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The Buddhist Thought in the Silla Period

by Kim, Tong-hwa*

— Résumeée —

1. Unlike the extant source materials on Buddhist thought in the Koguryd and
Paekche periods, those on Buddhist thought in the Silla period are comparatively
rich and concrete, thus facilitating our studies in this field.

2. Was it ever possible that the Silla people could accept and digest such a
highly philosophical religion as Buddhism, if they had no grounding in higher
thought” As a result of my inquiry into this problem, I came to the conclusion that
Confucian thought must already have been imported to Silla prior to the introduction
of Buddhism as in the case of Koguryé and Paekche.

3. Of the three kingdoms, Silla was the last kingdom that imported Buddhism.
It is recorded in Korean history that the first unofficial importation of Buddhism to
Silla was made in 440 and 4838 and that Buddhism was officially recognized as a
national religion in 528. At present, we have no literature ‘'on the development of
Buddist bodies at that time, so we have no way to know exactly, but viewed in the
light of the fact that King Pophiing #:8, the twenty-third king of the Silla
Dynasty, entered the priesthood in his later years and that King Chinhiing E#, the
twenty—fourth king, and his wife entered the priesthood, we can easily imagine the
prosperity of Buddhist bodies of that time.

4. What was the content of the Buddhist thought developed centering around
the Buddhist bodies of that time? This constitutes the principal subject dealt with
in the main paper. In order to approach the developmental course of the Buddhist
thought, I attempted to study by dividing the course into the following three
phases: 1. the thought in the early period, 2. the world of thought prior to the
Silla’s unification of Korea, and 3. the development of the Buddhist thought after
Silla’s unification of Korea. In the early period, Buddhism was introduced over three
occasions. At the time of the first occasion, Buddhism was regarded as miraculous
and wonder-working; at the time of the second occasion, the Silla people took interest
in Sitre and Sgstre; and at the time of the third occasion, the content of Buddhist
thought came to be studied by Koreans.

* The writer is Lecturer of Buddhist Philosophy, Korea University.
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5. In the period prior to Silla’s unification of Korea, Silla ingested Buddhism
in its own way to utilize it for the promotion of national interests and the welfare
of the people. Thus there appeared the thought of national safeguard (8#&F %) and
the concept of Hwarang-do (JEB;E). To seek in Buddist thought a practical thought
and mainspring for the enhancement of national interests and the welfare of the
people, the State and all Buddhist priests devoted themselves as one body to the
study of Buddhism. The evidence of this can be endorsed by the fact that many
priests were sent to T"ang China and that prominent priets were produced in Silla at
that time.

The thought of national safeguard implies protecting a nation from troubles both
at home and abroad under the divine power of Buddha and Bodhisativa, and it
stemed much from the Mahgyina-Buddha-Sasana-Sitra. The significance of the erection
of Temple Sach’énwang UK FEF was in enhancement of this thought; and the
observance of P’algwanjehoe /\B§ZF& had itssignificance also in the enhancement of
this thought. On the other hand, the Hwarang-do, the Silla’s chivalry, was fostered by
some fundamental spirit or ideology. It is written in history that the Hwarang-do
was fostered on the basis of Confuctan, Buddhistic and Taoist thoughts. However,
there are various evidences supporting the fact that promient Buddhist priests
occupied a leading role in encouraging the Hwarang-do in Silla. Specially, the
thought that the world of reason and the world of thing is one—the essence of
Mahayanist Buddhism—was well comprehended and embodied by the Silla people.
This can be said the characteristic of Buddhism in Silla.

6. In discussing Buddhist thought after Silla’s unification of Korea, 1 set two
hundred ten years from 440, when Buddhist was introduced to Silla for the first
time, to 650 or one hundred twenty-two years from 528, when Buddhism was
officially recognized as a national religion of Silla, to 650 as an initial stage of studies
in Buddhism. The reason why I did so is, it was not until 650 that Silla people
attempted to write books on Buddhism for themselves. Further, I set two hundred
eighty-five years from 650 to 935, the period of King Kyéngsun # g, the last king
of Silla, as the establishment period of Silla’s Buddhist thought. This period was
the most important one in bringing about maturity of Buddhist thought in Silla. In
the main paper, I discussed Buddhist thought in this period by dividing it into the
following three stages: the thought of theoretical Buddhist sects in the early stage;
the thought of practical Buddhist sects in the middle stage; and Buddhist thought in
the last stage.

The thought of theoretical Buddhist sects was introduced to Silla earlier than the
thought of practical Buddhist sects, and there were eight theoretical sects at that
time, such as the Sérilkongyubu % —Th7#ER Sect, the Samnon =3 Sect, the Songsil
BB Sect, the Somnon 3 Sect, the Yolban #E#& Sect, the Pophwa j:# Sect, the
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Popsang Y¥:4H Sect and the Hwadm #f Sect. As to the Sorilkongyubu Sect, the
Songsil Sect, Samnon Sect and Sémnon Sect, no concrete material on the substance
of their creeds is availabale today. Yet, we can conclude that the thought of the
above four sects was spread in Silla at that time. As for the Yélban Sect and
Pophwa Sect, I introduced the thought of the two sects on the basis of works by
Priest Wonhyo 78, a prominent priest of Silla, on MNiwvana Sutra and Saddharma
Pundarike. The Pdpsang Sect flourished greatly in Silla to the extent that it could
be favorably compared in maturity with its sister counterpart of T‘ang China; but
in the end, this sect turned antagonistic to its sister counterpart of T‘ang China on
an emotional bias. At any rate, this marks the first occasion in Korean history that
Korea ever competed with a foreign country in scholarly pursuit. The Hwadm Sect,
unlike other Buddhist sects, was established and propagated by a Korean—Priest
Uisang #%#i, who studied under Priest Chih Yen %/, the second patriach of the
Hua Yen ## Sect of T‘ang China. Priest Uisang strived to bring up many disciples
with Temple Pusik ¥7 asa base for his propagation activities. As a resuit, he finally
built ten famous temples of his sect .throughout Silla at that time. Thus, this sect
had flourished through generations. The Hwadm g Sutra was the principal sutra
on which the creed of this sect was based.

What should not be overlooked here is the remarkable contribution by Priest

Wonhyo. He was such a far-sighted priest of eminence that there were no theoretical
Buddhist sects which escaped from his outstanding comment. His Kamgangsammae
Kyongnon <$W|=0ki&s% reflects his excellent attainments in Buddhism, and his
Taesanggisinnonso K IHIEFH/PE was highly valued even by such great Chinese scholars
of that time as Fats‘ang @k and Chéingliang # 5. It should also be noted that the
Silla scholars of that time produced considerable achievements in the study of
Hétuvidya, or Hindu logic, to such an extant that they-fell behind none of Chinese
scholars in this line.
- Following the thought of the theoretical Buddhist sects, the thought of practical
Buddhist sects was introduced to Silla. They were the Mirik 3g#%; faith, the thought
of the Kyeryul zk#t Sect, the Sukhavati thought of Amita-yus Buddha, the thought
of the Zen Sect, and the thought of the Chinén EE Sect.

The Mirik faith was prevalentin India and China at that time, but an annotationr
on the Three Sutras of Mactreya-Bodhisattva (%), on which the faith was based,
was seldom attempted even in China. In Silla, however, Priest Wénhyo and Priest
Kyonghiing {## compiled annotations on the Three Sutra;, which provide us today
with valuable materials for the study of the thought of Mactreya-Bodhisattva. It is
noteworthy that a comparative study between the Tusta-deva (89#5%) Nirvana
thought of Mactreya-Bodhisattva supported by Priest Wonhyo and the Sukhavati
Nirvana thought of Amita-yus Buddha was pursued in Silla at that time.
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The thought of the Kyeyrul Sect was based on the Hinayana-vinaya and the
Mahayana-vinaya, but the latter was counted for much at that time. Especially,
Priest Uijdk #4% and Priest T’achyon A% maintained that if the Sect adhered to
the Mahayana-vinaya, the two hundred fifty commandments of the Hinayina-vinaya
were unnecessary. This view is quite logical, but no Chinese nor Korean priests had
ever advocated such a bold opinion under the weight of Buddhist tradition.

After the establishment of the T¢ang Dynasty, the Sukhavat thought of Amita-yus
Buddha was systematized by Chinese scholars, and Silla scholars, too, became
interested in systematizing thought. Especially, Priest Wonhyo's systematization of
thought is worthy of note in that it is almost same as that made by his contemporary
Chinese scholars.

Zen thought was at its zenith of prosperity in the last period of the Silla Dynasty.
It is said that this thought was imported from China, but Silla developed the thought
in its own way. At any rate, with the prevalence of the Zen thought, together
with the thought of the Chindn Sect, the theoretical Buddhist sects which once
flourished could not make further development.

The thought of the Chindn Sect was imported into Silla at its last period. This
thought greatly prevailed in Silla, and many Silla priests of the Sect went to China
and contributed toward the development of the sister counterpart in China.

In conclusien, the world of Buddhist thought in the last period of Silla was
represented by the thought of the thirteen sects as refered to above; and the
theoretical sects became called “Kyo #” in one lot and the Zen Sect, representing
the practical Buddhist sects, became pitted against “Kyo.” This confrontation was
continuously maintained through the Koryd period and the Yi period.

_62._
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