledge that one of you will go first. There is a faint, near-continuous friction between how things are and how we need them to be. Most of what we do all day is an attempt to manage that friction.
Two: the friction has a cause, and the cause is craving. Not desire in the ordinary sense — wanting lunch is not the problem. The word points to the compulsive quality: the mind’s insistence that this moment be other than it is, and its conviction that satisfaction lies in the next arrangement. It is the sense of leaning forward permanently. Craving is not immoral. It is exhausting, and it does not deliver.
Three: because it has a cause, it can end. This is the hinge and the reason the whole thing is not pessimism. If unsatisfactoriness were simply the nature of existence, there would be nothing to do but endure. But it arises from something, and things that arise from something can stop when that something stops. The friction is not built into reality. It is built into a habit.
Four: there is a way to work on it, and it is a practical training, described in the next chapter.
Notice the shape. It is not a metaphysics. It does not tell you what the universe is made of or who made it. It says: here is what hurts, here is why, here is that it can stop, here is what to do this week. That is why it survived. It is a claim you can test in your own life.
The two flowers assume all of this. Neither of them repeats it much, because both are addressed to people who already have it. But they lean on it entirely — the Lotus’s promise is only interesting because the third truth is true, and the Garland’s vision is only reachable because the fourth one works.

20. The four truths are diagnostic in form: condition, cause, prognosis, treatment. They make no claim about the origin of the universe.

21. The unsatisfactoriness described is not the presence of pain but the friction of demanding that this moment be other than it is.

22. Because the condition is caused, it is not permanent. This is the hinge on which every later hope in the tradition, including both flowers, is hung.



The Flower. Both — the diagnosis under the promise.

℣ It hurts, it has a cause, it can stop, here is the work.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER X
The Eightfold Way of Walking
The prescribed treatment is a list of eight, and the standard translation gives every item the adjective right, which in English sounds like a schoolmaster. The underlying sense is nearer to fitting, well-aimed, or whole — the way a door is right when it closes cleanly.
They are not eight consecutive stages. They are eight aspects of one life, worked on together, the way a musician works on tone and timing and phrasing at once rather than perfecting one before starting the next.
They fall into three groups.
How you see. Fitting view — a working understanding of how things actually are, including the four truths and, in our two books, the interconnection of everything. Fitting intention — knowing what you are actually for, which for this tradition means the intention to stop causing harm and to be of use.
How you behave. Fitting speech — not lying, not using words as weapons, not filling silence with noise that damages people. Fitting action — not killing, not taking what is not given, not using another person’s body or trust as a convenience. Fitting livelihood — earning your living in a way that does not require you to injure people to eat. That one is deliberately awkward, and it is meant to be.
How you train the mind. Fitting effort — the sustained, unheroic work of noticing which states you are feeding. Fitting mindfulness — the practice of being present to what is actually occurring, in the body, in the feelings, in the mind, rather than to your narration of it. Fitting concentration — the trained capacity to hold attention steady, which is to the mind what strength is to the body.
The three groups hold each other up. Meditation on top of a dishonest life does not go deep, because a mind that is managing concealments cannot sit still. Ethics without any inner training becomes brittle and self-congratulatory. Understanding without either is a hobby.
What the two flowers add is scope. The Garland says that the fitting view you are cultivating is a view of an unbroken world, so that ethics is not obedience but accuracy. The Lotus says the path is walkable by anyone, from wherever they are standing, and that a person who has taken one honest step is on it — not near it, not preparing for it. On it.

23. The eightfold path is a single life described from eight angles, not a sequence of stages to be completed in order.

24. Ethical conduct is not preliminary to inner work. It is the condition that makes inner work possible, because a mind managing concealment cannot rest.

25. One honest step places a person on the path. There is no antechamber.



The Flower. The Lotus — which counts the first step as the road.

℣ Begin badly, and you have begun.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XI
Cause and Fruit
Of all the words this tradition has given English, karma has taken the worst beating. It now generally means cosmic score-keeping, with an implied administrator. Somebody is rude in traffic, their tyre goes flat, and we say the word with satisfaction.
That is not the teaching, and the distortion matters because it turns a description of how minds work into a superstition about how the universe punishes.
The word means action. The teaching is that intentional action has consequences, and that the most reliable consequences fall inside the actor.
Watch it happen at small scale. A man decides, over a period of months, to be a little dishonest at work — nothing dramatic, just a habit of shading the truth. What follows is not lightning. What follows is that lying becomes easier for him. His threshold moves. He begins to expect dishonesty from others, because he now knows how simple it is. He becomes slightly harder to reach, because a person with something to conceal keeps a small distance from everyone. Nobody punished him. He built the room he now lives in, one brick at a time, and did not notice he was building.
The same mechanism runs the other way and is the reason for any hope at all. A woman decides to be reliably kind to one difficult colleague. At first it is effortful and a little false. Repeated, it stops being effortful. Repeated longer, it stops being a decision. She has not been rewarded; she has become someone for whom that response is now natural, and she will meet the rest of her life with that equipment.
This is why the tradition puts such weight on intention. The same outward act done from different motives builds different people. Money given to be seen giving it makes a different person from money given quietly, even where the recipient cannot tell the difference.
Both flowers depend on this. The Garland extends it outward — because nothing is separate, actions do not stop at the actor, and their consequences run through the whole net in ways no one can trace. The Lotus extends it forward — because character is built rather than issued, no one’s character is final, and therefore no one can be written off on the evidence of their present behaviour.

26. Karma means action, not retribution. Its primary consequence is the shaping of the one who acts.

27. Intention is decisive. The same outward act performed from different motives forms different persons.

28. Because character is built and not issued, no assessment of a person is final. This is the ground of the Lotus’s refusal to write anyone off.



The Flower. Both — the Garland running the consequence outward, the Lotus running it forward.

℣ You are building the room you will live in.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XII
Nothing Stays
Everything you can point to is on its way somewhere else.
This is the most obvious teaching in the tradition and the hardest one to actually accept, because we accept it in general and refuse it in every particular case. Of course everything changes. Not this, though. Not this person, this arrangement, this body, this good stretch.
The tradition calls it impermanence, and it does not offer it as bad news. It offers it as the correct description, from which several things follow.
The first is that impermanence is the reason anything good can happen. A universe of permanence would be a universe where nothing could grow, heal, be learned, be forgiven, or be born. The child cannot walk and then can. The wound closes. The grief, which felt like a permanent condition, turns out after two years to be something you carry rather than something that carries you. Every improvement in your life to date has been change doing its work. We want the changes we like and none of the ones we do not, which is not a philosophy but a preference.
The second is that clinging is the mechanism of suffering, more precisely than loss is. Things depart whether or not we grip them. What the grip adds is the injury of pretending they will not. A parent who understands that a child is a temporary arrangement of a very specific age — this exact person, who will be gone in eleven months and replaced by someone taller with different opinions — sees that child better than a parent who assumes continuity.
The third belongs to the flowers. The Garland’s world is not a set of things that happen to be changing; it is a process that we perceive as things. What we call an object is a slow event. A mountain is a slow event. You are a fairly quick one. Seen at the right speed, the whole world is flowing, and stability is an artefact of the timescale you happen to inhabit.
And the lotus, which lasts a few days, is the tradition’s chosen emblem for the highest thing it knows. That is not an oversight. It is the point. Nothing that had to last would ever be permitted to open that far.

29. Impermanence is the condition of all growth, healing, learning, and forgiveness. It is not a misfortune to be endured but the mechanism by which anything good becomes possible.

30. Suffering is produced less by loss than by the grip that denies loss in advance.

31. What appears as a thing is an event proceeding at a speed that makes it look stationary.



The Flower. The Garland — a world that is a river being mistaken for furniture.

℣ Nothing is standing still, including the one who is watching.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XIII
Nothing Stands Alone
Here the foundations run directly into the first flower, and this chapter is the hinge of the book.
The general teaching is called dependent arising, and it says: things come into being in dependence on conditions, and pass away when those conditions pass. Nothing carries its own existence around inside itself. There is no item anywhere that would still be there if everything else were removed.
Test it on something simple. A wooden chair. Take away the tree, and there is no chair. Take away the rain and the ninety years of weather that grew the tree, no chair. Take away the person who cut it, the invention of the saw, the shape of the human body that the chair is designed to fit, the concept of sitting, and the word chair by which you recognise it at all — no chair. What is present is not an object with a border. It is a knot in an enormous number of lines, and we call the knot a thing because we need to talk about it.
Then run the same procedure on yourself. Body from food, food from soil and sun and other lives ended for it. Language from a community. Ideas from teachers, books, arguments, and a few accidents. Temperament partly from ancestors you never met. The particular shape of your kindness from someone who was kind to you at eleven. Remove all of it and nothing is left over — no small hard remainder that was you before the world got involved.
This is not a demotion. It is the opposite. The self we defend is a small, anxious, walled thing, and defending it is most of the work of a life. What the teaching offers in exchange is participation in something without edges.
And here the Garland takes the general teaching and pushes it as far as it will go. Ordinary dependent arising says: everything depends on other things. The Garland says: everything contains everything, and the containing runs in both directions at once, without hierarchy and without end. Not merely a chain of causes running backwards, but total mutual presence.
That is the vision Book Three will spend eight chapters inside. It begins here, in a sentence that sounds like common sense and is not: nothing stands alone.

32. Nothing possesses its own independent existence. Everything arises in dependence on conditions and ceases when they cease.

33. The self is not an illusion to be denied but a process to be understood. Removing every borrowed element leaves no residue.

34. The Garland’s contribution is to take dependent arising past sequence into simultaneity: not only does everything depend on everything, everything contains everything.



The Flower. The Garland — its foundation stone, laid here.

℣ Take away everything that came from elsewhere, and see what is left standing.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XIV
The Two Wings
One more foundation before we go into the net, and it is the one this whole book will keep returning to.
Wisdom and compassion — prajñā and karuṇā. The tradition calls them the two wings of a bird, and it means the image strictly. In East Asian iconography they are given faces: Mañjuśrī, who carries a sword that cuts through confusion, and Avalokiteśvara, who hears. They stand together because neither is a complete account of an awakened being.
Wisdom here is not cleverness, and not information. It is accurate perception of how things are — chiefly that nothing is separate, nothing is permanent, and nothing is owned. It has a cold reputation and does not deserve it, because the first thing accurate perception dissolves is the boundary that made other people optional.
Compassion is not pity, which looks down, and not empathy, which is a capacity for feeling that can be present in cruel people and absent in kind ones. It is the disposition to act for the relief of suffering, including the suffering of those you do not like, in a manner that actually helps rather than in the manner that most relieves your own discomfort.
The reason they are called wings and not virtues is that neither works alone.
Wisdom without compassion produces a recognisable figure: the person who has understood a great deal and used it to build a superior distance. Everything they say about impermanence is correct, and their household is miserable. The tradition treats this as a failure of understanding, not a lapse in warmth. If you had really perceived that no one is separate from you, the distance would not be available.
Compassion without wisdom produces another recognisable figure: tireless, well-meaning, and often destructive. Helping in the way that feels like helping. Rescuing people from consequences they needed. Burning out in three years and becoming bitter. The tradition treats this as a failure of love, not of technique, because love that will not look clearly at its object is loving something else.
Put them together and you get one motion, and the two flowers each show a side of it. The Garland: because you and I are not two, your suffering is not a foreign object I have generously decided to care about. The Lotus: therefore go and be useful to the actual person, in the actual week, with the actual limits you have.
That is the whole ground. Now we can go up into the net of jewels, and out to the promise that no one is left outside, without either becoming untethered.

35. Wisdom and compassion are two aspects of a single accurate perception, not two separate excellences.

36. Wisdom that leaves a person cold has not been completed; the coldness is evidence that separation is still believed in.

37. Compassion that will not look clearly at its object is attached to its own activity rather than to the one it serves.



The Flower. Both — one bird, two wings, and no such thing as half a flight.

℣ See it as it is; do what it needs.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book III — The Net of Jewels

At the gate of the oasis of Khotan.

A green town on the southern rim of the Taklamakan, between a desert and a wall of mountains, where two rivers come down carrying jade. For centuries it was one of the great Buddhist cities of Central Asia, and the fullest Sanskrit manuscript of the Flower Garland was found there. An empress in China sent envoys across the sand to ask for it. It came back on the road with a Khotanese monk named Śikṣānanda, who spent four years turning it into Chinese.

℣ The vision of the whole net travelled by camel.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER XV
Every Leaf Reflects the Forest
Begin with something you can actually hold.
Take a single leaf from a tree — any tree, in any street. It is a small green object, unremarkable, one of perhaps two hundred thousand on that tree alone. Now ask what would have to be true for it to exist.
The tree, obviously. The seed the tree came from, and the tree that seed came from, and back along that line until you are somewhere in the deep past among plants you would not recognise. Soil, which is to say the ground-down remains of rock and the composted bodies of everything that has died in that place for ten thousand years. Water, which arrived as rain, which was ocean, which has been through the bodies of an unknowable number of creatures. Light, which left the sun eight minutes ago and was made by the collapse of hydrogen at a temperature you cannot imagine. Carbon dioxide, some of which you exhaled last week. Nitrogen, fixed by bacteria in root nodules doing chemistry nobody taught them.
And more distantly: the particular tilt of the planet that makes seasons. The moon, which steadies that tilt. The star that died to make the iron in the leaf’s chlorophyll machinery. The absence, so far, of a fire, an axe, or a road widening.
Hold the leaf again. Nothing has been added to it by that recital. It is exactly what it was. But the question what is this? has stopped having a small answer.
This is the Garland’s method, and it is the reason the book is so long. It does not argue you into the vision. It walks you around one object until the walls come down.
Now notice something else. Everything on that list is also true of you. The same sun, the same water, largely the same carbon, the same dead star. The leaf and the reader are not two systems that happen to overlap. They are one system, sampled at two points.
The tradition puts it more strongly still, and the strength is the interesting part: it is not only that the leaf depends on the forest, but that the forest is in the leaf. Everything that made it is present in it. Read it well enough and you would find the whole history there, the way a lake holds the shape of the hills around it in its reflection — not a copy of them, but their actual presence, arriving.

38. Any single object, followed honestly through its conditions, opens onto the totality. This is a method as well as a claim.

39. The whole is not merely the cause of the part; it is present in the part. What made a thing is in it.

40. The leaf and the one who holds it are one system observed at two points.



The Flower. The Garland — one leaf, and the forest inside it.

℣ Ask what one small thing required.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XVI
All in One, One in All
The Garland’s whole vision compresses into four words, and the compression is worth unpacking slowly: all in one, one in all.
The one is any particular — this cup, this hour, this person. The all is everything there is. The claim runs both ways at once, and both directions matter.
All in one. The totality is fully present in each particular. Not represented in it, not symbolised by it — present. The cup is not a small piece of the world that has been cut off from the rest; it is the world doing something local. There is no ingredient of reality that has been left out of it.
One in all. Each particular is fully present in the totality. Nothing is decoration, nothing is filler, nothing is a rounding error. Remove one item and the whole is not slightly reduced; it is different. The arrangement of everything is what it is partly because that item is in it.
Western thinking usually handles part and whole by hierarchy: the small belongs to the big, the big is more important, the part serves the whole. The Garland refuses the hierarchy. In this vision the whole does not outrank the part, because the whole is not somewhere else being large. It is here, entirely, at each point.
Try it on a human scale. A choir singing. Where is the sound? Not in any one singer — no one is producing it. Not floating free of them — take them away and there is silence. The sound is fully present in each voice, in the sense that each voice is singing the whole piece, and fully present in the whole, in the sense that the piece exists only as all of them together. Remove one alto and the sound of the room changes. She was not a fraction of the music. She was the music, from where she stood.
That is what the phrase is trying to say about existence itself.
And it dismantles, quietly, the arithmetic of significance that most people carry around — the sense that we are small, that our lives are statistically negligible, that in a universe of this size nothing we do can matter. That arithmetic assumes a whole that exists separately and is very large. There is no such whole. There is only this, everywhere, and you are one of the places it is happening.

41. The totality is wholly present in each particular; each particular is wholly present in the totality. The relation runs in both directions without hierarchy.

42. The whole does not exist somewhere else at a larger scale. It exists here, entire, at every point.

43. The feeling of statistical insignificance rests on a picture of the universe that this teaching denies.



The Flower. The Garland — the choir, in which no voice is a fraction.

℣ Everything is here; here is everywhere.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XVII
The Net Hung with Jewels
The tradition’s most famous image for this is a net. It comes from the sūtra and was made central by the Chinese school built on it — by Dushun (557–640), who founded that school, and by Fazang after him. It is worth setting up carefully, because the picture does the work that argument cannot.
Imagine a net that has no edge. It extends in every direction — not to a great distance, but without any distance at which it stops. At every point where the threads cross there hangs a jewel, cut with countless facets and polished to perfect clarity. The jewels are beyond counting, and the net is beyond size.
Now look into any one of them.
Because it is perfectly reflective and infinitely faceted, it shows every other jewel in the net. All of them, at once, in that one small bright surface. So far this is only a striking picture. Here is where it becomes something else.
Every jewel it is reflecting is itself reflecting every other jewel. So in the first jewel you are not seeing a flat gallery of images; you are seeing images that themselves contain images, containing images, without any level at which the nesting stops. And among the things reflected in each of those reflections is the jewel you began with. It is in all of them. They are all in it. There is no original and no copy. There is no centre, because every point is the centre — every jewel is the one from which the whole net can be seen.
Sit with the picture until it stops being clever and starts being vertiginous. That vertigo is the intended effect.
What the image says, translated back into plain speech: each existing thing contains the whole of reality, and is contained by every other thing, simultaneously, with no thing more fundamental than any other. Not a hierarchy with something at the top. Not a foundation with everything resting on it. A total mutual holding.
Two consequences follow immediately.
The first is about causation, and it is the next chapter’s subject: touch one thread and the whole net moves.
The second is about worth, and it cannot be said too often. In this picture there are no ordinary jewels. There is no plain background of lesser beings against which a few remarkable ones stand out. Every point in the net is a place from which the entire universe is visible, and every point is being reflected by everything else, permanently, whether or not anyone has noticed.
You are not a spectator of this net. There is no outside from which to spectate.

44. The net of jewels states total mutual reflection: each thing contains all things and is contained in all things, with no privileged point.

45. There is no centre, because every point is a place from which the whole is visible.

46. The image forbids the category of the insignificant being. There is no background in the net.



The Flower. The Garland — the net without an edge, hung with light.

℣ Look into one jewel and count what is in it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XVIII
The Unobstructed World
The Chinese teachers who built a school on this sūtra gave its central perception a name: shishi wu’ai, the unobstructed interpenetration of phenomena with phenomena. It is a clumsy phrase in English and the important word is the middle one: wu’ai, unobstructed.
It is the last of four. Chengguan (738–839), the fourth patriarch of the school, set out a scheme of four dharma-realms — four ways of apprehending the world, each taking in the one before it. First, the realm of shi: things, events, phenomena, experienced as separate items. Second, the realm of li: principle, the underlying nature, which for Buddhists means emptiness. Third, the realm in which principle and things do not obstruct each other — the emptiness is not somewhere behind the world, it is the world’s own nature. And fourth, the one this school considered its own summit: the realm in which things do not obstruct other things. Not merely each thing transparent to the principle, but each thing transparent to every other thing. That fourth realm is what the net is a picture of.
Ordinary experience is an experience of obstruction. Here is where I stop and the air begins. Here is my mind and there is yours, and the whole apparatus of language exists because we cannot simply know each other. Here is now, and the past is sealed off behind it, and the future has not been issued yet. We live inside a set of walls so constant that we take them for the structure of reality rather than the shape of our perception.
The claim is that the walls are ours.
That needs stating carefully, because it can be heard as nonsense — plainly you cannot walk through a table. The claim is not about tables. It is about finality. It says that the boundaries we perceive are real as functions and unreal as ultimate divisions. The table stops your hand and does not stop the causal net; it is made of the same material as your hand, at the same moment, in the same process, and in a hundred years the atoms will have swapped.
Take the wall between two minds. It is not nothing — you cannot read this page from inside my head. And it is also not final. Words cross it. A gesture crosses it. A room full of people can turn, together, in a way none of them decided on. Grief crosses it so reliably that a stranger’s face at a funeral can undo you. Whatever the wall is, it is porous at every point where anything matters.
Or the wall between times. The past is supposedly gone. But the whole past is in this room: in the language, in the building, in your reflexes, in the grudge you are carrying from an afternoon in 2003. Nothing is gone. It has been folded in.
That is what unobstructed means. Not that distinction disappears — the school that taught this was fanatically precise, and never claimed that everything is a featureless soup. Distinctions are real. What is denied is that any distinction cuts all the way through.
And when the walls are seen as functional rather than final, something practical happens: the enormous, constant, unnoticed labour of maintaining them can stop. Most people are tired in a way sleep does not fix. This is usually where it is coming from.

47. Boundaries are functional and not final. They are real as distinctions and unreal as ultimate divisions.

48. Interpenetration does not abolish difference. The tradition that taught it was exact about particulars and never described reality as undifferentiated.

49. Maintaining the sense of a sealed self is continuous labour. A great deal of ordinary exhaustion is that labour.



The Flower. The Garland — walls that hold and do not divide.

℣ Nothing about you is sealed.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XIX
The Infinite in the Small
One of the Garland’s habitual moves is to take the smallest available thing and put the largest available thing inside it. A speck of dust holds worlds. An instant holds all ages. This reads as poetic exaggeration until you notice that it is describing something ordinary.
Consider a single second of your own experience — this one, now, while you read.
Inside it: the position of your body, held by muscles you are not consciously operating. The temperature of the room. A background sound you had stopped hearing. The meaning of about thirty English words, each of which arrived in the language by a route involving invasions and trade and drunk soldiers mispronouncing things. Your entire education, present as the fact that this is legible. Your mood, which has causes going back years. Your blood sugar. Somebody’s decision, centuries ago, about which direction the letters should run. A faint awareness of what you have to do later. Everything that had to occur for this book to exist and for you to be holding it.
All of that is in one second. Not near it — in it. The second is not a small container that a few things fit into. It is a place where an unlimited amount of the world is arriving simultaneously.
Now scale the observation up and it becomes the Garland’s claim about dust: there is no small thing, because smallness is a measurement of extent, and extent is not what determines how much of reality a thing contains. A speck of dust is the end point of every process that has ever occurred. So is a second. So is a person.
This is the direct answer to a feeling that afflicts nearly everyone at some point: my life is too small to matter. The Garland’s answer is not encouragement. It is a correction of fact. Size is the wrong axis. Nothing is small in the way you are afraid you are small.
And the practical consequence runs into ordinary life at once. If the infinite is in the small, then the spiritual life cannot require a larger stage. You will not find a better place. The washing-up is the entire universe arriving at a sink. This is not a consolation prize for people who cannot get to a monastery. It is the actual structure of the situation, and the monastery, if you got there, would be made of exactly the same material.

50. The amount of reality a thing contains is not a function of its size. Extent and significance are different axes.

51. A single moment contains an unlimited number of arriving conditions. Nothing further needs to happen for a moment to be complete.

52. Therefore no larger setting is required for spiritual life. There is no better place, and this is a statement of fact rather than a consolation.



The Flower. The Garland — the world entire, arriving at a kitchen sink.

℣ Nothing is small in the way you fear you are.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XX
Fazang’s Lion and Fazang’s Mirrors
The most famous teacher of this sūtra had to explain it to an empress, and what he did about it is instructive.
Fazang (643–712) was the third patriarch of the Huayan school and the man who systematised it. He had worked on Śikṣānanda’s translation team at Luoyang. His patron was Wu Zetian, the only woman to rule China in her own name, and she wanted the doctrine explained. Interpenetration is not an easy thing to explain to anybody.
Fazang did not produce an argument. He pointed at the gilded lion in the palace hall.
The essay that came out of it, the Treatise on the Golden Lion, is about fifteen hundred characters long and is still the standard introduction to the school. Its move is simple enough to hold in one hand. Look at the lion: mane, paws, teeth, tail, all distinct, all recognisably parts. Now look for the lion apart from the gold — there is none. And look for the gold apart from the lion — there is none of that either, not here. The gold is entirely present in every part; there is no part that is less golden than another; and the lion has no existence of its own apart from the craftsman’s work and the metal. Take the whole lion in through its eye, Fazang says, and the whole lion is the eye. Take it in through the ear, and the whole lion is the ear.
That is all in one, one in all, made of something the empress could see from her chair.
Fazang is also said to have built a demonstration room: mirrors on the four walls, the ceiling, and the floor, a lamp and a small image of the Buddha at the centre. Whoever stood inside saw the image repeated in every mirror, and the reflections reflected, without any level at which the nesting stopped, and no way to say which was the original. Indra’s net, in a room, at a scale a person could walk into.
The sūtra itself has an image of the same order at the very end. Sudhana, at the close of his long pilgrimage, comes to Maitreya’s tower and asks to be let in. The door opens. Inside he finds a space as vast as everything, containing innumerable further towers each as vast, each containing all the others, and in every one of them he sees himself, standing there, looking. Along with Indra’s net this is the tradition’s most vertiginous picture of the infinite, and it belongs in the original, where its unfolding takes many pages.
Two things carry over from all three of these.
The first is that this doctrine has always been taught by pointing rather than by argument. Lion, mirrors, net, tower. That is not a failure of rigour — Fazang was a formidably rigorous thinker, and the Golden Lion goes on to lay out ten gates and six characteristics with considerable precision. It is a recognition that the shape being described is one the analytical mind takes apart and loses.
The second is what Sudhana finds in the tower. Not a secret, not a possession. Himself, in relation to everything, seen from everywhere at once — and the door opened when he asked.

53. This doctrine has been taught by pointing rather than by argument since its beginning: a gilded lion, a room of mirrors, a net of jewels, a tower.

54. In the golden lion, principle and phenomenon are inseparable: the gold is wholly present in every part, and the lion has no existence apart from it.

55. What the long journey delivers at Maitreya’s tower is not information but the dissolution of the separate standpoint from which the journey began. The door opens to a request.



The Flower. The Garland — an empress, a metal lion, and a room where the reflections do not stop.

℣ Look for the lion apart from the gold.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXI
Pull One Thread
The net has a physics, and it is the most practically useful thing in the Garland.
Pull any thread anywhere and the entire net moves. Not eventually. Not mostly. Entirely, immediately, though most of the movement is far too small to see.
Ordinary thinking about cause is a line: A causes B causes C. It is a good enough model for arranging a morning. It is badly wrong as a description of anything that matters, and the error is not that it is imprecise but that it makes us believe in isolated acts.
Take a single sentence spoken at a kitchen table. Somebody says something sharp to a fifteen-year-old before school.
Follow the thread. The teenager carries it through five lessons, contributing nothing in any of them, which changes the shape of a class discussion, which changes what a quiet student in the third row concludes about whether it is safe to speak. At lunch the teenager is short with a friend who was on the edge of confiding something. The friend does not confide it. That afternoon the parent, who has been faintly uneasy since eight in the morning, is less patient with a colleague, who goes home and is less patient with somebody else. Nobody in this chain is aware of being in a chain. It does not terminate. It disperses, into a population, permanently.
Now run the same trace on a good sentence. A teacher tells a fourteen-year-old, without much thought, that she is unusually good at something. Thirty years later there is a woman doing that work, and everyone her work touches has been touched by a remark the teacher forgot within the week.
This is why the tradition treats small actions with a seriousness that looks disproportionate. It is not scrupulosity, and it is not a demand for perfection. It is arithmetic. In a net, there is no such thing as a private act, and there is no such thing as an act whose consequences you can see the end of.
Two things follow. One is sobering: you have already, unknowingly, done more harm and more good than you will ever be told about. The other is liberating: you do not have to be able to trace the effect for the effect to be real. You are not required to be effective in a way you can measure. You are required to pull the thread in the right direction.

56. Causation in a net is not linear. Every act disperses through the whole and does not terminate.

57. There is no private act and no act whose consequences the actor can follow to the end.

58. Because effects cannot be traced, the moral obligation is to the direction of the act, not to its measurable outcome.



The Flower. The Garland — one sentence at a breakfast table, running outward for thirty years.

℣ You will not be told what your kindness did.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXII
The Ethics of the Net
The whole of Book Three arrives here, and this chapter is the reason the vision is not merely beautiful.
If the net is an accurate picture, then a set of moral conclusions follow directly. They are not commandments added on top of the metaphysics. They are what the metaphysics looks like from inside a life.
Harm is self-harm. Not sentimentally — structurally. If nothing is finally separate, then damaging another being is damaging the fabric you are constituted by, at a place where your nerves have not yet reached. The cruelty you commit in one room arrives in the room you live in, by routes too complex to follow, and it always arrives. People who spend their lives injuring others do not generally end up happy, and this tradition does not attribute that to divine bookkeeping. It attributes it to the net.
Help is never wasted. The same logic in the other direction. A kindness done to a stranger who cannot return it, and will not remember your name, is not lost. It has entered the fabric. It will surface somewhere, altered, unattributed, possibly a generation later. This is the strongest available answer to the despair of the person who says nothing I do makes any difference. In a net, it is not possible for an action to make no difference. It is only possible for the difference to be untraceable.
Nobody is background. Every being in the net is a full jewel. The person taking your money at the till is not scenery in your day; you are scenery in theirs, and both of those are wrong. There are no minor characters, and the habit of treating most of the human population as extras in a film about oneself is precisely the error the whole vision corrects.
Care cannot be rationed by resemblance. We naturally extend concern outward in decreasing circles — family, friends, tribe, nation, the rest. The net does not have circles. Any line you draw around the people who count is a line drawn across something continuous, and it will be drawn wherever your comfort requires.
None of this makes ethics easy. You still have finite time, finite money, and a body that has to sleep. What it does is remove the one excuse the modern mind reaches for most readily: the belief that a small good act, done without an audience, into a large indifferent world, is a gesture that goes nowhere.

59. Harm is structurally self-harm, because the fabric injured is the one the actor is made of.

60. No help is wasted. In a net, untraceable is not the same as ineffective.

61. There are no minor characters. Every being encountered is a full point of the net, whatever their function in your day.

62. Any boundary drawn around who deserves concern is drawn across something continuous, and is drawn where comfort requires.



The Flower. The Garland, brought all the way down to the street.

℣ There is no one in front of you who is scenery.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book IV — The Mind That Makes a World

At the gate of the translation halls of Luoyang.

An empress hears that the complete text exists in a desert kingdom and sends for it. It arrives in 695. For four years a team works in a monastery hall — a Khotanese monk who knows the Sanskrit, Chinese scholars who know the language it must become, a young monk named Fazang who will spend his life on the result. In 699 they finish: eighty scrolls, thirty-nine chapters. The empress writes the preface herself.

℣ A vision of the mind’s world, carried into another language by hand.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER XXIII
The Painter Who Forgot He Was Painting
The Flower Garland makes a claim about the mind that sounds, on first hearing, like something a very confident person says at a party: that the whole world is made by mind.
The line the tradition has quoted for fifteen centuries comes from the chapter on Mount Sumeru’s summit, and it says, in substance, that anyone wishing to understand the buddhas of past, present, and future should look at the nature of the whole dharma-realm as made by mind alone. In East Asia this single sentence carried enormous weight. It was chanted, painted, and argued over, and it lies behind everything from Huayan metaphysics to the Pure Land teaching that the pure land is not only elsewhere.
It is worth slowing down, because the claim is not what it appears to be, and both the cheap version and the cheap dismissal miss it.
The cheap version says: reality is whatever you decide it is, so decide on something nice. This is false, and the tradition would say so bluntly. You cannot think a tumour away, and a mind that believes it can will hurt people.
The cheap dismissal says: obviously the world exists whether or not anyone is looking; here is a rock; end of discussion. Also too quick, because it assumes that the world you actually inhabit is the rock, and it is not. The world you inhabit is a construction, assembled at speed, out of sensation and memory and expectation and language, and you have never once had access to anything else.
Try it now. You are not receiving raw reality. You are receiving photons striking a small patch of tissue, converted into electrical signals, processed through layers that detect edges and motion, assembled into shapes, matched against stored patterns, labelled with names you learned as a child, coloured by your mood, and delivered to you as an apparently seamless experience of a room, obviously, with things in it. The seamlessness is the product. It is the most sophisticated manufacturing process in the known universe and it runs continuously and you never see it work.
That is the sense in which mind makes the world. Not that a wish alters matter, but that the world-as-experienced — the only world anyone has ever lived in — is a joint production, and one of the two producers is you.
And the reason this is spiritually urgent rather than merely interesting is what else goes into the production. Not only edge detection and colour. Also: what you expect from people. What you have decided about yourself. What you fear. What you have practised feeling. These are ingredients in the manufacture, and they are the ones that can be changed.
A man who has decided the world is hostile is not making that up. He is receiving genuine evidence for it every day. He is also generating a good deal of it, and filtering for the rest, and his experience is internally consistent and would survive any argument you offered. He is a painter who has forgotten he is holding a brush.

63. The claim that mind makes the world does not mean that wishing alters matter. It means that the world-as-experienced is constructed, and is the only world anyone inhabits.

64. The construction is continuous, automatic, and invisible to the one performing it.

65. Among the materials of that construction are expectation, fear, and habit — the elements that can be trained.



The Flower. The Garland — a hand holding a brush it has forgotten about.

℣ You have never once seen the world raw.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXIV
What You See Is What You Have Made
Two people walk into the same room. It is the same room.
The first has been anxious for a year. She notices, without deciding to notice, that three people are already talking, that there is no obvious place to stand, that someone glanced over and looked away. Her heart rate rises before she has formed a thought. Within ninety seconds she has assembled an accurate-feeling account of a room that does not want her in it.
The second slept well and had a good morning. He notices that there is a chair free by the window, that someone he half-knows is here, that the light is nice. Within ninety seconds he has assembled an accurate-feeling account of a pleasant gathering.
Neither is hallucinating. Both are reporting real features. Both accounts would survive cross-examination. They are living in different rooms.
Now extend that to a lifetime, and you have the mechanism the tradition is pointing at when it says that beings inhabit worlds shaped by their own minds.
Zhiyi gave this its most precise formulation, and the arithmetic is worth seeing once. In his Great Concentration and Insight he laid out what came to be called three thousand realms in a single moment of thought. Ten conditions of life — from hell through hunger, animality, anger, humanity, rapture, learning, realization, the bodhisattva, and buddhahood — each of which contains all ten, giving a hundred; each of those bearing ten aspects the Lotus names in its second chapter, giving a thousand; and each of those across three realms of existence, giving three thousand. The number is not the point. The point is the claim attached to it: that the entire range is present in any single moment of anyone’s mind, so that a person in the state of hell is not permanently a hell-being, and a person in the state of buddhahood has not left the other nine behind.
Set the philosophy aside and the observation stands on its own. A mind trained in suspicion lives among suspicious people. A mind trained in gratitude finds an unreasonable amount to be grateful for. Both will produce evidence on demand.
This is where the teaching about action from Book Two joins the teaching about mind. Every response you make is practice. Each time you meet an ambiguous situation with irritation, you become slightly better at irritation — faster at it, more accurate in its aim, more likely to reach for it next time. Each time you meet it with patience, the same. There is no neutral repetition. The mind is being trained at all times, by whoever happens to be running it, which is usually nobody.
The tradition’s optimism, and it is considerable, rests on this. If the world you live in is partly manufactured, and the manufacturing process is trainable, then your situation is not fixed. Not because circumstances will improve — they may not — but because the world you actually inhabit is not identical with your circumstances, and the difference between the two is workable.
The pessimism is in the same sentence. If nobody is running the training, it still happens. It just goes wherever the material of your day pushes it.

66. Two people in identical circumstances inhabit different worlds, and both are reporting accurately from where they stand.

67. Every response is a repetition, and every repetition is training. There is no neutral occasion.

68. Because the process is trainable, the world one lives in is not identical with one’s circumstances, and the gap between the two is where practice works.



The Flower. The Garland — one room, two worlds, both true.

℣ What you practise, you become fluent in.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXV
The Seeds We Plant in Ourselves
There is an old and useful way of picturing this: the mind as ground, and every intentional act as a seed dropped into it.
The picture is agricultural rather than judicial, and the difference matters. A judicial picture has a verdict and a sentence: you did wrong, therefore punishment. An agricultural picture has soil and season and time: you planted this, therefore in due course, this. Nobody is administering it. Seeds do what seeds do.
Four things follow from the image, and each one is practically useful.
Seeds take time. Nothing sprouts the afternoon you plant it. This explains the ordinary experience of doing something good and receiving nothing, or doing something shabby and getting away with it. Neither is a refutation. It is a growing season, and the season is longer than our attention.
Seeds multiply. You plant one and get a plant that makes hundreds. Habits are not linear. The tenth time you speak sharply to someone is not the same weight as the first; it is drawing on a stand of established growth. This is why small corrections made early are worth so much more than large corrections made late, and why the tradition is unromantic about big dramatic changes of heart. Weeding a seedling takes two fingers.
The ground does not judge the seed. It grows what it is given. This is the hardest part and the most freeing. The mind is not a moral authority that will refuse to cultivate your worst material; it will grow resentment as enthusiastically as generosity, and with the same efficiency. Nothing in the machinery is protecting you from yourself. Only attention is.
Old ground can be replanted. Not cleared — nothing in this tradition promises the erasure of your history — but replanted. The existing growth is not removed by an act of will; it is gradually outcompeted by what you plant now and keep watering. This is slow and it is not glamorous and it works, and everyone who has ever recovered from anything knows the shape of it.
The Garland’s addition to the picture is spatial rather than temporal. In a net, your ground is not fenced. What you cultivate in yourself is not staying in your garden. Seeds cross. This is why the tradition regards inner work as a public service and not a private hobby: what you grow, the people near you eat.

69. Consequence in this tradition is agricultural rather than judicial. There is no administrator, only soil, seed, and season.

70. Habits compound. Early small correction is worth disproportionately more than late large correction.

71. The mind cultivates whatever it is given without discrimination. Attention is the only filter.

72. Because nothing is enclosed, inner cultivation is a public act. What is grown in one person is consumed by those nearby.



The Flower. The Garland — unfenced ground, and seed crossing between gardens.

℣ Weed it while it is small.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXVI
Suchness
There is a word in this tradition for what remains when the manufacturing stops being mistaken for the product. Translators usually render it suchness, or thusness, and both are awkward, which is probably deliberate. It means: things as they actually are, before the labelling.
An example is more use than a definition.
You are washing a cup. Ordinarily this is not an event. It is a gap between events — a small chore performed while the mind is elsewhere, running an argument you had on Tuesday or drafting an email for Thursday. The cup is not experienced. It is handled.
Now suppose for thirty seconds the commentary drops. What is present is warm water on skin, a particular weight, a specific white, the sound of water on ceramic, the resistance of a rim against a cloth. No story. Not even the word cup, particularly. Something is occurring and you are entirely there for it.
That is suchness, and the reason the tradition makes so much of it is not that dishwashing is delightful. It is that this is the only mode in which anything at all is actually met. Every other mode is a meeting with a description.
Two misunderstandings are worth heading off.
The first: this is not the emptying of the mind. Nothing is being emptied. Thought is one of the things that occurs, and a mind that has stopped fighting its own thinking is far quieter than one enforcing silence. What drops away is not thought but the assumption that the thought is the world.
The second: this is not a special state to be pursued and collected. The moment you start hunting it you have restored the commentary, now with a spiritual vocabulary. It appears mostly by accident, in the middle of ordinary tasks, and the practice is not to manufacture it but to notice it has happened and not immediately narrate it.
The Garland’s stake in this is straightforward. If the world is an unobstructed net, and our experience of it is a construction dominated by the walls we maintain, then suchness is simply what the net looks like when the walls thin. It is not a mystical achievement. It is the ordinary world, unfiltered for once, which is why people who have had a taste of it usually report not wonder at something new but astonishment that this was here all along.

73. Suchness is not an altered state. It is the ordinary world met without the layer of description that usually stands in for it.

74. The practice is not to silence thought but to stop mistaking thought for the world. A mind not fighting itself is quieter than one enforcing silence.

75. Pursuing the state restores the commentary in spiritual vocabulary. It is noticed, not manufactured.



The Flower. The Garland — a cup, warm water, and nothing added.

℣ Meet the thing, not your account of it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXVII
The Ordinary Mind
Seven or eight centuries after these books were written, a school grew up in China that took the last chapter’s insight and built almost everything on it. In Chinese it was called Chan; in Japanese, Zen. It has a reputation for being austere, paradoxical, and slightly forbidding, and it is worth knowing what it is actually doing here, because it is doing something the Flower Sutras made possible.
Zen is famously suspicious of scripture — a tradition that describes itself as a transmission outside the texts. That has been widely misread as anti-intellectualism. It is not.
Zen grew up in a Chinese Buddhist world saturated with the Flower Garland’s philosophy; its teachers studied it. D. T. Suzuki, who introduced Zen to the English-speaking world, held that Huayan represented the highest reach of Chinese Buddhist thought and functioned as the philosophy of which Zen is the practice.
And the Zen tradition’s own founding story on this point is not about rejecting sūtras but about how to read them. The Platform Sūtra records a monk who had recited the Lotus three thousand times coming to Huineng, the sixth ancestor, and being told he did not understand it. Huineng’s line has been repeated ever since: when the mind is deluded, the Dharma Flower turns you; when the mind is awake, you turn the Dharma Flower.
Dōgen took that dialogue and built an entire essay of the Shōbōgenzō on it — Hokke-ten-Hokke, “The Dharma Flower Turns the Dharma Flower,” written in 1241 — in which he refuses the choice altogether. Turning and being turned are both the one vehicle. Do you turn the sūtra, he asks, or does the sūtra turn you? What Zen is suspicious of is not understanding. It is the substitution of understanding for arrival — the person who can explain interpenetration fluently and has never once experienced it.
So its methods are designed to be unbypassable. Sit down. Face a wall. Do not add anything. Stop, for one period, being someone who is going to understand this later.
And its characteristic phrase, handed down in various forms, is that the ordinary mind is the way. Not an extraordinary mind. Not a mind purified into some other substance. This one, the one currently reading, with its distractions and its shopping list.
That phrase is the Garland cashed out. If the infinite is in the small, and the whole is present at every point, then no special mental state is required, because there is nowhere better for the whole to be present than here. The famous formulation — that before awakening one chops wood and carries water, and after awakening one chops wood and carries water — is not a joke about futility. It is a precise statement that the transformation is invisible from outside and total from inside. The wood is the same wood. The one carrying it is no longer somewhere else.
Dōgen is the proof that this is not anti-scriptural. He quoted the Lotus more than any other text in the whole of the Shōbōgenzō, drew chapter titles from it, and in his last days, dying in Kyoto in 1253, spent his time reciting and writing it out in a room he had named the Lotus Sūtra Hermitage.
That is why Zen enters this book at all, and it will not be given a chapter of its own again. It is one of the two great things people did with this inheritance. The other is coming in Book Six.

76. Zen’s suspicion is not of scripture but of understanding substituted for arrival. Huineng’s correction of the monk who had recited the Lotus three thousand times is about how to read, not whether to.

77. The teaching that the ordinary mind is the way is the Flower Garland’s claim about the infinite in the small, applied to practice.

78. Awakening does not change the task. It changes whether the one performing it is present. Dōgen, who quoted the Lotus more than any other scripture, died in a room he had named after it.



The Flower. The Garland — a wall, a cushion, and the same wood to be carried afterwards.

℣ There is no better mind to do this with.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXVIII
The Sacred Ordinary
We can now say plainly something that has been assembling since the first page.
There is no second world.
Most religious feeling, left to itself, drifts toward a two-storey universe: down here the ordinary business — traffic, laundry, illness, invoices — and up there the real thing, which is elsewhere, and which one visits occasionally, and to which one hopes eventually to move. On that picture, spiritual life is a commute.
Both of our flowers refuse the second storey, from different directions.
The Garland refuses it by saturation. If every particle contains the whole, and every moment holds all time, then there is no location that is less full than another. The cathedral and the bus shelter contain the same amount of reality. This is not levelling downward — it is not the claim that nothing is holy. It is levelling upward, and it is more demanding than the two-storey picture, because it removes every excuse about circumstances. You cannot say the conditions are wrong. The conditions are the material.
The Lotus refuses it by inclusion. If everyone is on one road to one destination, there is no class of persons for whom real spiritual life is available and another class doing the ordinary work that supports them. The person with three jobs and no silence is not on a lower track. They are on the road, in traffic, which is where the road runs.
What this produces is a specific and slightly uncomfortable spirituality. It has no retreat in it. You do not get to wait for better conditions, because there are no better conditions, only different ones. The interruptions are not obstacles to the practice; on any given Tuesday, they are the practice.
And it produces a change in how the day feels, which is the only test that matters. A morning stops being an obstacle between you and the part of life that counts. The queue, the corridor, the fifteen minutes with nothing in them — these stop being dead time. Nothing has been added. You have stopped waiting.

79. There is no second world and no elsewhere in which the real spiritual life occurs.

80. The Garland removes the second storey by saturation: no location contains less reality than any other. The Lotus removes it by inclusion: there is no class of persons for whom the path is unavailable.

81. This spirituality contains no permission to wait for better conditions. Conditions are material, not obstacles.



The Flower. Both — the whole of it, happening here, with the noise.

℣ Stop waiting for the part that counts.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXIX
Responsibility Without Blame
The teaching that mind shapes world has a dangerous edge, and it should be handled openly rather than quietly.
Badly used, it becomes a machine for blaming the afflicted. If your mind makes your world, then your poverty is your attitude, your illness is your thinking, your grief is a failure of practice. Every generation produces a version of this, and it is always popular with people who are comfortable.
It is not the teaching, and there are three reasons why.
First: the net cuts both ways. The same interconnection that says your mind shapes your world says that your world is shaped by everything else as well — by history, by economics, by other people’s decisions, by the body you were issued, by weather. A picture in which everything conditions everything cannot be used to make one person the sole author of their circumstances. That would require exactly the isolated self the whole vision denies.
Second: the teaching is addressed to the practitioner, not about the neighbour. It is an instrument for your own work. Turned outward as an explanation of somebody else’s suffering, it becomes a cruelty, and the tradition has a name for that mistake, which is simply cruelty.
Third: compassion is the test. In a tradition where wisdom and compassion are two wings, any application of a doctrine that reduces compassion is by definition a misapplication. If your understanding of how mind works makes you harder on suffering people, you have understood it wrongly, whatever the sophistication of your reasoning.
What remains, once the misuse is cleared away, is genuinely powerful and appropriately modest: you did not choose most of your conditions, and you have real influence over your relationship to them, and that influence is worth cultivating because it is one of the few pieces of leverage anyone has.
That is not a promise of control. It is the observation that between what happens and what you become there is a small gap, and that the gap is trainable, and that people who train it are recognisably different in a hard year from people who do not.

82. The teaching that mind conditions world cannot be used to assign sole authorship of circumstances, because the same interdependence denies the isolated self such authorship would require.

83. The teaching is an instrument for one’s own practice. Turned outward as an account of another’s suffering it becomes cruelty.

84. Any application of doctrine that reduces compassion is a misapplication, whatever its internal logic.



The Flower. Both — the Garland offering leverage, the Lotus forbidding contempt.

℣ Work on your own ground; be gentle about everyone else’s.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book V — The Hidden Seed

At the gate of Mount Wutai.

Five flat summits in the cold north of Shanxi, above the tree line, where the wind does not stop. For fifteen centuries pilgrims have walked up it believing that the bodhisattva of wisdom is present there. The Flower Garland school made it their mountain. People came from Korea, Japan, Tibet, and India — walking, mostly, for a year or more — to stand on a bare hill in the wind.

℣ They came a very long way to look at nothing in particular.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER XXX
Every Person Matters
Now the second flower, and its single claim, which it makes so many times and in so many registers that the repetition is itself the argument: nobody is outside this.
It is easy to nod at that. It is very hard to believe.
Test yourself honestly. Bring to mind a person you find contemptible — not an abstraction, an actual person, whose face you can see. Someone smug, or cruel, or wilfully stupid, or simply beneath your notice. Now try to hold, at the same time and with the same seriousness, the proposition that this person’s final destination is identical with yours, that whatever the highest thing available to a human being is, it is available to them, and that the difference between you is a difference of position on one road.
Most people find that they cannot hold it for long. Something slides. We concede it in general and withdraw it in particular, and we do this with such fluency that we never notice the withdrawal.
The Lotus is built to catch the withdrawal.
Its method is escalation. It does not argue that everyone is included; it names the cases we would exclude and includes them, one at a time, until the exclusion has nowhere to stand. The disciple who thought he had reached the ceiling — included, and further on than he knew. The person of no learning — included. The one who cannot practise, cannot study, cannot get to a temple, and has done a great deal of harm — included. The woman, in a world that had written in several places that she could not arrive — included, and the text does this dramatically, in public, at once, before an assembly that has just been told it is impossible. A child. A being not even human. Included.
There is no version of the argument that leaves a residue. That is the design.
What this asks of a reader is not a warm feeling. It is a permanent suspicion of your own sorting. Everyone sorts. We assign, silently and continuously, degrees of reality to the people we encounter: full for a few, partial for most, near zero for the crowd. The Lotus’s discipline is to notice the sorting as it happens and to distrust it, not because sorting is impolite but because it is factually wrong.
Nobody in your day is a lesser case of a person.

85. The Lotus’s central claim is universal: the highest attainment available to any being is available to every being.

86. The claim is made by escalation — naming the classes that would be excluded and including them — so that no residue is left.

87. The practice this requires is not benevolence but permanent suspicion of one’s own sorting of people into degrees of reality.



The Flower. The Lotus — and the face of the person you were about to leave out.

℣ Name the one you would exclude.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XXXI
The Seed Already in the Ground
There are two ways of accounting for how an ordinary person could ever become an extraordinary one, and the difference between them determines the whole feel of a religion.
The first is acquisition. You lack something; it must be obtained; there is a process, a discipline, perhaps an authority who dispenses it. Progress is addition. The gap between where you are and where you must arrive is real, and it is a distance to be covered.
The second is uncovering. You already have it; it is obscured; the work is removal. Progress is subtraction. The gap is not a distance but a layer.
Both models exist in religion, and both have their uses. This tradition, and the Lotus especially, comes down hard on the second, and the reason it matters is emotional as much as doctrinal.
If awakening is acquisition, then the beginner is genuinely poor and the master is genuinely rich, and the relation between them is permanently unequal. If awakening is uncovering, then the beginner and the master have the same thing, and the difference is how much has been cleared. That is a difference of enormous practical significance and no ultimate significance at all, and it means the master cannot look down without misunderstanding his own position.
The image the tradition reaches for is a seed, and it is exact in a way that most metaphors are not.
A seed is not a smaller plant. It is a plant, completely, in a form that has not opened. Everything the oak will be is in the acorn — not as a plan, not as a promise, but as the thing itself in an unextended state. Nothing needs to be added from outside. What the acorn needs is not an ingredient but conditions: ground, water, time, and no one digging it up to check.
That is the claim about you. Not that you could become something admirable if you worked at it. That the capacity is already the case, and what you are engaged in is the removal of what covers it and the provision of conditions.
And this is why the tradition’s characteristic sin is not failure but discouragement. Failure is a season. Discouragement is the decision that the seed is not there — and a person who believes that will stop providing conditions, which is the only thing that actually stops anything.

88. Awakening in this tradition is uncovering rather than acquisition. What is required is not addition but the removal of obscuration and the provision of conditions.

89. A seed is not a smaller plant; it is the plant unextended. The capacity is already complete before it is expressed.

90. The characteristic danger is not failure but discouragement, because discouragement withdraws the conditions.



The Flower. The Lotus — the whole plant, folded, in the dark.

℣ Nothing has to be added to you.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XXXII
Who the Teachers Turned Out to Be
The Flower Garland makes the same claim as the Lotus about who is included, and it makes it structurally rather than by announcement. It makes it by listing.
The final and longest section of the Garland is the Gaṇḍavyūha, the Stem Array, which circulated on its own and is the part most readers meet first. It follows a young man called Sudhana, sent out by the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī to find teachers. He finds fifty-three of them, one after another, each sending him on to the next, across a journey that takes up most of the text and is carved in stone around the terraces of Borobudur in Java.
The interesting thing is the roster.
He learns from monks, which is expected. He also learns from a grammarian, a perfume merchant, a goldsmith, a ship’s captain who knows the sea, a physician, a slave, a king, a queen, a princess. He learns from several children. He learns from a series of night goddesses, who occupy more of the text than almost anyone else. He learns from Śākyamuni’s own wife and from his mother. Twenty of the fifty-three are women — in a scripture assembled in the early centuries of the common era, which is not a small number.
And in Chapter Twenty-eight he learns from a courtesan, Vasumitrā, of the city of Ratnavyūha, who teaches him a liberation of freedom from passion. The text does not apologise for her, sanitise her, or explain her away. She is one of the fifty-three, in sequence, with a teaching of her own.
Set that beside the ordinary religious assumption about where instruction comes from and the point lands. There is no priesthood in this list. There is no ranking. There is not even a suggestion that the monastic teachers are the serious ones and the rest are illustrative. Sudhana receives what he needs in fragments, from people distributed across the whole social range, several of whom his society would not have permitted to teach anything.
Master Hsuan Hua, lecturing on this sūtra in America in the last century, made the same point in a blunter register: everything is speaking the teaching, including the things that seem to be doing nothing of the kind; whether it is teaching depends on whether you understand.
The practical consequence is immediate, and it is the reason this chapter sits in the middle of a book about who is included. If you are waiting to encounter someone sufficiently impressive to learn from, you will wait, and the waiting will look like discernment. Sudhana’s journey is long not because good teachers are rare but because he has to go to fifty-three different places to find people who were there the whole time.

91. The Flower Garland makes its claim about inclusion by structure rather than announcement: the fifty-three teachers of the Stem Array run across the entire social range, and twenty of them are women.

92. The roster contains a courtesan, a slave, children, merchants, and craftsmen, presented in sequence with the monastic teachers and without apology or explanation.

93. Instruction is distributed. Waiting for a sufficiently impressive teacher is a way of not beginning, and it resembles discernment closely enough to be mistaken for it.



The Flower. The Garland — a boy walking a very long way to be taught by a perfumer, a sailor, and a girl.

℣ Ask anyone. Everyone is carrying part of it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER XXXIII
The Rain That Does Not Measure
The Lotus states the same inclusion in an image, and Book Seven will tell the parable in full: a single cloud rains on a whole hillside, and every plant takes up what its nature allows, and nothing has been rationed.
What is worth drawing out here is the sentence the parable makes impossible.
They got more out of it than I did.
In a system where the rain is one rain, that sentence has no meaning. It compares two receptions and treats the difference as a verdict, when the difference is a description of two plants. Zhiyi, who built the Tiantai school on this sūtra in the sixth century on a wet mountain in Zhejiang, spent his working life on the problem of how one teaching could produce such wildly different results across the whole Buddhist canon. His answer was not that some hearers are better. It was that a single teaching meets a range of capacities and produces a range of growth, and that a complete account of the teaching has to include the range.
The practical form of this is unglamorous and hard. It means that when someone takes from a book, a service, a teacher, or a conversation something quite different from what you took — smaller, or stranger, or apparently more naive — the correct conclusion is not that they received less. And it means the same about you in the years when you seem to be taking in almost nothing at all.
Moss on the north side of a wall is not in disgrace. It is on the north side.

94. One teaching produces different results because reception is according to capacity, not because the teaching is differently distributed.

95. The comparison of two people’s reception is not a comparison of their worth, and the sentence they got more out of it than I did has no purchase in this scheme.

96. Zhiyi’s systematisation of the whole canon rests on this: a complete account of a teaching must include the range of capacities it meets.



The Flower. The Lotus — one cloud over the whole hillside.

℣ It is falling on you at the rate you can take it.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XXXIV
The Dignity of the Unfinished
We are unreasonably harsh with unfinished things, and it damages us more than we notice.
A person halfway through learning something is, in most social settings, in a slightly humiliating position. The half-built house is an eyesore. The first draft is embarrassing. The recovering anything is watched. We reserve our regard for completion, and we hand it out at the end, and the effect is that most people spend most of their lives in a condition they have been trained to be ashamed of, since almost all of life is the middle.
The Lotus’s teaching has a specific consequence here that is rarely drawn out. If everyone is on one road to one destination, then the middle of the road is not a shameful place. It is the road. There is no separate location where the real thing happens, of which the middle is merely the approach.
Watch what this changes.
It changes how you regard your own state. The version of you that exists today is not a rough draft of a better version who will be the one who counts. There is no such person. There is only this one, in this stretch, and if worth is deferred until completion it will be deferred permanently, because the completion is not scheduled inside your lifetime.
It changes how you regard beginners. A tradition that honours only mastery produces communities where nobody dares be a beginner in public, and where the people who most need help perform competence instead of asking. A tradition that honours the road produces the opposite, and you can identify which kind you are in within about ten minutes of arriving.
And it changes how you regard other people’s ugly middles. The friend who is two months into something and is being insufferable about it. The relative whose new sincerity is embarrassing. The convert’s zeal, the beginner’s rigidity, the awkwardness of anyone doing something they are not yet good at. All of that is what growth looks like from outside, and it looks like that in every field, and the impulse to mock it is one of the meaner reflexes available to us.
The gardener’s version: nobody stands over a seedling in April complaining that it is not yet an apple.

97. If all are on one road, the middle of the road is not a lesser place. There is no separate location where the real life occurs.

98. Worth deferred until completion is deferred permanently, since completion is not scheduled within a lifetime.

99. The awkwardness of the beginner is the appearance of growth from outside. Contempt for it is contempt for the process itself.



The Flower. The Lotus — a seedling in April, not yet an apple, and not behind schedule.

℣ You are not a draft of the one who counts.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XXXV
Reverence Before the Evidence
There is a practice implied by all of this, and the Lotus does not leave it implied. It supplies a man.
Chapter Twenty describes a monk in a distant age who did not study, did not recite, and did not preach. He bowed to people and told them he would never treat them with contempt, because they were going to become buddhas. He did this to everyone, including people who did not want it. He was cursed for years and eventually stoned, and he moved out of range and kept calling the same sentence back at them. They named him Never Disparaging after the phrase he would not stop saying. Book Seven tells the episode in full.
What matters here is that the sūtra offers this as the practice, and that it is a strange one.
Note the trap immediately, because it is real. This is not the instruction to ignore what people do. Reverence is not naivety, and the tradition that produced this sūtra also produced monastic codes of considerable severity. Seeing someone’s destination does not oblige you to lend them your car. Nichiren, who took this monk as his personal model, was one of the most combative religious figures in Japanese history; he was exiled twice and nearly executed, and he did not confuse reverence with agreement.
What the practice does is separate two judgements that we habitually run together.
The first is behavioural and necessary: can this person, at present, be relied on, worked with, believed, be alone with my children? You must make that judgement. Refusing to make it is not compassion but negligence, and it is usually paid for by someone weaker than you.
The second is ontological and, in this sūtra, forbidden: is this person finally of less account than me? The Lotus removes that one from the table for every case, without exceptions for the cases you feel strongly about.
Held together they produce a recognisable kind of person. Not easily fooled — they see conduct clearly and act on it. And carrying no contempt, which is rarer than we admit, because contempt is enjoyable and easily mistaken for discernment.
You are unlikely to bow in the street. The internal version is available at any moment: when contempt arrives — and it will arrive today — treat its arrival as information about your own state rather than as a report on the person in front of you.

100. Two judgements must be separated: the behavioural judgement of what a person can presently be trusted with, which is necessary, and the ontological judgement that a person is finally of less account, which this sūtra forbids.

101. Reverence is not agreement and not naivety. Nichiren took Never Disparaging as his model while conducting one of the most combative careers in Japanese religious history.

102. Contempt, when it arises, is information about the one who feels it.



The Flower. The Lotus — a bow made to what has not appeared yet.

℣ Judge the conduct; revere the person.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XXXVI
Nobody Is Too Late
The last of the exclusions, and the one people apply to themselves most often, is time.
Too late is a very specific despair. It does not deny that the thing is good, or true, or possible in general. It concedes all of that and adds a single clause: not for me, not now, not from here. Because of the years. Because of what was done. Because the window for becoming a different sort of person closes somewhere in your thirties and I did not walk through it.
Three answers, and the tradition would give all three.
The first is about arithmetic. Too late assumes a fixed target date, and there isn’t one. The road described here is not a competition with a closing ceremony. Nobody arrives on schedule; the tradition’s own timescales are so extravagant — ages beyond counting, lifetimes beyond counting — that being forty years behind an imagined norm is not a measurable quantity. The extravagance is doing exactly this work. It is not cosmology. It is the removal of the deadline.
The second is about direction. What is being cultivated is a direction of travel, not a distance covered. Two people, one far along and drifting backwards, one barely started and moving forward: the tradition is unambiguous about which is in a better position. Position is a snapshot. Direction is the reality.
The third is about material. The years you think disqualify you are the material you have to work with, and they are better material than an unmarked life. The person who has been badly wrong about something for a decade knows something about being wrong that the careful person does not. The one who has been broken knows where the cracks in other people are. Nobody wants to have acquired this equipment. Having acquired it, it is equipment.
The mud is not an unfortunate circumstance the lotus has to overcome. It is where the nutrients are.
So the second flower’s last word to the reader who has got this far and is quietly certain that all of it applies to other people: there is no lateness in a system without a deadline, and the disqualification you are holding is, in this tradition, the thing you will eventually be useful with.

103. The despair called too late assumes a deadline. The tradition’s extravagant timescales exist precisely to remove one.

104. Direction of travel is the reality; position is a snapshot. A person moving forward from far behind is better placed than one drifting back from far ahead.

105. Years spent badly are material, not disqualification. The mud is where the nutrients are.



The Flower. The Lotus — rooted in the black sediment, and there is no other way it could have been made.

℣ There is no deadline, and you are not behind.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book VI — Many Roads, One Destination

At the gate of Mount Tiantai.

A green mountain near the coast of Zhejiang, wet most of the year. In the sixth century a monk named Zhiyi settled here and worked out how the whole confusing inheritance of Buddhist scripture could be one teaching given at different depths to different people. He built his system on the Lotus. The school took the mountain’s name and carried it to Japan and Korea.

℣ He did not throw anything away. He arranged it.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER XXXVII
The Teacher Who Meets You Where You Stand
The second chapter of the Lotus is titled Skilful Means, and it is the chapter on which everything afterwards rests. The Sanskrit is upāya, sometimes upāya-kauśalya: expedient device, adapted method, the truth fitted to the hearer.
The sūtra’s own image for it is a physician, and it uses the figure more than once — most fully in the parable of the good doctor in Chapter Sixteen, which Book Seven tells. A physician does not give the same medicine to every patient. What he prescribes depends on the patient’s condition, strength, and state of mind, and a transcript of his morning would show him saying incompatible things about the same disease. He is not confused. He is treating people rather than reciting a condition.
This is the second flower’s great methodological idea, and it is the mechanism by which the one vehicle becomes thinkable.
It is not a doctrine of convenient untruths, and the sūtra is careful about this. Every one of its parables that turns on a substitution — the burning house, the poor son, the phantom city, the good physician — is followed by the explicit question of whether the father, the guide, or the doctor has lied, and by an answer. Skilful means is not permission to say whatever produces the desired effect; that is manipulation, and the distinction is whose interest is served. The father’s promise serves the children. The salesman’s serves the salesman. The words may be equally imprecise; the acts are not related.
And it is not relativism either. There is a destination. The teacher who adapts is adapting the route, not the country. What varies is what can be usefully said this morning to this person; what does not vary is where they are being taken.
Once you have the idea, you can see why the Lotus needed it. By the time the sūtra was composed, several centuries of teaching had accumulated, in layers, with apparent disagreements. There were three obvious options. Declare most of it wrong. Declare it all equally valid and give up on coherence. Or find a principle by which everything could be true, at its own level, for its own hearers, and still arrive at one place.
The Lotus took the third road. And six centuries later Zhiyi, on Mount Tiantai, took that principle and applied it to the entire Chinese Buddhist canon, which had arrived from India in no order at all, in contradictory instalments, over hundreds of years. His solution — the classification of the teachings into periods and modes, with the Lotus as the key that makes the sequence coherent — is one of the great feats of religious systematisation, and its motive was pastoral. He did not want to throw any of it away.

106. Skilful means is the fitting of true teaching to the capacity of the hearer. It adapts the route, not the destination.

107. It is distinguished from manipulation by whose interest is served, not by the degree of simplification.

108. A scaffold is not a lie about the building. Provisional instruction is true for the stage it is given at.



The Flower. The Lotus — the same illness, explained three ways before lunch.

℣ What can be heard is what can be said.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XXXVIII
Truth Fitted to the Hour
Push the idea further, because it goes further than a technique for teachers, and it may be the most practically useful thing in either book.
Nearly everything you have ever been told was fitted to an hour.
Your parents told you things about the world that were true for a five-year-old and false for an adult, and the good ones revised as you went. Your first teacher of any craft gave you rules that your later teachers took away. The account of your own life you gave at twenty-five was accurate to what you could then bear to see, and you have revised it since, and you will revise it again. This is not a history of being deceived. It is what learning is.
And it means something important about the disorientation that comes when a formulation you have relied on stops working.
That experience is universal and it is usually mishandled. A person is raised inside a picture of the world — religious, political, familial — and at some point it fails. The obvious conclusions are that it was always a lie, or that the failure is their own fault for not being faithful enough. The Lotus offers a third reading, and it is kinder and more accurate than either: the formulation was a true thing said at a level you have now passed. It was not false. It was finished.
That reading changes what you do with your past. You do not have to burn it to move. You can be grateful to the scaffold while taking it down. Anyone who has ever watched an adult rage for thirty years against the religion of their childhood has watched the cost of not having this option — the fury is the fury of someone who believes they were lied to, and the pain would be far less if they could see they were told what could be said to a child.
There is a cost on the other side too, and the tradition names it. If everything is provisional, some people conclude that nothing need be taken seriously, and hold every teaching loosely and are formed by none of them. That is not the teaching either. The scaffold has to be stood on to be any use. You do not get to skip the stage by knowing in advance that it is a stage.
Take it seriously. Stand on it. Let it go when it is done. That sequence is the whole art.

109. Most of what anyone has been told was fitted to a stage. Its expiry is not evidence that it was false.

110. A formulation that stops working has been outgrown, not exposed. This reading permits gratitude toward what is being left behind.

111. Provisionality is not a licence to hold everything loosely. A scaffold gives no support unless it is stood on.



The Flower. The Lotus — a scaffold, honoured, and then dismantled.

℣ Stand on it fully; put it down cleanly.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XXXIX
The Argument About the Doors
Skilful means has an edge to it, and the tradition has never pretended otherwise. If teachings are fitted to hearers, which one is for me? And if several are true at their own level, may I take the easiest?
That question produced the sharpest religious argument in Japanese history, and it is worth watching, because the people on both sides were serious and the disagreement was real.
Hōnen (1133–1212) trained on Mount Hiei, in the Tendai school, on the Lotus. He concluded that in a degenerate age most people could not sustain the disciplines the tradition prescribed, and that the compassionate thing — the thing the vow of Amitābha existed for — was to teach a single practice: the recitation of the Buddha’s name. Not one practice among many. One, exclusively, in place of the others.
Myōe (1173–1232) was a monk of the Kegon school, which is to say a man who had given his life to the Flower Garland, and he wrote a fierce refutation. His objection was not that the Pure Land practice was worthless. It was that Hōnen had dropped the aspiration to awakening itself — that a single practice detached from the whole bodhisattva orientation was a diminishment, and that the Garland’s vision of a world in which every gate opens onto every other made the exclusive claim unnecessary as well as wrong.
Hōnen’s disciple Shinran (1173–1263) then pushed the exclusive position further than his teacher had, to the point where even the recitation is not the practitioner’s own doing but the working of the vow through them.
Nobody in this argument was being lazy or stupid. Hōnen was answering the question of what to say to a person who is dying, illiterate, and frightened. Myōe was answering the question of what happens to a tradition when its most demanding part is declared impossible. Both questions are real, and a tradition that had only one of them would be poorer.
And the Chinese resolution had already been arrived at three centuries earlier by a man both sides could claim. Yongming Yanshou (904–975) was a Chan master and is also counted among the Pure Land patriarchs. He held the two together deliberately, reading the pure land through the Flower Garland’s teaching that mind and world are not two — a position later summarised as the Amitābha of one’s own nature, the pure land of mind only. Not the pure land instead of practice, and not practice instead of the pure land. Zhuhong (1535–1615) developed the same synthesis in the Ming.
The point for a reader is not to settle it. It is that the argument is what a living tradition looks like when it takes skilful means seriously: several doors, people who have walked through different ones, and a genuine disagreement about whether to recommend one door or all of them.

112. Skilful means generates a real question — which teaching is mine, and may I take the easiest — and the tradition has argued it openly rather than resolving it by decree.

113. Hōnen’s exclusive recitation answered the case of the dying and the illiterate; Myōe’s Kegon refutation answered the case of a tradition that declares its own demands impossible. Both questions are genuine.

114. Yongming Yanshou held Chan and Pure Land together three centuries earlier by reading the pure land through the Flower Garland’s teaching that mind and world are not two.



The Flower. Both — the Lotus opening several doors, the Garland refusing to let any of them be sealed.

℣ There is more than one door, and they open into one house.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XL
One Vehicle
We can now say the Lotus’s central doctrine in its own terms, and it will land properly because the ground has been prepared.
The situation the sūtra inherited was this. Buddhist tradition had described more than one path. There were those who followed the teaching they had heard from a teacher and aimed at their own liberation. There were those who worked it out alone, in ages when the teaching had been lost, and reached the same freedom by themselves. And there were those who took a much longer and stranger road: refusing final rest for themselves until every being could come too. Three roads, three kinds of practitioner, and — inevitably, because human beings do this — a ranking.
The Lotus says, in its second chapter: there is one vehicle. Seek in all ten directions, it declares, and there is no other — only the skilful means of the buddhas. It then makes the claim personally, chapter after chapter, by predicting future buddhahood for named disciples who had been told their attainment was final: Śāriputra first, then Mahākāśyapa, Subhūti, Kātyāyana, Maudgalyāyana, then five hundred more, then the nuns, including the Buddha’s own aunt Mahāprajāpatī and his former wife Yaśodharā. The doctrine is not left abstract. It is administered by name.
The three were never three destinations. They were three descriptions of one road, given to people who at that point could hear one and not another. The one who aimed at personal liberation was not on a lesser road; they were on this road, at a stage, with an accurate account of what they could then attempt. Nobody has been travelling in the wrong direction. Nobody’s road terminates short of the summit.
Two things make this more radical than it sounds.
The first is that it revises the past rather than replacing it. The Lotus does not say the earlier teaching was superseded. It says it was always this, correctly described for its hour. That move — reinterpreting the whole inheritance as one thing at different depths — is what the mountain school at Tiantai spent centuries systematising, and it is why that school could hold the entire chaotic Buddhist canon without discarding a page.
And the sūtra records the cost of saying it. When the Buddha begins, five thousand monks, nuns, and lay followers rise, bow, and leave rather than hear it. He lets them go and remarks that the assembly is now free of its deadwood. It is a startling scene, and it tells you the teaching was not received as a comfortable liberalism.
The second thing that makes it radical is what it does to spiritual competition, which is the most persistent disease of religious communities. If there is one vehicle, there is no ladder to be positioned on. The advanced practitioner is not further up a hierarchy; they are further along a road that the beginner is also on, going to the same place, and their advancement consists precisely in having stopped caring about the distinction.
The image the tradition uses is a single great carriage, large enough that everyone climbs into the same one. Not a fleet of vehicles of different qualities allocated by merit. One, and it is not full.

115. The doctrine of the one vehicle holds that the several paths described in earlier teaching were one path described at different depths.

116. The earlier teaching is reinterpreted rather than discarded. Nothing in the inheritance is thrown away.

117. If there is one vehicle there is no ladder, and spiritual competition is revealed as a misunderstanding of the terrain.



The Flower. The Lotus — one carriage, and room in it.

℣ We are not on different roads.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLI
The Rest House on the Road
There is a difficulty in the one-vehicle teaching that an honest book has to raise, because thoughtful readers arrive at it themselves.
If the lesser goals were never final, were people misled? Somebody spends a lifetime aiming at a peace they were told was the end, and it turns out to have been a waypoint. Is that not a disappointment dressed as good news?
The tradition’s answer is the image of a rest house, and it repays thinking about.
A guide leads a party on a hard road. Partway through, they are finished — not tired, finished, the kind of exhaustion in which people sit down and refuse to move and mean it. Ahead is more distance than they can currently imagine crossing. The guide, who knows the country, arranges shelter and food and says: here, stop, this is enough for now. They rest. They eat. Days later, restored, they discover they can go on, and they do, and they arrive.
Was the rest house a deception? Only if it was presented as the destination and then withdrawn. It was not withdrawn. It was real shelter, in a real place, on the actual route, and it was the reason they did not die on the mountain.
That is the shape of the answer. Provisional goals are not counterfeit. They are the mechanism by which people who cannot see the end of a road manage to keep walking on it. Anyone who has recovered from an addiction, finished a degree, or raised a child knows this in their bones: nobody survives the whole distance by contemplating the whole distance. You survive it by getting to Friday.
What the Lotus adds is the promise on the far side: the rest house is not where you have to stay. The exhaustion that made it necessary passes. And when it passes, you will not have to be told to move — you will find you want to, which is a different thing from being ordered onward.
So the teaching is not a demotion of anyone’s hard-won peace. It is the statement that peace is not the ceiling, and that the ceiling you can see from where you stand is generally the roof of the shelter.

118. Provisional goals are genuine shelter, not counterfeit destinations. They are the means by which a road too long to contemplate is actually walked.

119. Nobody crosses a long distance by contemplating the distance. Intermediate arrival is a mechanism of endurance.

120. The far side of exhaustion is not a command to move but the return of the wish to.



The Flower. The Lotus — a lit room partway up, and the road continuing after it.

℣ Rest, and do not mistake the shelter for the summit.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLII
The Many Doors
If truth can be fitted to the hearer, then more than one entrance is not a scandal. It is a design feature. This chapter and the next look at what two later traditions built with that permission.
The first is the Pure Land, and it is the largest devotional movement Buddhism has produced.
Its situation was this. Serious practice — long meditation, monastic discipline, the study of an enormous literature — is unavailable to most human beings who have ever lived. A woman with six children and a field to work does not have four hours of silence a day. A dying man cannot begin a forty-year training. If awakening requires the full apparatus, then the Lotus’s promise that everyone is included is a formality, generous in principle and empty in practice.
The Pure Land answer is that there exists a buddha of infinite light and infinite life, Amitābha, who long ago vowed that any being who turned toward him with sincere trust would be received into a land where the conditions for awakening are perfect. The practice is to say his name — nianfo in Chinese, nembutsu in Japanese. That is all. A person can do it while working, while ill, while dying, while unable to read.
This is also where this house’s own root lies. In 402, at Donglin monastery at the foot of Mount Lu, the monk Huiyuan gathered a hundred and twenty-three companions before an image of Amitābha and vowed with them to be reborn in that land together. The company included monks and laypeople, which was the innovation, and there were white lotuses in the pond. Later tradition called them the White Lotus Society.
Two things are worth understanding about this, whatever your own convictions.
The first is that it is not a shortcut around the moral life; it is a relocation of the source of confidence. The practitioner’s trust is not in their own accumulated excellence, which most people correctly suspect is insufficient. It is in something outside themselves that is reliable. Anyone who has ever stopped trying to be strong enough and simply asked for help knows the change that occurs at that moment, and the Pure Land is a whole tradition built on it.
The second is that the great teachers of this tradition, when they were philosophers as well as pastors, read the Pure Land in the light of the very Flower Garland philosophy we spent Book Four on. If mind and world are not two, then the pure land is not merely a place on a map, elsewhere, later. It is what this world is when a mind stops obstructing it. Both readings were held together, and the tension was regarded as fertile rather than embarrassing.

121. The Pure Land exists because a promise of universal inclusion is empty if the means of practice are available only to a few.

122. Its move is not the removal of moral seriousness but the relocation of confidence from one’s own sufficiency to something reliable outside oneself.

123. Read in the light of the Flower Garland, the pure land is both a real reception and the present world as it appears to an unobstructed mind. The tradition held both.



The Flower. Both — the Lotus opening the door, the Garland explaining where it leads.

℣ Ask for help; it is not a lesser practice.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLIII
The Door of Sitting Still
The other great door is Zen, and it went the opposite way, and both came out of the same permission.
Where the Pure Land said you cannot do this by your own effort, so trust, Zen said stop looking for anything to trust and sit down. Where the Pure Land multiplied words — the name, repeated, thousands of times a day — Zen stripped them away. They look like opposites. They were often practised in the same monastery, and in China they were formally combined by teachers who saw no contradiction at all.
The reason there is no contradiction is the doctrine of the one vehicle.
If every road leads to the same place, then a road that suits a farmer and a road that suits a scholar are not competitors. If the ordinary mind is already the way, then reciting a name with total attention and sitting silently with total attention are the same act performed with different equipment. The great synthesiser of the two, working in China a thousand years ago, saw this clearly enough that both traditions afterwards claimed him.
What Zen contributes to this book specifically is a warning, and the warning is aimed at readers of books.
You can understand every idea in these pages, articulately, and be entirely unchanged by them. Understanding is cheap and it is enjoyable and it feels like progress. Zen’s whole institutional design is an attack on that comfort. Sit down. Do not add commentary. Do not congratulate yourself on the depth of your insight into non-attachment. Face a wall and find out what you are actually like when there is nothing to perform.
Its methods can look severe — the shouts, the abrupt answers, the refusal to explain — and they have been widely romanticised in the West as mystique. They are not mystique. They are an attempt to interrupt a very specific manoeuvre: the conversion of a demand into a topic. Ask a Zen teacher a large question and you will frequently be given something small, immediate, and physical, because the large question was a way of leaving the room.
Two doors, then. One says: you are not strong enough, and something else is holding you. The other says: stop discussing it and sit. It is a good tradition that can hold both without deciding, and this one did.

124. Zen and Pure Land are not competitors but two entrances permitted by the one-vehicle teaching. Chinese practice frequently combined them.

125. Zen’s contribution to a reader of books is the warning that articulate understanding is not change, and is pleasant enough to be mistaken for it.

126. A demand made on a person can be converted into an interesting topic. Interrupting that conversion is the purpose of much that appears severe in Zen.



The Flower. Both — one saying trust, one saying sit, and the same carriage waiting.

℣ Do not turn the demand into a discussion.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book VII — The Parables of the Lotus

At the gate of the Great Buddha Hall at Nara.

In 752 an enormous bronze Vairocana was consecrated in Japan — the cosmic Buddha of the Flower Garland, sixteen metres of him. The Indian monk Bodhisena drew in the eyes with a brush on a long cord, and courtiers held the cord so that the whole assembly might share the act. Ten thousand monks were present. A country had decided to cast the vision of the net in metal and then sit under it.

℣ They made the whole world visible and put a roof on it.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER XLIV
Why the Buddha Tells Stories
The Lotus Sūtra teaches by parable, and it says why.
In its second chapter the Buddha announces that the wisdom of the buddhas is profound and hard to enter — that it cannot be reached by reasoning or discrimination, and that only a buddha together with a buddha can fathom the true character of things. Having said so, he does not then produce a more difficult argument. He tells a story about a house on fire.
That move is the sūtra’s method. What follows in the next fourteen chapters is a sequence of parables, seven of which the tradition counts together as the seven parables of the Lotus. They come in a deliberate order and they build. And unusually among the world’s scriptures, the Lotus interprets its own stories: each parable is followed, in the text, by a passage assigning meanings to the parts. The father is the Buddha. The children are all beings. The house is the world.
The parables also arrive in a particular dramatic situation, and knowing it makes them land. In the second chapter the Buddha has just said something that upended his own community: that the different paths he had taught were expedients, and that there is only one vehicle, leading everyone to full buddhahood. Five thousand of the assembly, the sūtra says, got up and walked out. Those who stayed were shaken. Several of the parables that follow are not told by the Buddha at all — they are told back to him by senior disciples, as a way of saying: we think we have understood; here is what it was like from inside.
The Zen master Hakuin Ekaku read this sūtra at fifteen and put it down disgusted. It was, he complained, nothing but simple tales of cause and effect. Twenty-six years later, at forty-two, abbot of a small temple at the foot of Mount Fuji, he was reading it again at night when a cricket sounded in the garden — and, by his own account, he understood, and wept aloud. Nothing in the book had changed. He had.
What follows are the seven parables and two of the sūtra’s most consequential episodes, retold in this book’s words with the sūtra’s own interpretations attached. They are not summaries offered instead of the original. They are an invitation to it.

127. The Lotus teaches chiefly by parable, and supplies its own interpretations. The stories are not decoration attached to an argument; they are the argument in the form the sūtra chose.

128. The parables are told into a crisis. The sūtra reports that five thousand of the assembly withdrew rather than accept the one vehicle. The stories address people who have been unsettled, not people at ease.

129. Hakuin found the sūtra trivial at fifteen and decisive at forty-two. A text that yields nothing is sometimes waiting for a reader who does not yet exist.



The Flower. The Lotus — which, having said the truth is unreachable by argument, begins to tell stories.

℣ It was not the book that changed.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLV
The Burning House
The first and most famous of the seven stands in Chapter Three, and it is told by the Buddha to Śāriputra immediately after the great disclosure of the one vehicle.
An old man has a vast decaying mansion with a single narrow door. Inside are his many children, at play. The house catches fire — the sūtra piles on rotting beams, collapsing walls, and a bestiary of vermin and predators — and the children, absorbed in their games, do not notice and do not care. The father shouts. They ignore him. He considers seizing them bodily and sees the danger: they will struggle, scatter, and be lost in the flames.
So he uses what he knows about them. He calls out that outside the gate there are carts waiting, of a kind they have long wanted — a cart drawn by a goat, one by a deer, one by a great ox. Rare toys, he says, and they will be sorry to miss them. At this the children race for the door and get out.
Once they are safe on open ground they ask for the carts they were promised. And the father, who is enormously wealthy, gives every one of them the same thing: a single magnificent carriage drawn by a white ox, canopied, jewelled, swift, beyond anything he had described.
Then the sūtra asks the question that the whole parable exists for. Was the father a liar?
Śāriputra says no — not even if he had given them nothing at all, since he saved their lives, and the children got far more than they were promised. The Buddha agrees, and supplies the reading: the burning house is this world of birth and death; the children are all living beings; the father is the Buddha; the three carts are the three paths taught earlier — the hearer’s, the solitary realizer’s, and the bodhisattva’s; and the one great white-ox carriage is the one vehicle of buddhahood, which is what everyone actually receives.
What it settles. The parable is the sūtra’s answer to a charge it knows it has invited. If the earlier teachings were provisional, was the Buddha deceiving people for centuries? The answer is that a promise made to get a child out of a fire is measured by the fire, and that the substitution ran in the child’s favour. The father did not deliver less than he offered. He delivered more, and the same thing to everyone.
And what it costs. It is worth noticing what the children were doing while the house burned. Not sinning. Playing — absorbed, contented, and entirely uninterested in being rescued. The sūtra’s picture of the human predicament is not wickedness. It is absorption: we are busy, we are having quite a nice time, and the structural situation is not good, and shouting at us does not work.

130. The burning house answers the charge that provisional teaching is deception. The measure of a rescuing promise is the fire, and the substitution favoured the rescued.

131. The sūtra’s diagnosis of the human condition here is absorption rather than wickedness. The children are not wicked; they are playing, and do not want to leave.

132. All the children receive the same carriage. The one vehicle is not a superior cart awarded to superior children.



The Flower. The Lotus — a narrow door, and everyone through it into the same carriage.

℣ You are not being punished. You are being got out.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLVI
The Poor Son
The second parable, in Chapter Four, is not told by the Buddha. It is told to him — by four senior disciples, Subhūti, Mahākātyāyana, Mahākāśyapa, and Maudgalyāyana, elderly men who have just heard that they too are destined for buddhahood and are trying to describe what that felt like.
A young man leaves his father’s house and wanders for fifty years, sinking into poverty, begging from town to town. The father, meanwhile, has grown immensely rich and has settled elsewhere, and has never stopped grieving.
By accident the son comes to his father’s gate. He sees a man on a lion seat under a jewelled canopy, attended by retainers, and he panics — this is a place where a beggar could be seized and put to forced labour — and runs.
The father recognizes him instantly. He sends servants after him; the son, seized, faints from terror. So the father changes his method entirely. He has the son released, and tells him to go where he likes. Then he sends two shabbily dressed workmen to find him and offer him a job: clearing dung, at double the going rate.
The son takes it, and does that work for years. The father, watching, takes off his fine clothes, dresses in dirty working things, and goes out to the dung heap to be near him and talk to him. Over a long time he promotes him, gives him a name, puts him in charge of the storehouses, lets him handle the gold and the granaries. The son does all of this well and continues to think of himself as a hired labourer living in a hut by the gate.
Only at the end, dying, with the king and the officials assembled, does the father declare publicly that this man is his son, that he has always been his son, and that everything is and always was his. And the son says he received what he never sought and never expected.
The disciples then supply the reading themselves. The father is the Buddha; they are the son; the dung-clearing is the modest, self-limited goal they had settled for; and the inheritance is buddhahood, which was theirs the whole time.
What it settles. This is the sūtra’s most psychologically exact parable, and the exactness is in the delay. The father could have announced the truth at the gate. He does not, because the son could not have survived it — a beggar told he owns a palace flees or breaks. The truth is withheld not to manipulate but because a person’s capacity to receive good news is itself a variable, and a wise teacher works on the capacity first.
And what it names. There is a specific poverty here that has nothing to do with money: the settled conviction that one is the sort of person who clears dung. The son is not lazy or bad. He is diligent, honest, and completely mistaken about who he is. The Lotus says this is our position, and that the correction takes years, and that it is being worked on now, by someone in dirty clothes standing next to us.

133. The Poor Son is told to the Buddha by his own disciples, describing their experience of being promised what they had not thought to want. The sūtra places its interpretation in their mouths.

134. The truth is delayed because the capacity to receive it is itself a variable. A beggar told he owns a palace runs.

135. The son’s poverty is a settled self-estimate, not a moral failing. He is diligent, honest, and mistaken about who he is.



The Flower. The Lotus — a rich man in filthy clothes, standing by a dung heap for years to be near his son.

℣ You have been working in your own house.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLVII
The Rain and the Herbs
The third parable comes in Chapter Five and is the shortest and gentlest of the seven.
A great cloud rises and covers everything, and rain falls over the whole world at once. It falls on grasses and shrubs, on small herbs, medium herbs, large herbs, on small trees and great trees, on everything rooted in the ground. The rain is one rain. It does not measure, does not select, and does not aim.
And what grows is entirely different everywhere. Each plant takes up what it can take up, according to its species, its size, and its position on the hillside. The small herb becomes fully a small herb. The great tree becomes fully a great tree. Nothing has been rationed and nothing is short-changed.
The sūtra’s reading: the cloud is the Buddha appearing in the world; the rain is one teaching, given without partiality; the plants are all beings; and the difference in growth is difference in capacity, not difference in what was given.
What it settles. This is the sūtra’s answer to an obvious problem. If there is one vehicle and one teaching, why do people so plainly get different things out of it? The answer is that reception is according to nature and stage, and — this is the part that matters — that a small herb is not a failed tree. It is a small herb, entirely and successfully.
And what it forbids. The parable makes spiritual ranking incoherent. You cannot compare what two people received from the same teaching and conclude anything about their worth, any more than you can rebuke moss for not being an oak. Nikkyō Niwano, who founded Risshō Kōsei-kai and wrote a long modern commentary on this sūtra, took the herbs as the ground of a lay Buddhism: ordinary people in ordinary occupations are not receiving a reduced version of the rain.
There is also a quieter consolation in it, for the years when you are taking in almost nothing. Moss on the north side of a wall is not in disgrace. It is on the north side.

136. One teaching produces different results because reception is according to capacity. The rain is not differently distributed.

137. Capacity is not merit. A small herb is a complete small herb, not an unsuccessful tree.

138. No comparison of what two people have taken from a teaching is a comparison of their worth.



The Flower. The Lotus — one cloud over the whole hillside.

℣ It is falling on you at the rate you can take it.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLVIII
The Phantom City
The fourth parable, in Chapter Seven, is the one that answers the hardest objection the sūtra faces.
A caravan sets out across a wilderness five hundred leagues wide toward a place of treasure. The road is bad and dangerous and empty. Partway across, the travellers are finished — not tired but finished, the state in which people sit down and mean it. They tell the guide they cannot go on and are turning back.
The guide, who is skilled and knows the country, uses his power to conjure a city ahead of them: walls, gardens, houses, water. He tells them to go in and rest, and that they need not be afraid. They enter, and they are enormously relieved, and they think they have arrived.
When he sees they are rested and their strength has returned, he makes the city vanish and tells them the truth: it was made for their sake, because they were exhausted; the treasure is close now; come on.
The sūtra’s reading: the guide is the Buddha, the wilderness is the long road of birth and death, the travellers are all beings, the phantom city is the nirvāṇa of the hearers and solitary realizers, and the treasure is complete buddhahood.
What it settles. The objection runs: if the earlier goal was never final, were people who spent their lives reaching it cheated? The parable’s answer is no, and the reason is precise. The city was not withdrawn as a punishment or exposed as a fraud. It was real shelter, in a real place, on the actual route, and it was the reason they did not die in the desert. What is being denied is that it was the end — not that it was worth having.
And what it describes. Anyone who has finished a long difficult thing knows the mechanism. Nobody survives the whole distance by contemplating the whole distance. You survive it by getting to Friday. The Lotus is unusual among scriptures in admitting that its own earlier teaching functioned this way, and in refusing to be embarrassed about it.
There is one further detail worth keeping. The guide does not order them onward. He waits until their strength is back. When exhaustion passes, the wish to continue returns on its own — and being told to move and wanting to move are different conditions.

139. Provisional attainment is genuine shelter, not a counterfeit destination. What is denied is that it is final, not that it was worth reaching.

140. A distance too long to contemplate is crossed by intermediate arrival. This is a mechanism of endurance, not a weakness in the traveller.

141. The guide waits for strength to return rather than commanding the march. The far side of exhaustion is a restored wish, not an order.



The Flower. The Lotus — a walled city that was never there, and the road going on after it.

℣ Rest, and do not mistake the shelter for the treasure.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER XLIX
The Jewel in the Robe
The fifth parable, in Chapter Eight, is again told to the Buddha rather than by him — this time by five hundred disciples who have just received the prediction of their own buddhahood and are describing what it is like.
A poor man visits a wealthy friend. They eat and drink, and the poor man falls asleep drunk. The friend, called away suddenly on official business, wants to leave him something and has no time to explain: so he sews a priceless jewel into the lining of the man’s robe while he sleeps, and goes.
The man wakes and knows nothing about it. He gets up and goes back to his life, wandering, working for whatever he can get, satisfied with very little, often hungry.
Years later the friend meets him again and is appalled. He tells him what he did and where the jewel is, and points out that he has been carrying an unimaginable fortune the whole time, in the cloth against his skin, while begging for scraps.
The disciples supply the reading: the jewel is the aspiration to complete awakening, planted in them by the Buddha long ago and forgotten; the poor wandering is their contentment with a lesser attainment; and the friend’s return is this sūtra, telling them what they have.
What it settles. This is the Lotus’s account of buddha-nature, made concrete. What is required is not acquisition but recognition — the capacity is already sewn in. And it explains a peculiar feature of spiritual life: that the news, when it finally lands, is less like receiving something than like remembering it.
And what it warns about. The man was not miserable. He was satisfied, on very little, for years. The parable’s target is not despair but low expectation — the ordinary human competence at settling, which is a survival skill and also, if nothing interrupts it, a way of walking around wealthy and starving.

142. The jewel is sewn in and forgotten. What the sūtra offers is recognition of a capacity already present, not the addition of one that is absent.

143. The parable’s target is not despair but settled low expectation. The man is not miserable; he is content on very little.

144. The disciples again supply the interpretation. The sūtra’s teaching about inherent capacity is put in the mouths of those who had not believed it applied to them.



The Flower. The Lotus — a fortune in the lining of a coat worn every day.

℣ Check what you are already carrying.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER L
The Jewel in the Topknot
The sixth parable is short, and it is in Chapter Fourteen, at the end of the sūtra’s instructions on how to live and teach in a hostile world.
A powerful king makes war on those who will not submit. His soldiers fight well, and he rewards them lavishly and without hesitation — fields, houses, villages, cities, robes, ornaments, gold, silver, jewels, elephants, horses, servants. He gives away everything he has.
One thing he does not give: the single bright jewel worn in the knot of his hair. He withholds it, because to hand it over casually would astonish everyone and diminish it. But when at last a soldier achieves something extraordinary, the king takes the jewel from his own topknot and gives it away.
The sūtra’s reading: the king is the Buddha; the soldiers are practitioners contending against the afflictions; the ordinary rewards are all the earlier teachings, given generously and without stint; and the jewel in the topknot is this sūtra, held back until the assembly could bear it.
What it settles. The parable explains the Lotus’s own strange self-presentation. This sūtra talks about itself constantly — its own transmission, its own reception, the merit of holding it — in a way that puzzles first-time readers. The topknot jewel is the explanation offered from inside: the teaching was withheld not out of stinginess but out of timing, and the withholding was itself an act of care.
And what it implies about teaching generally. The king is not miserly. He gave away everything else, freely, to everyone who fought. The one reserved thing was reserved because saying it too early would have wasted it. Anyone who has told someone an important truth at the wrong moment and watched it bounce knows the principle without needing the crown.

145. The withheld jewel explains the sūtra’s self-reference: the teaching was reserved for timing, not withheld from meanness.

146. Generosity and reserve are compatible. The king gives everything else away without hesitation.

147. A truth delivered before it can be received is not thereby delivered. Timing is part of the substance of teaching, not an ornament on it.



The Flower. The Lotus — a king unwinding his own hair to give away the last thing he owns.

℣ Some things are kept until they can be heard.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LI
The Good Physician
The seventh and last parable stands in Chapter Sixteen, the chapter on the lifespan of the Buddha, and it is the profoundest of them.
A physician of great skill has many children. While he is away, they drink poison. When he returns they are writhing on the ground; some have kept their senses and some have lost them entirely.
He is delighted to see him and begs him to cure them. He compounds a medicine of excellent colour, fragrance, and taste, and offers it. The children whose minds are still clear take it and recover at once. The children whose minds are deranged refuse it — they see the medicine, they are pleased their father is home, and they will not swallow it, because the poison has damaged the faculty that would let them.
So the father does something drastic. He leaves the medicine where they can reach it, goes away to another country, and sends back word that he has died.
The children, hearing it, are stricken. The one person who could help them is gone; there is nobody left; they are alone. And in that grief they come to their senses, remember the medicine standing there, take it, and recover. Then the father returns and lets himself be seen.
The sūtra asks: has the physician lied? And answers: no.
Its reading is stated at once. The Buddha’s apparent death was of this kind. He says that he awakened in the immeasurably distant past, that he has been teaching ever since, and that he shows himself entering final extinction because beings who believe the Buddha is permanently available become negligent and lazy and never take the medicine. His disappearance is medicine.
What it settles. This is the Lotus’s answer to the deepest problem in any tradition founded by a person: that the founder is gone. The sūtra’s move is to say that the departure was itself pedagogy, and that the reality behind the historical life did not depart at all.
And what it observes about human beings. We do not act on what is always going to be there. The parable is uncomfortably accurate about the psychology of scarcity — that the medicine sitting on the shelf goes untaken until the person who put it there is beyond reach. Anyone who has been galvanised by a death into doing what they had been meaning to do for years has been inside this story.

148. The Good Physician explains the Buddha’s apparent extinction as skilful means: constant availability produces negligence, and the withdrawal is part of the cure.

149. The parable rests on an accurate observation about human beings — that what is always available is not used.

150. The reality behind the historical life is presented as undeparted. The disappearance is a form of teaching, not an ending.



The Flower. The Lotus — a father who lets his children believe he is dead, so that they will live.

℣ The medicine has been standing there.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LII
The Monk Who Bowed to Everyone
Two episodes remain that are not counted among the seven and are as consequential as any of them. The first is in Chapter Twenty.
In a distant age, after the true teaching of a buddha called Awesome Sound King had faded, there lived a monk who did almost nothing that monks do. He did not recite the scriptures. He did not lecture. What he did was bow.
He bowed to everyone he met — monks, nuns, laymen, laywomen — and said the same thing every time: that he held them in deep respect and would never treat them with contempt, because they were walking the bodhisattva path and would become buddhas. If he saw one of them at a distance, he would go over specially to bow and say it.
People found this insufferable. Who was this ignorant monk to hand out predictions nobody had asked for? They cursed him. This went on for many years. Then some of them began throwing stones and beating him with sticks — and he would move off out of range and call the same words back at them from a distance, at the top of his voice. Because of the phrase he never stopped saying, they nicknamed him Never Disparaging, which is the only name he has.
Near the end of his life he heard the Lotus Sūtra, received it, lived a great deal longer, and taught widely. And the sūtra records that the ones who had beaten him became his followers. The Buddha then says that Never Disparaging was himself in a former life.
What it settles. This is the sūtra’s own answer to the question of what its teaching looks like when a person actually does it. Not doctrine, not argument — a practice of treating everyone as what they will be. The monk’s method contains the whole of the one vehicle in a gesture that takes two seconds and can be performed by an illiterate.
And what it is not. Not passivity. Commentators from Nichiren onward have noticed that he retreats out of stone-throwing range and keeps shouting from there. He is not offering himself up to be beaten; he is refusing to stop, and being sensible about the distance. Nichiren took this monk as the model for his own extremely combative career, which tells you how much room the figure has in it.
And what it costs. The reverence was not returned for years. The sūtra does not skip that part or shorten it. It says: many years passed, and the abuse was constant.

151. The sūtra’s practical form of the one vehicle is a gesture: treating every person as what they will become. It requires no learning and can be done by anyone.

152. The practice is not passivity. The monk withdraws beyond the range of stones and continues from there.

153. The sūtra records that the reverence went unreturned for many years. It does not compress the interval.



The Flower. The Lotus — a man shouting respect at people throwing rocks at him.

℣ Judge the conduct; revere the person.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LIII
The Dragon King’s Daughter
The second episode is in Chapter Twelve, and it is the moment the sūtra’s universalism stops being a principle and becomes a scene.
Mañjuśrī reports that among those who have grasped the Lotus is the eight-year-old daughter of the dragon king Sāgara — that she is wise, that her faculties are sharp, that she has entered deep concentration and understands the workings of all beings, and that she is capable of awakening.
The bodhisattva Wisdom Accumulated does not believe it. Buddhahood, he objects, took Śākyamuni himself immeasurable ages of hard practice; nobody arrives that fast.
Before he has finished, she is standing there. She salutes the Buddha and speaks verses of praise. Then Śāriputra — the wisest of the disciples, the one the burning house was explained to — tells her to her face that a female body is defiled, that it is not a fit vessel for the teaching, and that awakening is therefore not open to her.
Her reply is an action. She has a jewel worth an entire world system; she offers it to the Buddha; he takes it. She turns to Śāriputra and asks whether that was quick. He agrees it was. She says: watch me become a buddha — it will be faster than that.
And in front of the whole assembly she does. The sūtra describes her going south to a world called Spotless, seated on a lotus, complete with the marks of a buddha, teaching the dharma to beings in all directions.
What it settles. Every objection to universal buddhahood is present in this scene, voiced by the most authoritative possible objectors, and every one of them is answered by demonstration rather than argument. She is young. She is female. She is not human. She has not done the ages of practice. She becomes a buddha in the time it takes to hand over a jewel.
And what remains contested. The text as we have it says she transformed into a male form in the course of it, and readers have argued about that sentence for centuries — whether it is a concession to the assumptions of the audience, a demonstration that such forms are not fixed, or a later hand. Nichiren, writing in the thirteenth century about women’s attainment, treated the episode as the decisive scriptural proof and made much of it. The chapter itself is unusual in transmission history; parts of the Lotus circulated separately, and this one was not in every early copy.
What is not in doubt is the shape of the scene. The most learned man present states the rule. A child refutes him by doing the thing.

154. The sūtra answers objections to universal attainment by demonstration rather than argument, and puts the objections in the mouths of its most authoritative figures.

155. Every disqualification available — age, sex, species, insufficient practice — is raised in this episode and answered in a single act.

156. The transformation described in the text has been read in several ways across the tradition and remains discussed. The structure of the scene is not affected: the rule is stated by the learned and refuted by the child.



The Flower. The Lotus — an eight-year-old handing over a jewel and asking whether that was fast enough.

℣ The rule was stated. The child did it anyway.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book VIII — The Long Journey

At the gate of Mount Hiei.

North-east of the old capital, a wooded mountain where a monk named Saichō founded a school on the Lotus at the beginning of the ninth century. For four hundred years nearly every important teacher in Japan trained there first and then left dissatisfied — the Pure Land reformers, the meditation masters, the man who made the Lotus a chant. A mountain that produced its own successors by failing to satisfy them.

℣ They all came down the mountain to start something.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER LIV
The Vow
There is a figure at the centre of both our books, and everything in this part of the tradition is organised around it. The word is bodhisattva, which means, near enough, a being oriented toward awakening.
The definition that matters is not etymological. A bodhisattva is someone who has decided that their own arrival is not the point.
Understand what that displaces. The ordinary shape of a spiritual life — of any self-improvement project — is that I am the subject and my condition is the object. I am working on myself. If it goes well, I end up better. Others may benefit; that is a happy consequence. The centre of the enterprise is my own state.
The bodhisattva turns the sentence around. The centre is everyone else, and one’s own progress is instrumental: I need to become capable, because what I am for is being of use, and at present I am not much use. The vow, in its traditional forms, is deliberately impossible — to free all beings, without exception, however long it takes, however many lifetimes.
Two objections arrive at once and both deserve answers.
Is this not grandiosity? It would be, if it were a plan. It is not a plan; it is an orientation. Nobody undertaking this expects to personally rescue the population of the universe. What the vow does is set the direction in which one leans, permanently, so that when the small daily choices arrive — and they always arrive as small daily choices — there is already a bearing.
Is this not a recipe for self-neglect? The tradition is emphatic that it is not, and it is worth being precise about why. The vow requires capacity. A person who has burned themselves to the ground is not available to anybody; exhaustion is not generosity, and the person who cannot say no is usually serving their own need to be needed. Sustainable usefulness is part of the discipline, not an exception to it.
What makes the vow bearable rather than crushing is the timescale. It is explicitly not to be completed in this life. You are being asked to move in a direction across an unimaginable stretch, which means that today’s requirement is small, specific, and within reach: be of use to the people actually in front of you, this week, without dramatising it.

157. A bodhisattva is one whose own arrival has ceased to be the point of the enterprise. Personal progress becomes instrumental to usefulness.

158. The vow is an orientation rather than a plan. It sets a bearing for the small daily choices in which it is actually enacted.

159. Capacity is part of the discipline. Exhaustion is not generosity, and the inability to refuse is usually self-serving.



The Flower. Both — a direction chosen once and walked in for a very long time.

℣ Not my arrival. Theirs.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LV
The First Joy
The Flower Garland maps the long journey in ten stages, called bhūmis, grounds. The section that does it, the Daśabhūmika, was an independent scripture before it was part of the Garland and circulated separately for centuries; Vasubandhu wrote a commentary on it that became foundational in its own right, and it is the reason a whole Chinese school was for a time named after it. This is the most used part of the sūtra.
The first ground is called Joyous, and the naming is not decoration.
Something specific happens when a person genuinely commits to living for something beyond themselves, and the tradition observed it well enough to put it first: it is a relief.
That is counter-intuitive. We expect the assumption of a large obligation to feel heavy. In practice, for people who actually make the turn rather than merely admiring it, the immediate experience is lightness — and the reason is that a great weight has just been set down, which is the weight of one’s own case.
Most human misery is administrative. The constant assessment of how one is doing, how one appears, whether one is falling behind, whether one is enough. It runs all day. It is exhausting and it never resolves, because the question it asks has no stable answer. And it is not defeated by reassurance; you cannot argue a person out of it, as anyone who has tried will confirm.
What defeats it, for a while, is having something more interesting to do.
Watch what happens to someone in a genuine crisis that is not their own — a friend’s emergency, a flood in the town, a night in a hospital corridor with someone else’s family. The self-monitoring stops. People report afterwards, with some embarrassment, that they felt more alive during the worst week of somebody else’s life than in the previous two years. That is not callousness. It is the discovery that the apparatus which was consuming them can go quiet, and that its going quiet is a form of joy.
The first ground names that discovery and makes it the beginning of the path rather than an accident of circumstance. The practice attached to it is generosity — giving things away — because giving is the most direct available loosening of the grip that makes the administration necessary.
The tradition is honest that the joy does not last in that form. It is a beginner’s joy, and beginners’ joys are real and temporary, and the nine grounds that follow are largely about what to do when it goes.

160. The first ground is joy because the commitment to live for something beyond oneself sets down the weight of one’s own case.

161. The self-assessing apparatus is not defeated by reassurance but is silenced by sufficiently absorbing service.

162. Beginners’ joy is real and temporary. The remainder of the path largely concerns what is done after it fades.



The Flower. The Garland — the first ground, and the silence where the self-assessment used to be.

℣ Set down your own case for one hour.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LVI
The Shape of a Long Ascent
Before the grounds are walked through, it is worth asking what a map of ten stages is for, since it can easily become a source of exactly the ranking the Lotus abolished.
It is for four things.
It shows the destination is reachable by steps. The most discouraging picture of spiritual life is the one in which awakening is a lightning strike delivered to a few. Against that, the Garland presents a graded ascent with recognisable stages, most of them consisting of unglamorous work.
It normalises the terrain. If you know that a particular difficulty belongs to a stage, you stop reading it as personal failure. A climber who knows the third pitch is the awkward one does not conclude they are unfit for mountains.
It prevents premature satisfaction. Considerable numbers of people stop at the fourth of anything and believe they are at the tenth, because the fourth is where competence first appears and competence is very convincing. A map that keeps going is a defence against that.
It teaches the length. The tradition’s timescales are enormous, and one function of the enormity is to remove urgency of the wrong kind — the frantic sort that makes people abandon a practice after ten months because it has not delivered.
The ten, in the sūtra’s order: Joyous, Stainless, Light-giving, Radiant, Difficult to Conquer, Manifest, Gone Far, Immovable, Good Wisdom, and Cloud of Dharma. Each is paired with one of the perfections — giving, conduct, patience, effort, meditation, wisdom, and then four further ones — so that the scheme is a sequence of practices as much as a sequence of states. Appendix B sets them out.
Two warnings about using them.
The first: nobody knows what ground they are on. Self-assessment against this list is unreliable in exactly the direction you would expect, and the tradition treats the confident claim to a high ground as strong evidence against it.
The second: the grounds are not achievements to be collected, and the whole map exists inside a book whose central teaching is that everything contains everything. Even the ladder is in the net. The tenth ground is not somewhere else; it is this, seen without obstruction, and the one on the first ground already has it — folded, like everything else, in the seed.

163. A graded map shows that the destination is reached by steps, normalises the difficulties of each stage, guards against premature satisfaction, and teaches patience with the length.

164. Self-location on the map is unreliable. Confident claim to an advanced stage is evidence against it.

165. The ladder stands inside the net. The final ground is not elsewhere; it is the same reality, unobstructed.



The Flower. The Garland — ten named grounds, and a warning not to count them on yourself.

℣ Know the terrain; do not grade yourself on it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LVII
Discipline, Patience, Effort
The second, third, and fourth grounds are the unromantic middle of the beginning, and they correspond to three qualities that no tradition anywhere has found a way around.
The second ground is called Stainless, and its work is conduct. After the first enthusiasm, what is required is the boring integration of the commitment into behaviour — the removal of the small dishonesties, the harmful habits, the ways of speaking that damage people slightly. This stage is disappointing to almost everyone who reaches it, because it feels like a demotion from vision to housekeeping. It is not. A life with holes in its conduct cannot hold anything, and everything that comes later leaks out through them.
The third is called Light-giving, and its work is patience. The word covers more than waiting. It means the capacity to remain steady under provocation, under insult, under injustice, and under the far harder pressure of things simply taking a very long time. What makes it luminous rather than grim is what patience does to perception: an impatient mind cannot see, because it is already three steps ahead arranging the outcome. Steadiness is a condition of clear sight, not merely a virtue attached to it.
The fourth is called Radiant, and its work is effort. Not intensity — this tradition is unimpressed by intensity, having watched a great many people burn brightly for eleven months. What is meant is sustained, unforced application, of the kind that a person can still be doing in the fourteenth year. The fire image is chosen because at this stage the practice starts to consume things: laziness, but also the small comforts and evasions a person had assumed were part of them.
The three belong together and they are where most people stop, and the reason they stop is that these grounds contain no experiences worth reporting. Nobody has ever come back from a retreat glowing about the removal of a slightly dishonest habit.
The tradition’s answer is blunt: this is what the road is made of. Vision is the beginning and vision is the end, and in between is conduct, patience, and effort, sustained past the point where they are interesting.

166. After commitment comes the integration of commitment into conduct. A life with holes in its conduct cannot retain what is given to it.

167. Patience is a condition of accurate perception, not merely an ornament of character. An impatient mind is already elsewhere.

168. The tradition values sustained unforced application over intensity, having observed that intensity has a short season.



The Flower. The Garland — three grounds with nothing to report.

℣ The road is made of the parts nobody describes.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LVIII
Stillness and Insight
The fifth ground is called Difficult to Conquer, and the sixth Manifest, and together they are where the two halves of the training finally lock.
The fifth is meditation, and its name is a warning. The difficulty is not sitting still; anyone can sit still. The difficulty is that this is where the practitioner meets whatever they have been avoiding. A quiet mind is not a peaceful place at first. It is the room in which everything you have been outrunning catches up, and it does so precisely because you have stopped moving. The tradition calls the ground hard to conquer because a great many people arrive here, find what is waiting, and quietly arrange their lives so as never to be still again. This is more common than any dramatic falling away.
What gets a person through is not force. It is the previous grounds. Conduct means there is less to be ambushed by. Patience means the discomfort is survivable. Effort means the practice continues on the days it is unpleasant. This is why the sequence is a sequence.
The sixth is understanding, and its name means face-to-face. What becomes manifest is the vision the whole Garland has been describing — that nothing is separate, that everything arises together. And it becomes manifest as perception rather than doctrine, which is the whole difference.
Everyone reading this book has understood interdependence intellectually by now; it is not a difficult idea. To have it become manifest is another matter entirely, and it is what the previous five grounds were for. It is the difference between knowing that the sun is a star and looking up one evening and actually seeing a star, at the top of a column of ninety-three million miles of nothing, with yourself standing on a rock in the same emptiness.
The tradition places this ground here, in the middle, and not at the end, which is itself a teaching. The insight is not the summit. It arrives, and then there are four more grounds, and what those four consist of is learning to be useful with it. An understanding that stops when it is achieved has stopped halfway.

169. Stillness is difficult not because of the sitting but because it is where what has been outrun arrives. Most falling away at this stage takes the form of arranging never to be still.

170. Conduct, patience, and effort are what make stillness survivable. The order of the grounds is functional.

171. Insight becomes manifest as perception rather than as doctrine, and it stands in the middle of the path rather than at its end.



The Flower. The Garland — a quiet room, and everything you have outrun arriving in it.

℣ Sit still long enough to be caught up with.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LIX
Where You Cannot Fall Back
The seventh ground is called Gone Far, and the eighth is called Immovable, and the eighth is the great hinge of the whole scheme.
Up to this point everything has been effortful. The practitioner acts well by deciding to. There is a gap, however narrow, between the impulse and the response, and in that gap a choice is made, correctly, most of the time, by someone who is still capable of choosing otherwise. That gap is where all the work has been done, and it is also a permanent liability, because a bad week can widen it.
At the eighth ground, the tradition says, the gap closes. The response no longer requires a decision. Nothing is being suppressed, because there is no longer a competing impulse to suppress. The person is described as irreversible: not because they have been guaranteed anything, but because there is no longer a mechanism by which they could go back.
We know this transition from ordinary skills and should not make it mystical.
Consider a fluent speaker of a second language. For years there was translation, and effort, and the possibility of getting it wrong under pressure. Then at some point it became simply how they speak. They could not now speak the language badly on purpose without difficulty. Nothing was added at the transition; a laborious process became native.
Or consider the person who, after years of work, no longer has to decide not to take offence. They do not swallow the offence. It does not arrive.
That is what the eighth ground describes, applied to the whole of one’s response to existence. And the tradition notes something touching about it: the effortlessness is frequently invisible to the one who has it. Such people are often puzzled to be told they are patient, because from inside there is nothing to report — they are not exercising a virtue, they are simply behaving normally.
This is what the long unglamorous middle is for. Not to become someone who succeeds at being good, but to become someone for whom the question has stopped arising.

172. Up to the eighth ground right action is chosen. At the eighth it becomes native, and the possibility of reversal closes because the competing impulse is gone.

173. The transition is familiar from ordinary skill: a laborious process becomes the way one simply does the thing.

174. Effortless virtue is generally invisible to the one who has it, since from inside there is nothing being exercised.



The Flower. The Garland — the moment the effort stops being required.

℣ Practise until the choice is no longer needed.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LX
Speech That Fits the Listener
The ninth ground is called Good Wisdom, and its content is a surprise: it is about talking.
Having arrived at a place where their own conduct is no longer in question, the practitioner’s remaining work is communication — the capacity to say the true thing in the form that this particular person, in this particular hour, can actually receive.
The placement is the teaching. Skilful speech is not an entry-level social skill. It is the ninth of ten grounds, harder than meditation, harder than the acquisition of insight, and the tradition puts it late because it requires everything that came before.
Think about what it actually demands. You must understand the matter completely, or you cannot vary the form without losing the substance. You must perceive the person accurately — where they are, what they can bear this week, what they will hear underneath what you say. You must want their good rather than your own vindication, which is the requirement that fails most often, because being right is delicious and helping is frequently unglamorous. And you must be willing to say the smaller true thing when the larger true thing would not be survivable today.
This is the two flowers meeting. The Lotus supplied the principle — truth fitted to the hearer. The Garland places it near the summit of the ascent and tells us what it costs to do well.
And it explains something about the great teachers this tradition produced, which is that their most remarkable quality was not what they knew but how differently they said it to different people. A single teacher, in a single week: severe with one student and gentle with another, silent with a third, and telling a fourth something that appeared to contradict what they had told the first. Not inconsistency. Ninth ground.
The ordinary version, available today: the next time you are about to explain something true to someone who needs it, spend the first portion of your attention not on the explanation but on the person, and let the form follow from what you find. That is the practice, at the scale we can manage.

175. Skilful speech is placed ninth of ten, later than insight, because it requires complete understanding, accurate perception of the hearer, and the absence of any wish for vindication.

176. The most common failure is the preference for being right over being useful.

177. Apparent inconsistency in a great teacher’s instruction across different hearers is generally the mark of this attainment.



The Flower. Both — the Lotus’s principle standing on the Garland’s ninth ground.

℣ Attend to the person before the explanation.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXI
The Cloud of Dharma
The tenth ground is called the Cloud of Dharma, and after nine grounds of increasingly demanding work the final image is weather.
Not a throne. Not a crown. A cloud, which is the least self-assertive thing in the sky and the one everything depends on.
Consider what a cloud does. It does not aim. It does not assess the ground beneath it or allocate according to merit. It has no method of withholding. It arrives, and it rains on whatever is there, and the effect on the land below is total and quiet, and by the time the grass is green the cloud has gone somewhere else and nobody thanks it.
That is the tradition’s picture of the highest attainment available to a being.
Three things follow, and they close the whole scheme.
Benefit at the tenth ground is impersonal. It is not a relationship of benefactor and beneficiary. Rain does not have favourites and does not know your name. The completed practitioner has stopped being a person doing kind things and become a condition under which things grow.
It is not effortful. By this point nothing is being pushed. A cloud does not strain to rain; it rains because of what it is and what the air is doing, and if you asked it to explain its technique it would have nothing to say.
And it is not the end. In a tradition where every part contains the whole, no ladder terminates. The tenth ground opens into the buddha’s own activity, which is described as ceaseless — not rest, but tireless usefulness across an unimaginable span. The reward for the journey is more journey, and the person who has arrived is exactly the person who no longer needs it to stop.
And the Garland’s own ending says the same. At the close of the Stem Array, after fifty-three teachers and the tower, Sudhana comes at last to Samantabhadra, whose name means Universally Good, and what he receives is not a further vision. It is a set of vows — the ten great practices, recited daily across East Asia and Tibet to this day, and appended to the Tibetan lamrim tradition through Atiśa. Their content is entirely outward-facing: to honour all buddhas, to praise them, to make offerings, to confess one’s own faults, to rejoice in the merits of others, to request teaching, to ask the awakened not to depart, to follow them, to accommodate all beings, and to give away everything gained. Wisdom, at the end of this enormous book about the structure of reality, exists in order to be used, and is good only insofar as it benefits living beings.
Which returns us to the Lotus, and to the reason these two sūtras belong together. The whole immense ascent, the ten grounds, the ages beyond counting — and what stands at the top is rain falling on everybody, without measurement, and a list of ten things to do about other people.
The map ends where the promise began.

178. The final ground is imaged as a cloud: impersonal benefit, without aim, allocation, or the capacity to withhold.

179. At this stage the practitioner has ceased to be a person performing kindnesses and has become a condition under which things grow.

180. No ladder terminates in this tradition. The Garland’s own conclusion is Samantabhadra’s ten vows, whose content is entirely outward-facing: wisdom exists to be used and is good only insofar as it benefits living beings.



The Flower. Both — the Garland’s summit turning out to be the Lotus’s rain.

℣ Rise until you can fall on everyone.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book IX — Living the Garland

At the gate of Eihei-ji in the snow of Echizen.

A monk named Dōgen, who had trained on Mount Hiei and studied in China, gave up the capital in 1244 and went to build a monastery in a cold province where nobody important would visit. He quoted the Lotus more than any other scripture. He taught that washing the face and cooking the rice are not preparations for practice. They are it.

℣ He went where the snow was, and cooked.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER LXII
Attention
Everything in this book comes down to one capacity, and it is not belief.
Attention is the whole of it. The Garland’s vision is available only to someone who can look at a thing long enough for its connections to appear; the Lotus’s reverence is available only to someone who can look at a person long enough to see them. Every practice that follows in this part is a particular application of the same muscle.
Dushun’s contemplations, Zhiyi’s Great Concentration and Insight, Dōgen’s instructions for zazen, the recitation of a name ten thousand times a day — the methods differ completely and they are all, at bottom, training in this.
The chapters that follow are not a list this book invented. They track two structures the tradition supplies. The first is the six perfections — giving, conduct, patience, effort, meditation, and wisdom — which the Flower Garland attaches one by one to the ten grounds. The second is Samantabhadra’s ten vows at the close of the Garland, whose content is almost entirely relational: honour, praise, offer, confess, rejoice in others’ merit, ask for teaching, ask the awakened not to depart, follow them, accommodate all beings, and give everything away. Where a chapter here has no such anchor it is marked as an application rather than a doctrine.
We are, as a population, worse at this than any generation has been, and it is not a moral failing. Attention is now the commodity that most of the economy is built on extracting, by people who are extremely good at it and who spend more on the problem than any monastery ever spent on the solution. Losing that contest is not weakness. But it is loss, and the loss is not of productivity. It is of the world.
The practice is undramatic. Choose one thing a day and give it your whole attention for the duration — one cup of tea, one walk to the corner, one conversation in which you do not compose your reply while the other person is talking. Not an hour. The duration of the thing.
You will fail most days, and the failing is not the interesting part. The interesting part is what happens on the days you succeed, which is that the object turns out to have been much fuller than you remembered. Nothing was added. You arrived.

181. Attention is the single capacity on which every practice in this tradition depends, and both flowers are visible only through it.

182. The practice is not the achievement of sustained attention but the repeated return to it. The returning is the training.



The Flower. Both — one thing, given all of it, once today.

℣ Nothing needs to be added; arrive.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXIII
Gratitude
Gratitude has been badly damaged by being recommended, and it is worth rescuing, because in this tradition it is not a mood but a form of accuracy.
The version that fails is the one that involves counting your blessings against the standard of people worse off. That produces guilt, which is not gratitude, and it collapses the moment you meet something genuinely hard.
The version this tradition supports is a consequence of Book Three. If nothing you have came from you alone — if your body, language, skills, and half your ideas arrived from elsewhere — then gratitude is not an attitude adopted toward your circumstances. It is the correct description of your situation. You are, at every moment, the recipient of an enormous quantity of unearned work, most of it done by people who are dead, none of whom can be thanked.
Try the specific form rather than the general one. Not I am grateful for my life — too large to feel. Instead: this chair was made by somebody. This word came to me from a language I did not invent. This morning’s bread involved a field, weather, a lorry at four in the morning, and a person standing at a counter. None of it was owed to me.
Do that for two minutes and the effect is not warmth. It is something closer to vertigo, and then a kind of quiet, because a person who has genuinely noticed how much they are carried finds it harder to be aggrieved.

183. In this tradition gratitude is not an attitude but an accurate description of a dependent situation.

184. The general form is too large to be felt. The specific and traceable form — this object, this word, this bread — is the practicable one.



The Flower. The Garland — a chair, a word, a loaf, and none of it your work.

℣ Count what arrived from elsewhere.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXIV
Generosity
Generosity is the first of the six perfections and the practice attached to the first of the Flower Garland’s ten grounds, and it is placed first for a reason that has nothing to do with the recipient.
Giving is the fastest available loosening of the grip that causes most suffering. Whatever you can give away easily, you did not much have hold of. Whatever produces a small internal resistance when you consider giving it — that is where the grip is, and the grip is the thing being worked on.
This makes the practice both easier and harder than it sounds. Easier, because the amount is not the point; a tradition full of stories about kings’ donations reserves its highest praise for very small gifts given by people with nothing. Harder, because you cannot substitute quantity for the actual difficulty, and most people are generous precisely in the department where it costs them nothing and rigid in the one where it would.
Four kinds are worth naming, in ascending order of difficulty for most people. Money, which is the easiest and therefore the most popular. Things, which is harder, because things are attached to memory. Time, which is harder still, because time is finite and you can feel it leaving. And attention, which is the hardest of all, and is the one most people actually need from you.
The test of a gift, in this tradition, is not what it cost. It is whether the giver is lighter afterwards. Giving that leaves you heavier — resentful, owed, waiting to be recognised — has not been a gift but an investment, and it will be collected on later.

185. Generosity is placed first because it is the most direct loosening of the grip that produces suffering. The recipient’s benefit is real and secondary.

186. What can be given easily was not held. The practice lies exactly at the point of internal resistance.

187. A gift that leaves the giver heavier was an investment, and will be collected.



The Flower. The Garland — a hand opening, mainly for the sake of the hand.

℣ Give the one you did not want to give.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXV
Patience
Patience in this tradition is not the ability to wait pleasantly. It is the capacity to stay in contact with something difficult without either fleeing it or attacking it.
Three kinds are usually distinguished, and they are worth having separately.
Patience with events. Delays, illness, the pace of things, the fourteen years the bridge takes. Here the practice is the recognition that impatience adds nothing to the world except its own discomfort. The train is not faster.
Patience with people. Harder, because there is a target. Note the specific move: the impatience presents itself as a judgement about the other person’s speed, or competence, or repetition. It is almost always a report on your own state. The same colleague explaining the same thing twice is unbearable on Thursday and fine on Saturday. Nothing about the colleague changed.
Patience with yourself. Hardest, and the one most people entirely omit. It is possible to be gentle with everyone in your life and to run an internal regime of contempt that you would not tolerate being directed at anyone else. This tradition regards that as a straightforward failure of the practice, not as commendable rigour. The same person is being treated with cruelty; the fact that they are you does not license it.
The reason patience is a luminous ground and not merely a social virtue is that it is a precondition for seeing. Impatience is always already elsewhere — three steps ahead, arranging the outcome. Nothing can be perceived from three steps ahead.

188. Patience is remaining in contact with difficulty without flight or attack, and is required equally toward events, persons, and oneself.

189. Impatience with a person is generally a report on the state of the impatient one, not on the person.

190. Internal harshness is not rigour. The same cruelty is being practised on the same person.



The Flower. The Garland — standing still in something difficult, for once.

℣ Nothing is visible from three steps ahead.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXVI
Forgiveness
Forgiveness is one of the most misdescribed acts in the language, and the misdescription keeps people from it.
It is not saying that what happened was acceptable. It is not the restoration of trust, which has to be earned separately and sometimes cannot be. It is not reconciliation, which requires two people, and is not always available or wise. And it is not a feeling that arrives one morning to reward your patience.
It is the decision to stop requiring a payment that is not going to be made.
That is all, and it is enormous. The grievance you carry is a debt that has been recorded against someone. Most such debts are uncollectable — the person is gone, or unrepentant, or dead, or has entirely forgotten the incident that reorganised your life. Holding the record does not compel payment. It only requires an accountant, permanently, and you are the accountant, and the accounting is done in your own hours.
The tradition’s reasons are its own. The fourth of Samantabhadra’s vows is the confession of one’s own faults, and it is placed before the vow to rejoice in the merits of others — the order is not accidental. A person who has looked squarely at their own record has less appetite for maintaining anyone else’s. And in a net, resentment is a place where a thread is pulled tight, so that everything touching it is distorted. In a world where character is grown rather than issued, a person is not identical with the worst thing they did, and holding them fixed at that moment is a factual error as well as a burden.
The practicable version is unglamorous. You will not do it once. You will do it repeatedly, whenever the ledger opens again, and each time the act is the same: notice that a payment is being demanded, and set the demand down, and pick up whatever you were actually doing.

191. Forgiveness is the withdrawal of a demand for payment that will not be made. It is distinct from approval, trust, and reconciliation.

192. An uncollectable debt still requires an accountant, and the hours are the creditor’s.

193. It is not performed once but repeatedly, each time the ledger reopens.



The Flower. The Lotus — a ledger closed, and the hours returned to their owner.

℣ Set down what will not be paid.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXVII
Kindness
Kindness is the least impressive of the virtues and the one that most reliably indicates whether any of the rest is real.
It is easy to be spiritually serious and unkind. The combination is common enough to be a recognisable type: the person of genuine discipline, real understanding, and considerable practice, who is difficult to live with, sharp with waiters, and dismissive of people slower than themselves. They are not hypocrites. They have simply pursued the parts of the path that are gratifying.
This tradition regards kindness as diagnostic. Whatever you have understood, its presence in your life is measured at the point where you meet someone who cannot benefit you, whose situation is tedious, and who is behaving badly.
Three notes on the practice.
It is mostly small. The overwhelming majority of kindness is not intervention in crisis. It is not making a remark that would have landed. It is letting someone finish. It is the second of pause before responding to a message written in a bad mood.
It should not be conspicuous. Kindness with an audience is a different act, and the tradition is dry about it: what is being cultivated by the visible good deed is visibility.
It is not niceness. Niceness is the avoidance of friction, which frequently requires letting someone continue in a course that will harm them, or leaving a room where somebody should have been contradicted. Kindness sometimes involves the harder sentence, said privately, at cost.

194. Kindness is diagnostic of the rest of the practice, and is measured toward those who cannot benefit the practitioner.

195. Nearly all of it is small and unobserved. Conspicuous kindness cultivates visibility.

196. Kindness is not the avoidance of friction, and sometimes requires the harder sentence said privately.



The Flower. The Lotus — the waiter, the caller, the tedious person, and how you were with them.

℣ Be measured on the one who can do nothing for you.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXVIII
Courage
Courage in this tradition is almost never dramatic, and mistaking it for the dramatic kind is how people conclude they do not have any.
It appears in four ordinary forms.
The courage to look. At the medical result, the bank statement, the state of a marriage, the thing about yourself you have arranged not to think about. Most of what ruins people is not the difficulty but the years of not looking at it, during which it grows undisturbed.
The courage to begin badly. Everything worth doing is done incompetently for a considerable time. Adults avoid this by not beginning, and dress the avoidance as realism.
The courage to be the only one. To say the thing in the room that everyone is thinking and nobody has said, or worse, the thing nobody is thinking. This is the rarest, and the social cost is real, and the tradition does not pretend otherwise.
The courage to continue. Long past enthusiasm, into the years when nothing is happening and nobody is watching. This is the least visible and it is what most lives actually require.
The tradition’s grounding for all four is the vow, and it works because it changes the arithmetic. A person who has decided their own comfort is not the point of their life has removed the main argument against every one of these. Not by becoming fearless — fear is weather — but by no longer treating fear’s recommendation as decisive.

197. Courage most often takes the form of looking, of beginning badly, of standing alone, and of continuing past enthusiasm.

198. It does not require the absence of fear but the demotion of fear’s recommendation from decisive to advisory.



The Flower. Both — the letter opened, the year continued.

℣ Look at the thing you have arranged not to look at.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXIX
Humility
Humility is not a low opinion of yourself. A low opinion of yourself is still an opinion of yourself, held with attention, revisited frequently, and defended when challenged. That is not humility. It is the same preoccupation wearing a plainer coat.
What the tradition means is simpler and rarer: not thinking about it much.
The Garland supplies the reasoning. If the whole is present at every point, then the question of your relative rank is not modest or immodest — it is malformed. There is no scale on which the jewels of the net are arranged. The impulse to locate yourself on one, whether high or low, is the impulse the whole vision dissolves.
And the practical test is a good one. A genuinely humble person can be praised without the machinery starting up, and criticised without it either. They can take a compliment, use a correction, and get back to the work, because the work rather than the self is what has their attention. Those who deflect praise energetically are frequently the most preoccupied people in the room.
The practice, then, is not self-deprecation. It is transferring attention to the task and to the people involved in it, and noticing how often it swings back, and returning it, without commentary about how bad you are at this.

199. A low opinion of oneself is not humility but the same preoccupation in plainer form.

200. In a net there is no scale of rank. The impulse to locate oneself on one, high or low, is what the vision dissolves.

201. The test is the capacity to receive praise and correction without the machinery engaging.



The Flower. The Garland — no scale, no rank, and nothing to work out about yourself.

℣ Move the attention to the task.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXX
Listening
The great figure of compassion in the Buddhist east is named, in Chinese, for hearing rather than seeing. Kumārajīva rendered the Sanskrit Avalokiteśvara as Guanshiyin — one who contemplates the sounds of the world — shortened to Guanyin; the Japanese Kannon is the same name. That naming is worth a chapter, because it makes listening the primary form of care rather than a preliminary to it.
Most of what passes for listening is waiting. The other person is speaking, and you are holding a reply, adjusting it, checking for the pause. It is a courteous behaviour and it is not listening, and people can always tell, though they usually cannot say how.
Real listening has three marks.
You do not know what they will say. If you do, you are hearing your own model of the person, updated occasionally.
You are prepared to be changed by it. Listening that cannot alter your position is a performance of receptivity.
You are not preparing the solution. This is the hardest for competent people, and it is the reason many capable helpers are exhausting to confide in. The impulse to fix is a way of ending the discomfort of hearing something that cannot be fixed. Often the request is not for a solution. It is for one other human being to know.
The practice is a subtraction. When someone begins to speak about something that matters, notice the reply forming, and set it down, and keep listening, and see what arrives in the space where your answer was going to be. It is frequently the thing they had not managed to say yet.

202. The tradition names its figure of compassion for hearing, making listening the primary form of care rather than its preliminary.

203. Listening is marked by not knowing what will be said, willingness to be changed, and the absence of a solution being assembled.

204. The impulse to fix frequently serves the helper’s discomfort rather than the speaker’s need.



The Flower. The Lotus — the one who hears, before the one who solves.

℣ Set down the reply you are holding.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXXI
Silence
Silence has two forms and both are practices.
The first is the silence of not speaking. Not the sulking kind, and not the silence of the person who has decided you are not worth talking to. The kind meant here is a deliberate reduction in output: not saying the clever thing, not filling the gap, not offering the opinion nobody asked for, not narrating.
The immediate discovery, for anyone who tries it for a day, is how much of ordinary speech is not communication at all. It is the maintenance of a self. We speak to establish position, to demonstrate we are following, to be seen. Removing that layer for a few hours reveals how much energy has been going into it, and the recovered energy is startling.
The second is the silence of an unfurnished mind. Not absence of thought, which is not on offer, but the absence of the compulsion to comment on everything. This one arrives rather than being produced, and its precondition is having nothing urgent to prove.
Neither of these is a doctrine of the sūtras, and this chapter is an application rather than a teaching. But the tradition assumes it everywhere. The whole meditative apparatus — Dushun’s contemplations, Zhiyi’s zhiguan, Dōgen’s sitting — presupposes a person who can be quiet, and every one of those teachers wrote for readers who had far more silence available than we do.
That is worth naming without moralising. Silence has become genuinely rare — there is a device in your pocket engineered to fill every gap in your day, and it is very good at it. The gaps it fills are precisely where this practice used to live: the queue, the walk, the ten minutes before sleep.
You do not need a retreat. You need one gap a day, left unfilled.

205. Much ordinary speech is not communication but the maintenance of a position. Reducing output for a day makes the expenditure visible.

206. The silence of the mind is not the absence of thought but the absence of the compulsion to comment.

207. The practice requires only that one gap in the day be left unfilled.



The Flower. The Garland — one gap, left as it is.

℣ Leave one silence unfilled today.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXXII
Service
Service is what the whole book has been aiming at, and it needs to be described accurately, because a great deal of harm is done in its name.
The bad version has a shape. It is highly visible. It selects recipients who make the helper feel good. It arrives with a plan the recipient did not ask for. It requires gratitude, and becomes sour when gratitude is not forthcoming. And it burns out in about three years, at which point the helper describes the people they served as ungrateful, and stops.
The tradition’s version has a different shape.
It asks. What is actually needed here is a question with an answer, and the answer is frequently duller than what you wanted to provide. People in difficulty usually need lifts, meals, forms filled in, and someone to sit in the room. They rarely need your insight.
It is unglamorous and repetitive. The heroic intervention is a small fraction of real help. The rest is showing up in week seven, when everyone else has returned to their own lives.
It does not require the recipient to be admirable. Service extended only to the deserving is a transaction with an ethical vocabulary.
It is bounded. The person who gives until they collapse has produced one more person who needs help. Limits are not a failure of generosity; they are what makes generosity available next year.
And underneath, the reason. The ninth of Samantabhadra’s vows is to accommodate and serve all beings, and the tenth is to give away everything gained by the other nine — which means that in this scheme nothing is banked, not even merit. In a net, this is not altruism anyway. There is no separate self doing a favour to a separate other. Service is the fabric attending to itself at the place where you happen to be standing.

208. Real service begins with a question rather than a plan, and the answer is usually more practical and duller than the helper’s preference.

209. Help extended only to the deserving is a transaction. Help conditional on gratitude is a purchase.

210. Limits are what make service repeatable. The collapsed helper has produced one further person needing help.

211. In a net, service is not altruism but the fabric attending to itself at one point.



The Flower. Both — a lift given, a form filled in, week seven.

℣ Ask what is needed, and do that.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXXIII
Joy
There is a specific joy this tradition cultivates deliberately. In Sanskrit it is muditā, and English has no good word for it: gladness at another’s good fortune. It stands third among the four immeasurables, after loving-kindness and compassion, and Samantabhadra’s vows at the close of the Flower Garland make it one of the ten great practices — to rejoice in the merits of others as if they were one’s own.
It is worth practising because its opposite is so common and so corrosive. When someone we know succeeds, particularly in the field we ourselves work in, the honest internal response is often a small cold drop. Not hatred. Something meaner and more manageable — a downward adjustment, a reason it does not count, a note that they were lucky.
That response is a machine for producing unhappiness, and it runs continuously in any competitive environment. It also has no upside whatsoever: it costs the successful person nothing and costs the resenter a portion of every day.
The interconnected picture removes its foundation. If nothing is separate, another person’s flourishing is not a subtraction from a fixed quantity that you were also drawing on. There is no fixed quantity. This is easy to say and hard to feel, and the practice is the bridge.
The practice is small and deliberately artificial at first. When you hear of someone’s good news, before doing anything else, deliberately construct the wish that it continue and increase. Do it in words if necessary. It will feel false for a while and then it will not, and the tradition’s claim, which is testable, is that a person who does this reliably for a year becomes noticeably happier, and not because anything in their circumstances has changed.
Joy is contagious in one direction only. Nobody has ever been made glad by another’s resentment.

212. Gladness at another’s good fortune is cultivated deliberately because its opposite runs by default and produces continuous unhappiness at no cost to its object.

213. In an interconnected world another’s flourishing is not a subtraction from a fixed quantity, because there is no fixed quantity.

214. The practice is artificial before it is genuine, and the artificiality is not an objection to it.



The Flower. The Lotus — their good news, wished larger.

℣ May it increase.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXXIV
Wonder
The last of the practices is the one that cannot be commanded, and it is the closest of all of them to the Flower Garland’s own temperature.
Wonder is what happens when something ordinary is looked at long enough to stop being ordinary. It is not credulity, and it is not the pursuit of the exotic. It is available in a kitchen.
The reason it belongs in a list of practices, despite being involuntary, is that its conditions can be arranged. Three of them.
Slowness. Nothing is astonishing at speed. The astonishment is in the detail and the detail requires duration.
Ignorance held open. The enemy of wonder is not the explanation but the possession of the explanation. A person who can say photosynthesis often stops looking at the leaf. The knowledge is not the problem; treating the word as the end of the matter is. The leaf is doing something that no human technology can do, silently, all afternoon, for free.
Absence of use. Wonder does not survive being useful. As soon as the thing is for something, attention moves to the something.
The Flower Garland is, more than anything else, a very long exercise in this. Its endless worlds and impossible numbers are not information. They are an attempt to keep a reader in a state of astonishment for long enough that their sense of what is ordinary breaks down.
And when it breaks down, what is on the other side is not a more exciting world. It is this one, correctly seen — which was, from the first page, the only thing either flower was ever pointing at.

215. Wonder cannot be commanded, but its conditions can be arranged: slowness, knowledge held without closure, and the absence of use.

216. The enemy of wonder is not explanation but the possession of an explanation treated as the end of the matter.

217. The Flower Garland’s immensity is an extended exercise in this, aimed at breaking down the category of the ordinary.



The Flower. Both — the ordinary, looked at until it gives way.

℣ Look at it until it is strange again.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.



Book X — The Ever-Blooming

At the gate of the White Lotus pond at Donglin, on Mount Lu.

In 386 a monk named Huiyuan settled at the foot of a green mountain in the south of China and a monastery was built for him at the edge of the forest. In 402 he and a hundred and twenty-three companions — monks and laypeople together, which was the innovation — stood before an image of the Buddha of Infinite Light and vowed to arrive together. There was a pond, and white lotuses in it, and a society took its name from them. This house traces its own root to that pond.

℣ They vowed to arrive together, or not at all.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


CHAPTER LXXV
The One Who Hears the Cries
In the twenty-fifth chapter of the Lotus there is a figure whose popularity has outrun the book itself. In Sanskrit the name is Avalokiteśvara. The Chinese rendered it as the one who perceives the sounds of the world, shortened to Guanyin; the Japanese call the same figure Kannon. For a thousand years, in millions of houses, an image of this bodhisattva has stood on a shelf in the main room.
The chapter opens with a question: why is this bodhisattva called by that name? The answer is a catalogue of dangers. Fire that does not burn. Flood in which one finds shallow water. A merchant ship blown toward a coast of demons, saved because one person aboard calls out. Execution, where the blade breaks. Chains that fall off. Bandits on a road. Then the inner disasters — craving, rage, and confusion — with the same promise attached. Then a passage on childbirth, promising a child of merit to a woman who wishes for one, which in a world where childbirth killed women routinely was not a small thing to say.
Later East Asian tradition organised the list as the seven calamities and the three poisons. What the chapter says of every item is the same: a being who calls out is heard, at once.
Two things about this deserve attention, whatever one makes of the metaphysics.
The first is the naming. Not the one who sees. The one who hears. Seeing is done at a distance and does not require the other to participate; it can be surveillance. Hearing requires that the other make a sound and that you be near enough and quiet enough to receive it. A tradition that named its highest compassion for the ear made a decision about what care fundamentally is, and every chapter of Book Nine on listening comes from it.
The second is the immediacy. There is no procedure in that chapter, no qualification, no assessment of the caller’s merit or standing. The response is described as instant and unconditioned. In a religious world of graded access and long preparation, this chapter is a door with no lock.
There is a further teaching in it, and it is the deepest. The chapter lists thirty-three forms in which this bodhisattva appears — as a buddha, as a solitary realizer, as a disciple, as Brahmā or Indra, as a king, a general, a minister, a wealthy householder, a merchant, an official, a brahmin, a monk, a nun, a layman, a laywoman, a boy, a girl, a dragon, a spirit. Whatever form is required for the being in front of him is the form he takes.
Two things follow. The first is that this is the doctrine of skilful means turned into a person: compassion has no proprietary appearance and no fixed uniform. The second is why the thousand-armed, thousand-eyed images exist — a body reshaped by the requirement of reaching everyone at once.
And it means that help, in the ordinary run of things, arrives looking like a person who happened to be there.
Which turns the chapter around on the reader. If compassion appears as whoever is available, then someone is going to have to be available. In the ordinary run of things, the one who hears the cry is you.

218. The tradition names its figure of compassion for hearing rather than seeing. Hearing requires proximity and silence; seeing does not.

219. The response described is immediate and unconditioned, without qualification of the one who calls.

220. The chapter’s thirty-three forms make compassion formless: it takes whatever shape the situation requires, including the shape of an ordinary neighbour. This transfers the obligation to the reader.



The Flower. The Lotus — the ear turned toward the world, and no lock on the door.

℣ Someone has to be the one who hears.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXXVI
The Teacher Who Never Left
In Chapter Sixteen the Lotus makes the claim that Tiantai tradition treats as the hinge of the whole book, dividing the twenty-eight chapters into a first half of provisional teaching and a second half of original teaching. It is worth understanding, because a great deal in this tradition depends on it.
The historical account is straightforward: a man was born, sought, awoke, taught for forty-five years, and died. The Lotus does not deny any of it. What it adds is that the awakening was not new. The Buddha declares in that chapter that he became awake in the immeasurably distant past, that he has been teaching continuously since, and that the birth and death in India were a compassionate appearance. His extinction, he says, is itself skilful means — because beings who believe he is permanently available become negligent and never take the medicine. The parable of the good physician, which Book Seven tells, is attached to this passage as its explanation.
Whatever one’s position on the metaphysics, the pastoral purpose is clear, and the tradition has always known what problem this teaching solves.
The problem is absence. Every tradition founded by a person eventually faces it: the founder is gone, the direct witnesses are gone, and everyone since is working from reports. This produces a specific melancholy — the sense of having been born too late, of living in a lesser age, of receiving second-hand what others had directly. Religious communities are prone to it, and it makes them backward-looking and slightly bitter.
The Lotus’s answer is that nobody was born too late, because the teaching never withdrew. Whatever was available on a hillside twenty-five centuries ago is available on a Tuesday now, because it was never confined to that hillside.
And the same move solves a second problem, which is impatience. If the compassion at the root of things is not a finite historical episode but a continuing condition, then the pressure comes off. Nothing has to be secured before a deadline, because the teacher is not going anywhere.
The Garland says the same in its own vocabulary. If every moment contains all time, then that hillside is not sealed in the past. It has been folded in, like everything else, and is present at this point of the net, as everything is.

221. The teaching of the enduring teacher answers the melancholy of lateness: no generation receives the tradition second-hand.

222. If compassion at the root of things is a continuing condition rather than a historical episode, urgency of the anxious kind is removed.

223. The Garland states the same by its own route: no moment is sealed off in the past.



The Flower. The Lotus — nobody was born too late.

℣ It did not withdraw when the story ended.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXXVII
The Cook
In 1223 a young Japanese monk named Dōgen arrived in China looking for a teacher, and before he found one he met two cooks. He wrote about both of them fourteen years later, in an essay called Tenzo Kyōkun — Instructions for the Cook. It is one of the most useful documents in this whole tradition, and it is about catering.
The first encounter happened while his ship was still moored at Qingyuan. An old monk came aboard to buy Japanese mushrooms. He was the cook at a monastery some thirty-odd li away and had walked the whole distance to buy mushrooms for a noodle soup, because it was the eve of a festival and he had nothing special for the monks. Dōgen, delighted, invited him to stay for a meal and a conversation about the teaching. The old man said he could not: if he was not back to oversee tomorrow’s meal, it would not go well. Dōgen pressed — surely other people at the monastery can cook, what will be lacking if one officer is away for an evening? And the cook said that he had taken this position late in life and that it was this old man’s practice of the way. Then he asked Dōgen what he understood of words and of practice, and Dōgen, by his own account, was embarrassed.
The second was at Tiantong monastery. After the noon meal Dōgen was walking along a covered walkway and came upon the cook in front of the Buddha Hall, bent over in full sun on hot paving stones, spreading mushrooms out to dry. He had a bamboo stick and no hat. His back was bent like a bow and his eyebrows were white. Dōgen asked how long he had been a monk, and then why he did not have one of the young men or a hired labourer do this.
The old cook said: they are not me.
Dōgen tried again — your attitude is correct, venerable sir, but the sun is so hot; why do this now? And the cook said: what time should I wait for?
There was nothing to say to that. Dōgen went on down the corridor, and afterwards wrote that he had begun to understand what an opportunity this job was.
Why this belongs here. The essay that came out of those two meetings is Dōgen’s answer to the question of whether ordinary work can carry a spiritual life, and the answer is that this is the life — not a preparation for it, not a support for the monks who are doing the real thing. He gives detailed instructions on washing rice, picking grit out of vegetables, not wasting a single grain in the rinse water, handling the pots. And he insists that the same mind that reads a scripture is the mind that sorts the rice, and that a cook who is thinking about scripture while sorting the rice is doing neither.
Two sentences carry it. They are not me — the recognition that this task, arriving at this person, is not transferable, and that hiring it out is a way of not being present for one’s own life. What time should I wait for? — the recognition that conditions are never going to improve into the right ones, and that waiting for them is the whole disease.

The limit. None of this sanctifies harmful work. Right livelihood is a term of the eightfold path, and a way of earning that requires injuring people is not redeemed by inner attitude. Dōgen is talking about a cook in a monastery kitchen, and the point transfers to most jobs, but not to every one.



224. Dōgen’s Instructions for the Cook (1237) treats ordinary work as the practice itself rather than as its support. The detail — washing rice, picking out grit, wasting no grain — is the content, not the setting.

225. They are not me. A task arriving at a particular person is not transferable, and delegating it away can be a way of not being present for one’s own life.

226. What time should I wait for? Conditions do not improve into the right ones. Waiting for better circumstances is not preparation for practice; it is the thing practice corrects.



The Flower. Both — an old man with white eyebrows drying mushrooms on hot stones, and no intention of waiting.

℣ What time should I wait for?

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXXVIII
Family as Practice
If work is the field, family is the furnace, and no tradition that avoids it is telling the truth about human life.
The people you live with are the hardest test available and the tradition knows it. It is comparatively easy to be patient with a stranger for eleven minutes. It is another matter entirely at the fourteenth year, with someone who knows exactly which sentence will land, in a kitchen, about something small.
Four observations, offered without sentiment.
Familiarity destroys attention first. You stop seeing the people you see daily. What you meet instead is a model, assembled some years ago and rarely updated, which is why long-married people can be astonished to discover an opinion their spouse has held for a decade. The practice is to look at them as if newly, which sounds like advice from a magazine and is in fact one of the hardest disciplines in this book.
Nobody is finished. The person across the table is not the fixed quantity their history suggests. Holding a family member to who they were at twenty-two is the same error the Lotus corrects at cosmic scale, performed at close range where it does the most damage.
The small things are the practice. Not the crises — people rise to crises. The tone of the third exchange of the morning. Whether you let them finish. Whether the ungenerous remark, fully justified and richly deserved, is actually made.
And it cannot be escaped by being spiritual. A person who is serene at the temple and impossible at home has the diagnosis the other way round: home is the assessment, and the temple is the practice room.
Family in this tradition is not a distraction from the path, and it is not a substitute for it. It is where the results are visible.

227. Familiarity erodes attention first. What is met daily is a model, rarely updated.

228. Holding a family member to who they were is the Lotus’s error committed at the range where it does most damage.

229. Serenity abroad with harshness at home reverses the diagnosis. The house is the assessment.



The Flower. Both — the third exchange of the morning, in a kitchen.

℣ Look at them as though they had just arrived.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXXIX
Mountains and Waters
Both of these sūtras are named after flowers, and neither treats the natural world as scenery.
The Lotus makes its central point about capacity with rain and plants, and its central point about purity with a pond. The Garland’s whole cosmology is vegetal and aquatic — oceans of worlds, a lotus-womb universe, a garland strung of blossoms. And in 1240 Dōgen wrote an essay called Sansuikyō, the Mountains and Waters Sūtra, whose title is the argument: mountains and rivers are not illustrations of scripture, they are scripture, currently being expounded.
He goes further than the pious version of that idea. He insists that mountains walk — that their apparent stillness is a fact about the observer’s timescale, not about the mountains — and that anyone who doubts it does not understand their own walking either. Geologists arrived at the same observation seven centuries later by another route.
What the natural world demonstrates, without argument, is everything these two sūtras assert.
Interdependence. Nobody has to be persuaded that a wood is a system. Stand in one and the case is made without a sentence: fungal networks under the soil moving sugar between trees, birds planting next century’s canopy, a dead trunk feeding forty species. Indra’s net is not a mystical proposition. It is a description of a hillside.
Impermanence without tragedy. A wood in November is not in mourning. Nothing out there treats its own ending as an injustice, and something in a person quiets down near a system that dies constantly and is not distressed about it.
Transformation through the low material. The lotus is the emblem, but any garden makes it. The best soil is made of what died. Nothing is thrown away, because there is no away.
The sacred ordinary. Nothing in a hedge is trying to be significant, and the significance is total. A hedge in June is doing what the Flower Garland spends fifteen hundred pages describing, in the rain, without a doctrine.
The practice attached to this is the simplest in the book: go outside, twenty minutes, alone, without a device, and attend to one living thing. Not to receive a message — nothing will be sent. To be near something that is already doing what you are trying to learn.

230. Dōgen’s Mountains and Waters Sūtra (1240) treats the natural world as scripture being expounded rather than as an illustration of it, and holds that the apparent stillness of mountains is a fact about the observer.

231. Nothing in nature treats its own ending as an injustice, and proximity to that fact quiets a person.

232. The practice is bare: twenty minutes outdoors, alone, attending to one living thing, expecting nothing.



The Flower. Both — a hedge in June, doing all of it, without a doctrine.

℣ Go and stand near something that is already doing it.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXXX
Awakening Is Never Finished
There is a persistent hope that at some point the work stops. That there is a state to be reached after which one is simply, permanently, fine.
Both books decline to offer it, and the declining is not bad news.
The Garland’s reason is structural. In a net where every part contains the whole, there is no highest point, because there is no scale. Depth is unlimited in every direction, and a completed understanding would require an outside to view the whole from, and there is no outside. The most advanced figures in its pages are not resting. They are described as ceaselessly active, at greater scale, in more places, with more capacity.
The Lotus’s reason is relational. The vow was to be of use until every being has arrived. As long as one has not, the work continues by definition. This is not a punishment; it is what was chosen.
What both remove is the fantasy of arrival, and the removal is worth more than the fantasy.
Consider what the fantasy actually does while you hold it. It postpones. It makes the present a preliminary. It sets a threshold and manufactures a permanent sense of falling short. And when a version of it is achieved — a good period, a real change, a stretch of clarity — the disappointment on its expiry is severe, because it was supposed to be permanent.
Remove the fantasy and something relaxes. If there is no arrival, there is no falling short. There is only today’s practice, which is either being done or not, and which will be available again tomorrow. The good stretches are not failed permanences. They are weather, and more will come.
The tradition’s image for the end is not a summit but a flower, and a flower has no final condition. It opens, gives, closes, seeds, and something opens again. Ever-blooming does not mean never-fading. It means there is always something in flower somewhere in the garden.

233. Neither book offers a terminal state. In a net there is no highest point; under the vow the work continues while any being remains.

234. The fantasy of arrival postpones the present, manufactures a sense of falling short, and makes good periods into failed permanences.

235. Ever-blooming does not mean never-fading. It means something is always in flower somewhere in the garden.



The Flower. Both — no summit, and no falling short either.

℣ There is no arrival, and therefore no lateness.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.


CHAPTER LXXXI
Helping Others Bloom
If awakening does not terminate, and if the vow is to be of use, then the mature form of this whole path is helping other people become what they already are.
Gardening is the tradition’s own image and it is exact, because gardening is the one form of making in which the maker does not make the thing.
A gardener cannot grow a plant. This is worth sitting with. Everything a gardener does is indirect: soil, water, light, shelter, the removal of what is competing, and the patience to let a season be a season. The growing is done by the plant, out of a capacity it had before the gardener arrived. And every failure of gardening is a failure to respect that — pulling to check, transplanting too often, feeding what does not need feeding, and the great destroyer, impatience with a dormancy that was doing necessary work underground.
Translate it directly.
You cannot change anyone. You can alter conditions. The change is theirs, done from a capacity that was already present.
Most help is subtraction. Removing an obstacle, a threat, a scarcity, a fear. Very little of what people need from us is addition.
Dormancy is not death. The person who appears to be doing nothing for two years is frequently doing the only thing that matters, out of sight, and the well-meant intervention is what breaks it.
And you will not see most of the results. Gardeners plant trees they will not sit under. In a net, the effects disperse and become untraceable, and demanding to see them is a demand to be thanked.
This is the point at which the Lotus’s promise stops being a comfort and becomes a job. If nobody is outside, then nobody in your life is a lost cause, and you are among the conditions available to them.

236. No one can be changed by another. Conditions can be altered; the change is performed from a capacity already present.

237. Most real help is subtraction — the removal of obstacle, threat, scarcity, or fear — rather than addition.

238. Apparent dormancy is frequently necessary work performed out of sight, and is what well-meant intervention most often destroys.

239. The promise that no one is outside becomes, for the practitioner, an assignment rather than a consolation.



The Flower. Both — the gardener who cannot grow anything, and grows a garden.

℣ Alter the conditions and let the season be a season.

℟ No one is left outside.


CHAPTER LXXXII
Returning to the Ordinary with New Eyes
We end where we began, which is the only honest ending a book like this can have.
You have not been given anything. There is no information in these pages that will make you different tomorrow, and if you feel changed at this moment, that feeling is the ordinary warmth at the end of a book and it will be gone by Thursday. The tradition is quite clear about this and would rather say it than be flattering.
What has been offered is a way of looking, and a way of looking is only worth anything when it is used on something. So: put this down and look at the room you are in.
Nothing in it will have changed. The same objects, made by people you will never meet, out of materials with histories you cannot trace, arriving here by routes nobody recorded. The same light, eight minutes old. The same air, which was in a forest. The same body, borrowed entirely, running on food that was alive. The same day, which contains all of the past folded into it and will be folded into everything that comes after.
And the same people — the ones in the next room, the ones you will pass tomorrow, the one who will irritate you before ten o’clock — every one of them carrying the whole thing, none of them background, none of them finished, none of them outside.
That is all either flower has ever said.
The Garland says: look, and keep looking, until you cannot find the edges.
The Lotus says: and while you are looking, be kind, because everyone you see is going where you are going.
Neither of them asks you to believe anything difficult. They ask for attention, which is harder than belief and cheaper than pilgrimage. They ask it today, in the place where you actually are, with the people you have actually got, at whatever stage of an unfinished life you happen to have reached.
The garden does not require you to arrive. It required you to notice you were standing in it.

The last practice. Close the book. Look at one thing in the room until it stops being ordinary. Then go and be useful to someone before the end of the day, in the smallest available way, without mentioning it.



240. A way of looking has no value apart from what it is used on. The reader is returned to the ordinary as the only place the teaching operates.

241. Neither flower requires belief in anything difficult. Both require attention, which is harder than belief and cheaper than pilgrimage.

242. The final instruction of both books is the same: look until the edges are gone, and be kind because everyone is going where you are going.



The Flower. Both — closed now, and the room still here, and the day not over.

℣ Look until you cannot find the edge; then go and be useful.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.

℟ No one is left outside.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.


Appendix A — The Two Sutras: A Reader’s Guide
This is the most important page in the book. Everything before it was written to bring you here.
The Flower Garland
Names. Sanskrit Mahāvaipulya Buddhāvataṃsaka Sūtra — the Great and Vast Sutra of the Buddha’s Flower Garland. Chinese Da fangguang fo huayan jing, usually shortened to Huayan jing. Japanese Kegon-kyō. In English it is called the Flower Garland, Flower Adornment, or Flower Ornament Scripture.
What the name means. Avataṃsaka is a garland, wreath, or ornament of flowers. The image is that the qualities gathered on the long road to awakening adorn the one who has walked it, as a garland adorns a guest.
Composition. Not written at once and not by one hand. Independent scriptures of different origins — most notably the Ten Stages and the Stem Array — were composed over several centuries and combined, probably in Central Asia, around the late third or fourth century. Only fragments of the Sanskrit survive.
Chinese translations.









	Translation
	Translator
	Completed
	Extent





	Sixty fascicles
	Buddhabhadra (359–429)
	c. 420
	The first complete version



	Eighty fascicles
	Śikṣānanda of Khotan (652–710)
	699
	Fuller; 39 chapters; the standard text



	Forty fascicles
	Prajñā
	798
	The final chapter alone




The eighty-fascicle text was made at Luoyang between 695 and 699, from a manuscript brought from Khotan at the request of Empress Wu Zetian, who wrote the preface. The young Fazang, later the school’s greatest systematiser, worked on the team.
Two parts often read alone. The Ten Stages (Daśabhūmika), the map of the bodhisattva’s ten grounds, circulated separately from early on. The Stem Array (Gaṇḍavyūha), the final and longest chapter, follows the pilgrimage of the youth Sudhana to a succession of teachers — monks, a mariner, a perfumer, a grammarian, children, queens, night goddesses, a laywoman of no standing — and ends with the opening of Maitreya’s tower.
In English. The complete text was translated by Thomas Cleary as The Flower Ornament Scripture (three volumes, 1984–1987; one volume, 1993). It is long. Readers frequently begin with the Stem Array alone.
The school it made. Huayan in China, founded on this text; its patriarchs were Dushun (557–640), Zhiyan (602–668), Fazang (643–712), Chengguan (738–839), and Zongmi (780–841). It was devastated by the persecution of 845 but had already reached Japan, where it survives as Kegon, with its head temple at Tōdai-ji in Nara.
The Lotus
Names. Sanskrit Saddharma Puṇḍarīka Sūtra — the Sutra of the White Lotus of the True Teaching. Chinese Miaofa lianhua jing, shortened to Fahua jing. Japanese Hokke-kyō.
What the name means. The white lotus grows from the mud of a pond and opens unstained. Saddharma means the true or wonderful teaching.
Composition. The oldest strata were probably set down between roughly 100 BCE and 100 CE, with most of the text complete by about 200 CE.
Chinese translations. An early version by Dharmarakṣa appeared in 286. The translation everyone reads is Kumārajīva’s, made in 406, in twenty-eight chapters; its literary quality is a substantial part of the sutra’s influence in East Asia.
In English. Several good translations exist, including those of Leon Hurvitz, Burton Watson, and Gene Reeves. It is a readable book and can be finished in a few sittings.
The schools it made. Tiantai in China, systematised by Zhiyi (538–597) on Mount Tiantai, and carried to Japan as Tendai by Saichō (767–822) on Mount Hiei and to Korea as Cheontae. In thirteenth-century Japan, Nichiren (1222–1282) founded a tradition based entirely on devotion to this sutra. Its twenty-fifth chapter, on the bodhisattva of compassion, circulates independently and is chanted daily across East Asia.
If you read only one thing
Read the twenty-fifth chapter of the Lotus. It is short, it stands alone, and it is the single most widely recited Buddhist text in the world.
Appendix B — The Ten Grounds
The ten stages of the bodhisattva’s ascent, as set out in the Ten Stages section of the Flower Garland. Names vary between translations; the emphases are traditional.








	
	Ground
	Emphasis





	1
	Joyous
	Generosity; the relief of setting down one’s own case



	2
	Stainless
	Conduct; the integration of commitment into behaviour



	3
	Light-giving
	Patience; steadiness as a condition of clear sight



	4
	Radiant
	Effort; sustained unforced application



	5
	Difficult to Conquer
	Meditation; meeting what has been outrun



	6
	Manifest
	Wisdom; interdependence seen rather than believed



	7
	Gone Far
	Skilful means; capacity extended beyond one’s own need



	8
	Immovable
	Irreversibility; right response becomes native



	9
	Good Wisdom
	Speech; the true thing in the form the hearer can receive



	10
	Cloud of Dharma
	Impersonal, unmeasured benefit falling on everything




Two cautions, repeated from Book Eight. Nobody can locate themselves reliably on this list, and confident claim to an advanced ground is evidence against it. And the ladder stands inside the net: the tenth ground is not elsewhere, and the first already contains it.
Appendix C — Where Everything Is in the Sūtras
So that a reader can find any of it in the original.
In the Lotus (Kumārajīva’s twenty-eight chapters)







	Ch.
	What is there





	2
	Skilful Means. The one vehicle declared; five thousand withdraw; the ten aspects of things



	3
	The burning house and the three carts; Śāriputra’s prediction



	4
	The wealthy father and the poor son, told by four senior disciples



	5
	The rain and the medicinal herbs



	7
	The phantom city and the treasure land



	8
	The jewel sewn into the robe; five hundred receive predictions



	11
	The jewelled stūpa rises from the earth; Prabhūtaratna appears



	12
	Devadatta; the eight-year-old daughter of the dragon king Sāgara



	13
	Predictions for the nuns, including Mahāprajāpatī and Yaśodharā



	14
	The jewel in the king’s topknot; how to live and teach in a hostile world



	15
	Bodhisattvas spring up out of the earth



	16
	The lifespan of the Buddha; the good physician and his poisoned children



	20
	Bodhisattva Never Disparaging



	25
	The Universal Gateway of Avalokiteśvara; the perils; the thirty-three forms




The seven parables counted together by tradition are those in chapters 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 14, and 16.
In the Flower Garland (Śikṣānanda’s eighty fascicles, thirty-nine chapters)

	Vairocana and the ocean of worlds — the opening assemblies, chapters 1–6.

	Mind creates all things — the verses spoken at the summit of Mount Sumeru, the source of the line quoted across East Asia for fifteen centuries.

	The Ten Grounds (Daśabhūmika) — an independent scripture before it was part of the Garland; Vasubandhu’s commentary on it founded a school of its own.

	The Stem Array (Gaṇḍavyūha) — the final and longest chapter, circulating separately. Sudhana’s pilgrimage to fifty-three teachers; Maitreya’s tower; Samantabhadra’s ten vows at the close.

	Indra’s net — the image of jewels reflecting jewels without end, developed into the school’s central teaching by Dushun and Fazang.


Not in the sūtras
Several things this book uses are later writings by named teachers, not scripture, and are marked as such where they appear.

	The golden lion and the hall of mirrors — Fazang’s teaching devices, from the Tang court; the Treatise on the Golden Lion is his own essay.

	The flower held up in silence — a Chan story with no Indian source; earliest known version Chinese, around 1036, and Case Six of the Gateless Gate in 1228.

	The two cooks — Dōgen’s own account of meeting them in China in 1223, written up in Tenzo Kyōkun, Instructions for the Cook, in 1237.

	Mountains walking — Dōgen’s Sansuikyō, the Mountains and Waters Sūtra, 1240. The title is his; the essay is not a scripture.

	Turning the Dharma Flower — Huineng’s exchange in the Platform Sūtra, taken up by Dōgen in Hokke-ten-Hokke, 1241.

	Three thousand realms in a single moment — Zhiyi’s formulation in the Great Concentration and Insight, derived from the Lotus but not stated in it.

	The four dharma-realms — Chengguan’s scheme, developed from Dushun’s contemplations.


Appendix D — The Little Office of the Two Flowers
Seven short hours, for those who wish to pray the book. Each is under a minute. The responses are the book’s own.
Before dawn — The Vigil of the Seed
℣ In the dark the whole plant is folded and waiting.

℟ No one is left outside.
℣ Nothing has to be added to what is already there.

℟ No one is left outside.
At sunrise — The Hour of Attention
℣ One thing, given all of it, before the day begins.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.
℣ Nothing needs to be added; arrive.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.
Mid-morning — The Hour of the Net
℣ Every leaf reflects the forest; every thread moves the whole.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.
℣ There is no one in front of me who is scenery.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.
Noon — The Hour of the Rain
℣ It falls on the whole hill and does not measure.

℟ No one is left outside.
℣ Let me not decide in advance which seed is dead.

℟ No one is left outside.
Mid-afternoon — The Hour of the Open Door
℣ Feeling is weather; open the door.

℟ No one is left outside.
℣ Someone has to be the one who hears.

℟ No one is left outside.
At dusk — The Hour of the Long Road
℣ Not my arrival. Theirs.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.
℣ There is no deadline, and I am not behind.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.
Before sleep — The Hour of the Two Flowers
℣ Look until you cannot find the edge.

℟ In one flower, all flowers.
℣ Be kind; everyone is going where you are going.

℟ No one is left outside.
℣ The garland and the lotus, the web and the promise.

℟ Two flowers, one garden.
Appendix E — A Chronology of the Two Flowers







	Date
	Event





	5th–4th c. BCE
	The life and teaching of Śākyamuni



	c. 100 BCE – 100 CE
	The oldest strata of the Lotus are set down



	by c. 200 CE
	Most of the Lotus is complete



	3rd c.
	The Ten Stages circulates in Chinese



	286
	Dharmarakṣa’s Chinese Lotus



	late 3rd–4th c.
	The Flower Garland assembled, probably in Central Asia



	386
	Donglin monastery founded at Mount Lu for Huiyuan (334–416)



	402
	Huiyuan and 123 companions vow together before an image of Amitābha



	406
	Kumārajīva’s Lotus, in 28 chapters



	c. 420
	Buddhabhadra’s Flower Garland, in 60 fascicles



	538–597
	Zhiyi builds the Tiantai school on the Lotus



	557–712
	Dushun, Zhiyan, and Fazang establish Huayan



	695–699
	Śikṣānanda’s Flower Garland in 80 fascicles, at Luoyang



	752
	The Vairocana of Tōdai-ji consecrated at Nara



	788
	Saichō founds his temple on Mount Hiei; Tendai follows



	796–798
	Prajñā’s forty-fascicle Stem Array



	845
	The Huichang persecution ends Huayan as a Chinese school



	904–975
	Yongming Yanshou joins Chan and Pure Land practice



	1173–1263
	Hōnen, Myōe, and Shinran contend over the Pure Land in Japan



	1223
	Dōgen meets the two cooks in China



	1237
	Tenzo Kyōkun, Instructions for the Cook



	1240–41
	Sansuikyō; Hokke-ten-Hokke



	1244
	Eihei-ji founded; Dōgen dies 1253 in the Lotus Sūtra Hermitage



	1222–1282
	Nichiren makes the Lotus the whole of practice



	1726
	Hakuin’s decisive awakening, reading the Lotus, on a cricket’s sound



	1535–1615
	Zhuhong reads Pure Land through Huayan philosophy



	1984–1987
	The complete Flower Garland appears in English




Appendix F — Names and Terms
Amitābha — the Buddha of Infinite Light, central to Pure Land devotion.
Avalokiteśvara — the bodhisattva of compassion; Guanyin in Chinese, Kannon in Japanese. The Chinese name means one who perceives the sounds of the world.
Avataṃsaka — a garland or ornament of flowers; the Sanskrit name of the Flower Garland Sutra.
bhūmi — a ground or stage; the ten grounds of the bodhisattva’s ascent.
bodhi — awakening. From a root meaning simply to wake.
bodhisattva — a being oriented toward awakening, who lives for the liberation of all.
Chan / Zen / Seon — the meditation schools of China, Japan, and Korea.
dharma — the teaching; also, in the plural, the constituent events of experience.
dharmadhātu — the realm of reality as perceived without obstruction.
Ekayāna — the One Vehicle; the Lotus’s central doctrine.
Gaṇḍavyūha — the Stem Array; the final chapter of the Flower Garland, the pilgrimage of Sudhana.
Huayan / Kegon — the Flower Garland schools of China and Japan.
karma — action; and the shaping of the actor by action.
karuṇā — compassion; the disposition to relieve suffering.
Mahāyāna — the great vehicle; the movement from which both these sutras come.
nianfo / nembutsu — mindfulness or recitation of a buddha’s name.
prajñā — wisdom; accurate perception of how things are.
Pure Land — Sukhāvatī, the land of Amitābha; also the tradition of devotion to him.
Saddharmapuṇḍarīka — the White Lotus of the True Teaching; the Sanskrit name of the Lotus Sutra.
saṃsāra — the round of ordinary conditioned existence.
Śākyamuni — the historical Buddha.
shi-shi wu-ai — the unobstructed interpenetration of all phenomena; the Huayan formula.
Sansuikyō — Mountains and Waters Sūtra; Dōgen’s essay of 1240.
sūtra — a discourse; a scriptural text.
Tenzo Kyōkun — Instructions for the Cook; Dōgen’s essay of 1237. Tenzo is the monastery cook.
suchness — things as they are, before description. Sanskrit tathatā.
Tiantai / Tendai — the schools built on the Lotus in China and Japan.
upāya — skilful means; true teaching fitted to the hearer.
Vairocana — the buddha whose body is the cosmos; the central figure of the Flower Garland.
Appendix G — The Teachers Whose Readings Are Used
This book is not only a report on two scriptures. It is a report on how they have been read. These are the readers named in these pages.
In China
Huiyuan (334–416) — settled at the foot of Mount Lu; Donglin monastery was built for him in 386. In 402 he and a hundred and twenty-three companions, monks and laypeople together, vowed before an image of Amitābha to arrive in the pure land together. There were white lotuses in the pond. This house traces its root to that vow.
Kumārajīva (344–413) — from Kucha, brought to Chang’an; translated the Lotus in 406. His version is the one East Asia has read ever since, and its literary quality is a substantial part of the sūtra’s influence.
Buddhabhadra (359–429) — made the first complete Chinese Flower Garland, in sixty fascicles, about 420.
Zhiyi (538–597) — settled on Mount Tiantai; founded the school named for it on the Lotus. Classified the entire chaotic Chinese canon into a coherent sequence rather than discarding any of it, and formulated three thousand realms in a single moment of thought in his Great Concentration and Insight.
Dushun (557–640) — first patriarch of the Huayan school; author of the contemplations from which the fourfold dharma-realm was later derived.
Zhiyan (602–668) — second patriarch; Fazang’s teacher.
Śikṣānanda (652–710) — of Khotan; brought the fuller Sanskrit manuscript to Luoyang in 695 at Empress Wu’s request and completed the eighty-fascicle Flower Garland in 699. The empress wrote its preface.
Fazang (643–712) — third patriarch and the school’s systematiser; worked on Śikṣānanda’s team; wrote more than sixty works. Explained interpenetration to Empress Wu by way of a gilded lion, and is said to have built a hall of mirrors to demonstrate it.
Chengguan (738–839) — fourth patriarch; wrote the commentary that displaced Fazang’s in authority, and set out the four dharma-realms culminating in the non-obstruction of phenomena with phenomena.
Zongmi (780–841) — fifth patriarch, and also a Chan master; the joining of the two traditions in one person.
Prajñā — completed the forty-fascicle Stem Array in 798.
Yongming Yanshou (904–975) — held Chan and Pure Land together, reading the pure land through the Flower Garland’s teaching that mind and world are not two. Claimed afterwards by both traditions.
Zhuhong (1535–1615) — developed the same Huayan–Pure Land synthesis in the Ming.
Hsuan Hua (1918–1995) — brought this tradition to America; founded the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas in California; lectured on the Flower Garland at such length that the published commentary is expected to run past seventy-five volumes.
In Japan
Saichō (767–822) — founded Tendai on Mount Hiei on the Lotus. For four centuries nearly every important Japanese teacher trained there and then left.
Hōnen (1133–1212) — trained on Hiei; concluded that in a degenerate age the compassionate teaching was a single practice, the recitation of Amitābha’s name, exclusively.
Myōe (1173–1232) — Kegon monk of the Flower Garland; wrote a fierce refutation of Hōnen, objecting that a single practice detached from the aspiration to awakening is a diminishment.
Shinran (1173–1263) — Hōnen’s disciple; pushed the exclusive position to the point where even the recitation is the working of the vow rather than the practitioner’s own doing.
Dōgen (1200–1253) — founded Sōtō Zen; built Eihei-ji in the snow of Echizen in 1244. Quoted the Lotus more than any other scripture. Wrote Tenzo Kyōkun (Instructions for the Cook, 1237) out of two encounters with monastery cooks in China in 1223; Sansuikyō (Mountains and Waters Sūtra, 1240); and Hokke-ten-Hokke (1241) on Huineng and the Lotus. Spent his last days reciting and copying that sūtra in a room he had named the Lotus Sūtra Hermitage.
Nichiren (1222–1282) — trained on Hiei; staked everything on the Lotus alone. Took Bodhisattva Never Disparaging as his personal model and was exiled twice.
Hakuin Ekaku (1686–1769) — revived Rinzai Zen. Read the Lotus at fifteen and thought it trivial; read it again at forty-two, heard a cricket, and wept.
Nikkyō Niwano (1906–1999) — founded Risshō Kōsei-kai; wrote a long modern lay commentary on the Lotus.
In Korea and beyond
Wŏnhyo (617–686) and Ŭisang (625–702) — the great Korean readers of this material; Ŭisang studied under Zhiyan alongside Fazang.
Thich Nhat Hanh (1926–2022) — Vietnamese Zen master; his Peaceful Action, Open Heart reads the Lotus as the ground of engaged practice, taking universal buddha-nature as the basis for peace work rather than for private consolation.
Thomas Cleary (1949–2021) — translated the complete Flower Garland into English between 1984 and 1987, and Dushun and Chengguan besides. Anyone reading that sūtra in English is in his debt.
D. T. Suzuki (1870–1966) — held that Huayan was the culmination of Chinese Buddhist thought and functioned as the philosophy of which Zen is the practice.
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