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In the introduction to French pilot and author Antoine de
Saint-Exupery’s whimsical classic The Little Prince, a Turk-
ish astronomer discovers a new planet, but the scientific
communitydoesn’t believe himbecause he’sdressed poorly.
Adults are like that, explains Saint-Exupery. “When you tell
them about a new friend, they never ask: “‘What does his
voice sound like?’” “‘What games does he like best?’ ‘Does
he collect butterflies?” They ask: ‘How old is he?” ‘How
much does he weigh?” Only then do they think they know
him.” Adults want numbers. Facts. A polished persona to
trust. They’ve forgotten how much truth lies in what is
invisible. When I first began mulling over the curious case
of the udumbara, [ was thinking much too much like an
adult. A mythical flower prophesied in Buddhist scrip-
ture, the udumbara is a tangled story-thing. After sight-
ings of the miniscule white blooms swept across Korea
in the late '90s, then again in China and Chinese dias-
poric communities, and even leaked into the U.S. in the
late ’00s, the udumbara flowers were debunked by ento-
mologists as insect eggs. Believers claimed the scientists
were part of a cover-up and that the King was coming.
As a California kid weaned on conspiracy theories, [ was
captivated by the duality of it all. Are they real or fake? 1
wondered.Who’s right? The entomologists? The Buddhists?

Of course, | was asking all the wrong questions.
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Near the truce line that divides North and South
Korea, in the Gyeonggi province surrounding Seoul, sits a
nondescript Buddhist temple. Lesser known among the re-
gion’s dramatic temples, Uri Temple was a quiet place until
one mid-summer morning in 1997, when Tonbong, the tem-
ple abbot, spotted a row of spindly white flowers sprouting
from the chest of a Shakyamuni Buddha statue in the main
hall. Unattached to any tree or root, the flowers, with stems
thin as filament, seemed to bloom from nothing. When their
petals opened, the air around them filled with the spicy scent
of sandalwood.

Ten years later, almost to the day, 22 of the same flow-
ers were spotted in arooftop garden west of Seoul, South Ko-
rea. Then 12 more on a university window in Seoul. Weeks later,
two clusters sprung from a car door in Qingdao, China. During
the summer of 2007, reports of white flowers, no more than a
millimeter in diameter, emerged throughout China. Not con-
fined to sacred spaces, they bloomed on doors, railings, ta-
bles, and pipes. Reports rolled in from Taiwan, Northern Cal-
ifornia, New York, and Texas, almost always from Buddhists.
Then, for awhile, nothing, until 2010, when a nun living in the
mountains of China reported a batch of the blossoms under
her washing machine. In the decade since, reported sight-
ings have been scarce.

According to the Lotus Sutra, a Buddhist scrip-
ture, the udumbara blooms once every 3,000 years
and signals the arrival of the King of the Golden Wheel.
This golden-wheeled chakravartin, or universal mon-
arch, is a godlike figure whose mythology is rooted in
ancient India and predates the formation of Buddhism.
But in the scripture, he arrives as a secular Bodhisat-
tvato turn the golden wheel of dharma and ready the
globe for the next incarnation of Buddha. The wheel
reads as both real and metaphoric. As it turns, justice
is doled out and balance achieved.

Like all stories that have evolved over thou-
sands of years, it’s complex, but I read the golden-wheeled
king as less moralistic than a Christian messiah. This king is
less concerned with binaries of heaven and hell, “good” and

“bad,” than on restoring the homeostasis of society through
destruction or renewal to whatever degree necessary. He is
not a king who wields power through force but through the
turning of a wheel—a benevolent, mythical sailor cranking
the helm of karma. Eventually, everything will be as it should.

This is also how nature repairs itself.

When [ was a little California kid, my mother talked a
lot about our state falling into the sea. She quoted Nostrada-
mus and rattled on about the New World Order. She told me
Bill Clinton was a clone. (Which, well ...) She wasn’t areligious
zealot, not really, nor even adoomsday prepper, exactly. She
was almost objective about THE END, an oracle of global and
interdimensional prophecy. Yes, she did believe Y2K would
end us. But no, she did not prepare us well. All remember is
a pallet of bottled water stacked under piles of dirty clothes
in the laundry room. I sensed that she was looking for a solu-
tion to the slop of humanity and that one of these prophe-
cies—doomsday or redemptive, secular or religious—would
be our ticket out. By spreading her chips on the table, when
the great wheeled king stepped in and spun, just maybe she’d
hit some form of ascension, some sweet liftoff from the pain
of watching humans tear each other apart.

It’s a shame we don’t get to cherry-pick what we inherit.

She’s been dead 15 years now, but lately, I find
myself in silent conversation with her about the state
of the planet. So many things she said about politics,
the environment, the economy, have come to fruition
in the last few years. What would she say now? Would
she simply nod? Saw this coming.

There is something soothing, if patriarchal,
about prophecy. Imagining that something, someone,
will eventually save us, that it’s already been written,
that our suffering and degradation of the earth
is part of a larger cosmic plan. Sometimes, espe-
cially in a time as chaotic and uncertain as ours,
with political systems that feel like bad satire and
the state of the climate nearing apocalypse, I, too,
see that believing can be a great salve.

Before Haemin Sunim became one of South
Korea’s most famous and beloved monks—a holy
man-turned-inspirational leader via pithy Twitter
posts and best-selling books Love for Imperfect Things
and The Things You Can See Only When You Slow Down—
he was an academic who published under Ryan Bongseok
Joo. Harvard- and Princeton-educated, Joo taught Asian
Studies for close to a decade at Hampshire College. It was
there, as Joo, that he wrote the most nuanced and de-
tailed report on the phenomenon of the udumbara that
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When I ask Taoist sage, scholar, polyglot, and transla-
tor of Revolutionary Gandhi K.V. Subrahmonyan, also known
as KVS, about the impossibility of the udumbara mythology,
he is clear that I'll find no finite reconciliation of'its contra-
dictory truths.

“As we have lost some of the ancients' sensory and men-
tal faculties,” he says, “some of the meaning of their myths
related to the flora and fauna are inevitably lost on us.” Then,
he quotes William Wordsworth’s The Tables Turned:

“One impulse from the vernal wood
Can teach man
More of moral good
Than all the sages can.”

By setting out to answer a simple question—is the
udumbara real?—Iwas chasing a binary that offered me noth-
ing more than the accumulation of fascinating facts and an-
ecdotes. Winding forested roads to wander down, plucking
fat figs along the way for sustenance.

The meaning of myth is not arrived at mathematically,
emphasizes Dr. Raman, the Delhi University scholar who told
me the story of Indra and the stolen soma. “With myth,” he
says, “we only weave symbols deeper into our consciousness
and constantly graft one set of associations upon yet another.”

In 2006, Chongju, a nun living in a Buddhist temple
near Pusan, South Korea, logged the most incredible of all
udumbara reports. The blooms were growing out of her
hands, she claimed, and when believers showed up in droves,
they saw it was true. She tended the tiny blooms, some smaller
than an alfalfa sprout, keeping them covered like winter toma-
toes in plastic cylinders tied to her fingers with colorful twine.
Her hands became a living shrine, as pilgrims from around

the country traveled to have an audience with the miraculous
bloom. A microbiologist examined Chongju and confirmed
that it was indeed a plant and not a fungus or the eggs of a
lacewing. When Joo interviewed the nun three years later, the
organisms were still alive and she tended them like a deity.

In Catholicism, the god-house in which my mother was
formed, the Eucharist is a way for everyday people to gain cor-
poreal access to Christ; the stigmata its more rare and pain-
ful cousin. The miraculous bloom gave Chongju and the pil-
grims—everyday people—access to adivine body. Her hands
became both holy relic and a vehicle capable of healing. The
blood from stigmata wounds has been described as having
a perfumed smell. Around the udumbara blooms, the faint
scent of sandalwood was often reported.

Audumbara (sfigmr), a Sanskrit spelling of udumbara,
translates to “a class of seers,” and I wonder if that isn’t the
most apt way to think about it. It’s hard to explain how a met-
aphor might be true when the truth of'it is built on metaphor.
It may be a matter of naming and semantics, of the fluid ways
that one word splinters into many, but udumbara is where
fact and myth, scripture and science, sacred and mundane
collide. The mystical flower looks nothing like the scientifi-
cally verified udumbara tree or its flower-fruits, but life and
death are encapsulated in both. Inside the fig lives not only
the dissolved and rebirthed body of Indra but that of a female
figwasp. Maybe in the broadest sense, the prophecy can also
serve as a study for what it means to ripen within. To keep
our flowering tucked up into our bellies. To absorb what has
pollinated us and break down its body into nutrients. A bo-
tanical eucharist.
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The social significance of prophecy is not about what the
prophecy itself predicts, but how it affects the way we live in
the present and thereby how we create the future.

Everyone has their own reasons to invest in prophecy.
In their collection Prophecy in the New Millennium, scholars
Suzanne Newcombe and Sarah Harvey explain that the social
significance of prophecy is not about what the prophecy itself
predicts, but how it affects the way we live in the present and
thereby how we create the future. Political scientist Michael
Barkun, in an essay in the same collection, writes that our
appetite for prophecy—whether sacred or secular—remains
strong even in a skeptical time, maybe especially so. “Given
the desire for messages that bear the stamp of transcendent
authority,” he writes, “individuals will almost certainly con-
tinue to bring them.”

After 2010, the buzz of the udumbara dropped to a

smolder, its embers occasionally and quietly stoked

by the Falun Gong, a persecuted sect of Chinese Bud-

dhists, outlawed in the late *90s after being branded a

cult with intentions of overthrowing the government.

In 1998, Falun Gong leader Li Hongzhi left China for

good, and in 2000, began to build a private compound

for his followers in upstate New York. Dragon Springs
hasits own housing, a university, and an arts academy,
which serves as an incubator school for the dancers of

Shen Yun, a psychedelic, propaganda-filled epic show

that includes a dance number honoring the udumbara.

Shen Yun draws on a Buddhist text called Hui-

lin Phonetics and Interpretations, to frame their story:

“Udumbara is the product of ominous and supernat-

ural phenomena; it is a celestial flower and does not

exist in the mundane world.” For the Falun Gong, Joo

wrote, the blooming of the udumbara and arrival of the golden-

wheeled king will bring justice and an end to their persecu-

tion by the Chinese government. It is abeacon for a “new era

in political leadership and the imminent collapse of the Chi-

nese communist regime.” In other words, it serves them for

the flower to remain upheld as prophecy and unexamined
scientifically.

While the original udumbara sightings were reported
by legitimate South Korean and Chinese news sources, much
of that has been scrubbed. The digital trail of what Shanahan
calls “the riddle of the udumbara”is flimsy. The most substan-
tial records are cataloged in the Epoch Times, a paper asso-
ciated with the Falun Gong. But the rest of the searches lead
to dead-end websites and niche forums rife with the wildly in-
consistent font size, chaotic layout, and sparkling angel GIFs

characteristic of New Age propaganda. A digital echo cham-
ber regurgitating the same sourceless information, just like
the rhetoric I grew up with. The rhetoric that led me here—a
cynic exploring the power of belief, hoping to believe.

As the singular resident of a surreal asteroid with an
epidemic of invasive baobab trees and waist-high volcanoes,
the namesake character in The Little Princeis a strange young
boy whose only friend is a single rose with four thorns. One day,
he grows restless and leaves his planet to explore the solar
system, landing eventually on Earth, where he wanders into a
glorious rose garden. There must have been 5,000 roses. But
instead of awe, the Little Prince feels ambivalence. “You’re
lovely,” he says. “But you’re empty. No one has tamed you and
you haven’t tamed anyone ... One couldn’t die for you.” Sud-
denly, he’s overcome with love and grief for the rarity of his
rose, no longer a simple flower, but a relationship of special
meaning born of their mutual claim on each other.

Maybe that’s why the udumbara is such a
powerful emblem. An ephemeral, delicate flower, its
blooming is not only a symbol of new life and renewal,
but the most tender part of the earth. A calling from
the great feminine—Mother Earth, the female fig, the
wingless wasp—for delicacy and tenderness. A teeny,
tiny flower that trumpets the arrival of an all-pow-
erful global king and his cosmic wheel. A reminder
that the masculine and feminine are not binary but
work in conjunction.

“People are more likely to turn to prophecy
in bad times than good,” Newcombe tells me. Even
climate change, she explains, is a type of negative
prophecy and can provide renewed purpose and
meaning for those who believe. It’s something wor-
thy of changing ourselves for, and it lends social iden-
tity to both those who believe and those who deny.

“Living ‘for’ a prophecy can give adirectionality

or purpose to living,” says Newcombe. “That purpose and

the social bonds which might be made in the process can be-
come more important than the apparent truth or falsity of
the prophecy itself.” The question then is not whether the

udumbara is real, but whether believing in all its forms—
proven and debunked, scientific and sacred—has the power

to change us, to show us something prismatic, ameaning that

cannot be contained to one reality or religion. The flower as

shape-shifter. The bloom as meaning-maker.



