BUDDHISM
Introduction of Buddhism in the early kingdoms - Buddhism in the kingdom of Ko-ryu and its decline under the Ciu-sen dynasty.
      The existence of Buddhism in Korea was mentioned very briefly at the start of the previous chapter. This Creed had moments of great splendor on the peninsula, but it has been in a very poor state for as long as anyone can remember. The monasteries that are still to be found here and there in the mountains are almost deserted. The ancient temples that enjoyed such renown in their time have been destroyed. For five centuries Buddhist monks and priests have been barred from entering Seoul, on pain of death; and what remains today of the once flourishing Buddhist faith does not amount to much - a few monasteries, a handful of shrines, and here and there, vaguely present in people’s minds, a certain number of legends and superstitions whose Buddhist origins can only be discerned                                                                                                                                                           by the initiate.

The introduction of Buddhism in Korea dates back to the fourth century of our era. In 371 AD, the second year of his reign, Emperor Ham An (Kan Mun), of the East Chin dynasty (Tsin), was the first to send Buddhist monks, idols and sutras to the kingdom of Ko-gu-ryu, which then extended from the Han River to the mouths of the Lia-ho. Ko-su-rim Hoang (Kubu), who ruled Ko-gu-ryu at that time, was greatly pleased with this initiative; he had the members of his house instructed in the canons of the new religion, and immediately sent an embassy to Cien-yeh in Kiang-su, the capital of the Cin, to thank the emperor for so great a favor. A few years later the two temples of Cyo-rmun-ì and Pul-lan were erected, where the Chinese monks Sun-to and A-to who first lived there are still remembered. Ko-su-rìm was succeeded by Ko-ku-kyang Hoang, who issued a decree ordering all his subjects to embrace the new faith.
Around the same time, in 383 AD, the king of Pak-giè (the southern kingdom founded by Eui-man), having been elected head of the hundred Chinese families who crossed the Yellow Sea to escape the domination of the Han, sent to Nanjing to look for wise men who were familiar with the sacred laws of the Buddha. When the monks Ma-ra and Nan-ta arrived in his kingdom, he received them with great honor at his Court and ordered a vast temple to be built for them. Buddhism soon gained a firm foothold in Pak-giè, and from there spread to Japan.

The Buddhist creed was introduced in Sil-la, the third of the ancient states of the peninsula, under less favorable auspices. Around 520 AD, a Buddhist monk, one Heuk-ho-gia, entered Sil-la from Ko-gu-ryu, and remained in hiding for some time, not daring to show himself openly for fear of persecution. When the Liang dynasty succeeded the Tsi dynasty in China, the king of Sil-la hurried to despatch an embassy to make a formal act of submission to the emperor Wu-ti. The emperor, well known as an ardent Buddhist in later life, sent the envoys back to the king of Sil-la with a great quantity of incense. The king of Sil-la was delighted with the imperial gift, but to tell the truth the product was unknown to him and nobody in his court knew what it could be used for. So he issued a proclamation throughout the kingdom, promising a lavish reward to anyone who could provide him with an explanation. The monk’s hour had come; he emerged from hiding at once and presented himself to the King, explaining that if he burned it, the product would emit a very gratifying smell that was used to captivate and worship the Higher Beings, elevating and purifying the hearts of the worshippers and arousing in them the Sam-po, the Preciousness of the Buddha, the Law and the Priesthood. He further said that if incense was burned when a person ardently desired something, his wish would certainly be granted. As the King’s daughter fell ill just at that time, the monk burned incense and prayed devoutly, and the princess was cured. So runs the Korean legend, which further says that following this and other favorable circumstances Buddhism soon spread among the common people, but educated men, imbued with the works and doctrines of Confucius, and almost all the ministers, were extremely hostile to the new faith. The King, not knowing what to decide, summoned the notables of both the Buddhist and the Confucian parties to a council. The Confucians won the debate, but then one of the ministers, a convinced Buddhist, approached the King and exclaimed: “Cut off my head and my death will decide the matter once and for all. I die for Buddhism, and if Buddhism is true, a sign will appear on my body." The King immediately gave the order to behead him, and when his head was cut off, the blood which flowed from the trunk was white as milk. No one dared to say anything, and so the Buddhists won in the end.
It was not long before Buddhist rules were promulgated in every corner of the realm. At the beginning of the sixth century we find Buddhism spreading throughout the peninsula.
In the tenth century, after the kingdoms of Ko-gu-ryu, Sil-la and Pak-giè were brought together under Uang-gheun to form the kingdom of Koryu, thus uniting the whole peninsula, Buddhism grew greatly in splendor and power. The Buddhist monk Hongìpem, who came from distant India, the birthplace of this religion, was received with great honors by Uang-gheun, who had left his capital, Song-do, to meet him. From then on Buddhist priests and monks became the Court favorites, and it was not long before they used their power to weave conspiracies and maintain their influence over the government. Song-do had very rich and famous temples; traces of these can still be seen today.
In the final years of the Ko-ryu dynasty the Buddhist priesthood became intolerable. The son of a monk, known as Sin-ton, usurped the throne, and his son Sin-ciang succeeded him. Sin-ciang was, however, soon ousted by the legitimate pretender, but the latter had been on the throne for less than two years when, following the Yi uprising, the state of Ko-ryu fell and the new kingdom of Ciu-sen arose on its ruins.
The golden age of Buddhism was over forever. The monks, disliked by the people and the government, were driven out of Seoul, the capital of the new state, where Buddhist temples, in the fanciful language of the Koreans, numbered “ten thousand and nine."

Some consider the author of this decree to be Tai Giò himself, the founder of the current dynasty, but it now seems certain that it was in fact issued by Kun Ciong. It is thought that Kun Ciong took this step at the instigation of his prime minister, Cio Ciung An, who, according to the chronicles of the time, saw all priests as “smoke in the eyes.”
All the temples in Seoul were destroyed, including the very large one that was located at the Marble Pagoda in the Sa-tong district, which was named after it. The destruction was later completed when the Japanese under Hideyoshi invaded Korea.

The very strict order banning all Buddhist clergy from the capital was rigorously enforced until very recently. Buddhist monks are now free to come to Seoul, but it is still very difficult to meet any. During my entire stay I never saw a single one on the streets of the city; the dignified Mr. Yang, questioned on the subject, told me that they still felt unsafe in the capital, and if they had to go to Seoul they always did so secretly and at night.

This rapid decline of such a profound faith, and its relatively rapid propagation in the peninsula, are, to my mind, clear proof that Buddhism was never accepted in Korea, or, to put it better, its ethical and philosophical side was never understood, only its formal, less important side.

Buddhism, like all other religions, has its own set of liturgical practices, superstitions, symbols, its dogmatic and mythological side, but underlying these practices and symbols is an ethical-religious system which is one of the most complex and arguably the most perfect of those which exist. It is the formal part, appealing to the ignorant masses, which should be fought if the outwardly visible symbols do not conceal a very elevated philosophical meaning which words are insufficient to express. This philosophical side, stemming from the land which gave birth to Buddhism and saw its rise and development, seemed almost to disappear beneath the formal side. Of all the peoples of the Far East, possibly the only race to have understood the inner essence of Buddhism, and to have impressed the canons of the Buddha's law on the hearts and minds of the masses, is the Japanese. In China the doctrine of Nirvana was misunderstood, the Atman of the Upanishads immediately became confused with the Tao of Lao-Tzè, and both always remained alien to the hearts and minds of the people, who only liked the shapeless superstitions that originated from the two systems.

When Chinese monks brought Buddhism to Korea, it had already been corrupted and bastardized in China. Only its dogmatic and mythological side attracted the people, for whom the new Creed merely added to the many superstitious practices deriving from the misunderstood doctrines of Lao-Tzè and to older national beliefs.
It may be that some solitary monk, immersed in meditation, understood the sacred texts and elevated his own spirit by following their holy precepts, but there is no doubt that, in Korea, the holy word of Gotham Buddha never touched the hearts of the common people.
