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On Fengtan’s Reading of the Fazang-Zongmi Connection 

concerning Awakening of Faith in the Mahayana 
 

ZHANG, Wen Liang 
 

With the establishment of the official Huayan  lineage (Dushun —Zhiyan

—Fazang —Chengguan —Zongmi ) in earlier Song Dynasty 960–1279 , there was 

a tendency in China and Japan to assume strong consistency and continuity between Zongmi’s and 

Chengguan’s ideas and those of Fazang—the defacto first patriarch of Huayan. One example is that 

people tended to wittingly or unwittingly attribute ideas in Zongmi’s Commentary on Fazang’s 

Commentary on the Awakening of Faith in the Mahāyāna to Fazang himself.  

However, the Japanese Huayan scholar Fengtan’s (1659–1738) discovery of Fazang’s 

Commentary on the Awakening of Faith in the Mahāyāna and Fengtan’s commentary on it, 

interpreted the transition from Fazang to Zongmi to be a process of deviation from Fazang’s 

teachings—whereas Fazang generally viewed Awakening of Faith in the Mahāyāna as inferior to the 

Huayan Sutra , Zongmi raised the former to a status equal to that of the latter and thus 

blurred the distinction between Mahāyāna Ultimate Teachings and Perfect Teachings. Fengtan made 

several serious criticisms of Zongmi’s alleged distortions of Fazang’s teachings, and argued for a 

return to Fazang’s orthodox treatment of the Awakening of Faith in the Mahāyāna. 

While acknowledging Fengtan’s contribution to the Huayan commentarial tradition—he 

detected some discontinuities between Fazang and Zongmi (for example, Fazang stressed the 

essential identity of “Dharma nature” and “Buddha nature” whereas Zongmi, following Chengguan, 

emphasized the difference between the two concepts), I argue that his criticisms of Zongmi are 

largely off the mark. First, there is clear evidence that Fazang sees Awakening of Faith in the 

Mahāyāna to be almost as important as Huayan Sutra. Secondly, although Fengtan’s criticism of 

Zongmi and defense of Fazang may have been intended to be faithful to Fazang, they have actually 

and unfortunately missed the logical development from Fazang to Zongmi. Logically and 

historically, there was good reason for Zongmi to raise the status of Awakening of Faith in the 

Mahāyāna within the Huayan system, as it would greatly encourage practitioners’ faith in the 

Mahāyāna, and accordingly in Huayan. 
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