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foreword to the first edition

The Prajñāpāramitā Heart Sutra is the essence of Buddhist teaching. It is chanted or recited daily in monastic and lay communities throughout the world. Thich Nhat Hanh’s commentaries, contained in this book, are part of the continuous stream of oral transmission basic to Buddhism since the time of Śākyamuni Buddha, 2,500 years ago. The literature of the Prajñāpāramitā (Perfect Understanding) dates back to the beginning of the Christian Era and has been studied and expounded for 2,000 years, first in India, and then in China, Japan, Vietnam, Korea, Tibet, and other countries with a Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition.

For nearly a century, the Prajñāpāramitā teachings have been available in English, and for more than fifty years they have been taught in the West, in the context of meditation practice, by Zen and Tibetan teachers. Often, these teachings have proven difficult for Westerners to understand.

In the spring of 1987, Vietnamese Zen master, poet, and activist for peace Thich Nhat Hanh offered a series of retreats and lectures in California, the Pacific Northwest, Colorado, New England, and New York. He encouraged his listeners to join him in an experiment to discover what he called “the true face of American Buddhism,” one that is not foreign but springs from the depths of our understanding. “Buddhism is not one. The teachings of Buddhism are many. When Buddhism enters a country, that country always acquires a new form of Buddhism…The teaching of Buddhism in this country will be different from other countries. Buddhism, in order to be Buddhism, must be suitable, appropriate to the psychology and the culture of the society that it serves.” To enrich our understanding and aid us in our explorations, Thay (an informal title for “teacher,” pronounced “tie”) offered several talks on the Prajñāpāramitā Heart Sutra. Some of these were public lectures delivered to seven or eight hundred listeners, and others were offered to fifty or sixty people on retreat together.

At the retreat in Ojai, California, artists and meditators sat beneath a large oak in the cradle of the Los Padres Mountains, the sound of early morning birds or the touch of a warm breeze accompanying Thay’s gentle, penetrating voice. His talks on the Heart Sutra were singularly comprehensible, bringing new life and vivid understanding to this ancient teaching.

During the retreats, Thay encouraged participants to give calm, clear-seeing, and intimate attention to each daily activity, whether eating a meal, drawing a Buddha, or just walking quietly, aware of the contact between our foot and the earth that supports it. In order to encourage this kind of mindfulness, a bell master sounded a large bell regularly, and everyone stopped their activity, breathed three times, and recited silently, “Listen, listen, this wonderful sound brings me back to my true self.”

“A bell is a bodhisattva,” Thay said. “It helps us to wake up.” With this in mind, when the bell was invited to sound, we put down our garden tools, our hammers, our paint brushes or pens, and came back to ourselves for a moment, breathing with a natural serenity, smiling a sort of half smile to ourselves and all those around us—the people, the trees, a flower, a child running with delight, even our worries and sometimes our pain. As we did this, we just listened deeply and became one with the sound of the bell. It is truly remarkable how deeply a bell can ring inside a person. After this pause, we resumed our activity with renewed energy, perhaps a little more attentively, a little more aware.

It is not only a bell that can be a bodhisattva. Anything can help us to awaken to the present moment and all that it contains. “Buddhism is a clever way to enjoy life,” Thay says. In this light, I would like to suggest a way to read this book so you may join with the clear heart of understanding it conveys. Please read it just like listening to a bell. Put down your daily tasks for a moment, both physical and mental, sit comfortably, and allow the words of this wonderful teacher to ring deeply inside you. I am certain, if you bring yourself and this book together in this way, you will hear the bell of mindfulness many times. When it rings, lower the book and listen to its sound echoing in your own depths. You might even try breathing calmly and offering a smile. This may seem difficult at first, as it did for many of us, but I can still hear Thay’s encouraging voice tell us, “You can do it!” In this way, the depth of your heart and of the Heart Sutra will come very close. They might even touch.

Intimacy is at the heart of the teaching contained in this book. In the thirteenth century, Zen Master Eihei Dōgen taught that enlightenment is just intimacy with all things. Thich Nhat Hanh’s teaching is the same. When we allow the true heart of understanding to arise within us, such intimacy is not only possible, it is the spontaneous expression of what we and all things truly are. To allow our lives to be guided by such intimacy is to nourish the seed of compassion within ourselves and others alike. Peace between partners, neighbors, nations—even peace within ourselves—may sometimes seem an impossible dream, but if we look deeply into the heart of the teaching Thich Nhat Hanh offers, I think we can discover a way for such peace to be realized. Peace in our world is not far from there.

Peter Levitt

Salt Spring Island, British Columbia

June 2009





foreword to the new translation and commentaries

The book which you hold in your hands includes one of the most well-known texts in Buddhism, the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya Sūtra, commonly referred to as the Heart Sutra. This sutra encompasses the essential teachings that can bring us to a place of nonfear and nonviolence. Thich Nhat Hanh, the Zen teacher of the Plum Village tradition, has offered commentary and teachings on this sutra several times. The first teachings were given in 1998 and form part of this book. The most recent teachings were given in 2014, some months before Thay, as his students call him, suffered a stroke. Those teachings are also in this book. In the Appendix you will find a Sanskrit version of the Heart Sutra, which has been chanted for around 1500 years in Sanskrit and Chinese, along with a word-for-word English translation.* The sutra has been translated from these two languages into hundreds of modern languages. From the 1980s until 2014, the monastics in the Plum Village tradition chanted and studied a translation of the Sutra based on these Sanskrit and Chinese originals which can be found here.

In August 2014, Thich Nhat Hanh revised the traditional wording of the Heart Sutra to clarify the meaning of “emptiness” so that the Heart Sutra cannot be misunderstood as a teaching of nihilism. Emptiness does not mean nothingness. Emptiness means that something is empty of a separate self. The traditional wording of the Heart Sutra can be misleading. Thay titled his translation of the Heart Sutra as “The Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore.” It carries within it and expresses very clearly the essence of the teachings of the Prajñāpāramitā on interbeing, no-self, the Middle Way, emptiness, signlessness, and aimlessness.

Sr. Chân Đúc

Plum Village, 2016


* The version of the Heart Sutra used in this book was probably written between the fifth and sixth centuries CE, and certainly before the seventh century CE. An early Chinese text of the Heart Sutra under discussion here is Xuanzang’s Chinese translation from c. 649 CE. It remains unknown who compiled the sutra (and whether it was by one or many authors) and whether it originates from India or China.







author’s preface

The Cloud and the Cave

In the mountains of Vietnam, there are caves where many thousands of birds make their nests. In the early morning, the birds fly out to look for food to bring back for their young. Sometimes the mouth of the cave is obscured by a passing cloud and the birds cannot find their way home. Only when the bright light of the sun melts away the clouds can the birds see clearly the entrance to the cave and come home.

In our lives there are things that seem to block our way, causing confusion and preventing us from finding our true home. Not only obstacles and suffering cause us to lose our way; sometimes the most profound teachings can mislead us if we do not understand them correctly. Even a sutra can block our way to liberation if we do not know how to handle it skillfully. The Heart Sutra is a deep and important text, which has the capacity to bring us to the shore of liberation, happiness, and peace, and yet it has also caused much misunderstanding for more than 1,500 years. I believe that these misunderstandings have come about because the patriarch who compiled the Heart Sutra made an unskillful choice of wording.

We know that words can be misleading, and that the deepest insights into the nature of reality are beyond the reach of language, and yet, out of compassion, teachers over many generations have done their best to make skillful use of words to guide us on the path leading to liberation. When a teacher uses words, he or she knows that they are only an approximation—they cannot perfectly express the reality of awakened understanding. A good teacher knows that no matter how careful they are, some people will inevitably become confused, and yet they must still try their best to help guide their students out of suffering.

I have retranslated the Heart Sutra, and present it here in this book, along with a detailed commentary, in the hope that the wording in this version is clearer than that of the traditional text. To explain my approach, I would like to share with you two stories: the story of a novice monk who paid a visit to a Zen master*1 and the story of a monk who brought a question to the Eminent Master Tuệ Trung, a renowned poet and lay Zen master who had once served as the mentor of the young King Trần Nhân Tông in thirteenth century Vietnam.

The Novice Monk and His Nose

The Zen master asked the novice monk: “Tell me about your understanding of the Heart Sutra.”

The novice joined his palms and replied: “I have understood that all the five skandhas are empty. There are no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue, no body, and no mind. There are no forms, no sounds, no smells, no taste, no touch and no objects of mind. The eighteen realms of phenomena do not exist; the twelve links of interdependent arising do not exist; and insight and attainment also do not exist.”

“Do you believe this?”

“Yes, I truly believe this.”

“Come closer,” the Zen master instructed the novice monk. As the novice drew near, the Zen Master reached out, grabbed his nose, and twisted it hard.

In great pain, the novice cried out, “Master! You’re hurting me!”

The Zen master raised his eyebrows questioningly: “But you just said that the nose doesn’t exist. So if there is no nose, then what’s hurting?”

• • • • •

The essence of the Heart Sutra is contained in the well-known phrase: “Form is emptiness and emptiness is form.” But the traditional Heart Sutra continues with the line: “Therefore in emptiness there is neither form, nor feelings, nor perceptions, nor mental formations, nor consciousness. No eye, or ear, or nose, or tongue, or body, or mind.” How strange! First, the sutra states that form is emptiness and emptiness is form, but then it seems to contradict itself, saying that there is no form, only emptiness, and that there is no body, there are no feelings, no perceptions, and so on. This is confusing and could lead to many harmful misunderstandings. We might be inclined to mistakenly think that nothing really exists, and that everything is only emptiness—seeing emptiness as a kind of nihilism. We can fall into this trap if we fail to understand the Heart Sutra correctly. As long as we keep this traditional wording, novices still risk getting their noses twisted.

In Buddhism, nihilism is considered an extreme view which can bring about suffering. When we encounter polarities, or pairs of opposites, we have the tendency to believe that one must be right and the other wrong. For example, we think that either everything exists, everything is real, or nothing exists, nothing is real. These are the two extremes of eternalism and nihilism. Either we believe that we have an eternal soul which will live on forever or we believe that we are just a meaningless collection of atoms and that when we die, we will be extinguished forever and nothing will be left. But the Buddha teaches us to avoid both these extremes of being and nonbeing. If we are wise, the Heart Sutra can help us to find the middle way between these extremes.

Now let us continue with the second story.

Do you have a Body?

One day a bhikṣu, a fully ordained monk, paid a visit to The Eminent Master Tuệ Trung and questioned him about the Heart Sutra:

“Respected Eminent Master, what does the phrase ‘form is emptiness, emptiness is form’ really mean?”

At first the Eminent Master remained silent. Then, after a while, he asked: “Bhikṣu, do you have a body?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then why do you say that the body is emptiness?” The Eminent Master then pointed to an empty part of the room, and asked, “Do you see a body in that empty space over there?”

“No, I do not.”

“Then why do you say that emptiness is the body?”

The bhikṣu stood up, bowed, and went on his way. But the Master summoned him back in order to recite to him the following verse:


Form is emptiness, emptiness is form

is a skillful means created temporarily

by the Buddhas of the three times.

Emptiness is not form, form is not emptiness—

their nature is always pure and illuminating,

neither caught in being nor in nonbeing.



• • • • •

In this story, the Eminent Master Tuê Trung contradicts the Heart Sutra and challenges the sacred formula, “form is emptiness and emptiness is form,” considered inviolable in the Prajñāpāramitā literature.

I believe that the Eminent Master went too far. The monk’s difficulty wasn’t caused by the phrase “form is emptiness, emptiness is form,” but rather by the unskillful wording of the line: “Therefore in emptiness there is no form, no feelings, no perceptions, no mental formations, and no consciousness…”

The words of the traditional Heart Sutra are perfect from the very beginning, right up to the line: “no birth, no death, no defilement, no purity, no increasing, no decreasing.” It is regrettable that the patriarch who compiled the Heart Sutra, did not add the four words “no being, no nonbeing” immediately after “no birth, no death.” This would have helped us transcend the notions of being and nonbeing, and avoid being caught in ideas such as “no eyes, no ears, no nose, no tongue…”

There is a very practical verse by Shenxiu, a senior student of Daman Hongren, the Fifth Patriarch of Zen Buddhism in China:


Our body is a bodhi tree.

Our mind is a clear mirror.

We have to clean the mirror every day

so the dust will not have a chance to gather.



The Sixth Patriarch Huineng wrote a famous response to this verse. His response, though, is also caught in the notions of being and nonbeing:


There has never been a Bodhi tree,

nor a bright mirror.

Since ancient time,

nothing has ever really existed

so where can the dust settle?



Just as a passing cloud can obscure the mouth of a cave and prevent the birds from finding their way home, so the traditional wording of the Heart Sutra has obscured its true meaning, leading to countless misunderstandings concerning the existence or nonexistence of phenomena, and causing many generations to lose their way.

A New Heart Sutra

The deepest of the Prajñāpāramitā teachings are the emptiness of self (adhyātmaśūnyatā) and the emptiness of all phenomena (sarva-dharmaśūnyatā), and not the nonexistence or nonbeing of self and phenomena.*2 That is why in this new translation I have chosen a different formulation of words than is found in either the various Sanskrit versions, or the Chinese version by Xuanzang. Instead of saying “That is why in emptiness, there is neither form, nor feelings, nor perceptions, nor mental formations, nor consciousness,” I have formulated the line as follows: “That is why in emptiness, body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness are not separate self-entities.”

All phenomena are products of interdependent co-arising; they do not have a separate self. This is the key point of the Prajñāpāramitā teaching. They cannot exist on their own; they have to inter-exist. And so it is more helpful to use the phrase “not separate self-entities.” Even insight and attainment are not separate self-entities. This new formulation, “not separate self-entities,” is as important as the formula “form is emptiness and emptiness is form.”

This rewording is needed because to say “in emptiness there is no form, no feelings, no mental formations, no consciousness…” is not in accord with the ultimate truth. Emptiness means only the emptiness of self, not the nonbeing of self, just as when a balloon is empty inside it doesn’t mean that the balloon doesn’t exist. We are empty of a separate self, but you can’t say we have no nose. Of course we have a nose; of course we have a body; of course we are there. The same is true with saying that “all phenomena bear the mark of emptiness”: this line asserts the emptiness of all phenomena, not the nonexistence of phenomena. It is like a flower, which is made only of non-flower elements. The flower is empty of a separate existence, but that doesn’t mean that the flower is not there.

The insight of Prajñāpāramitā is the ultimate truth, transcending all conventional truths. It is the highest insight of Buddhism. Any passage in the Buddhist canon—even in the impressive Prajñāpāramitā literature—which does not reflect the spirit of this insight, still lies within the realm of the relative, conventional truth and cannot be said to reflect the ultimate truth.

The insight of Prajñāpāramitā helps us transcend all pairs of opposites such as birth and death, being and nonbeing, defilement and purity, increasing and decreasing, subject and object, and helps us to get in touch with the true nature of no birth and no death, no being and no nonbeing—the true nature of all phenomena. This is a state of coolness, peace, and nonfear that can be experienced in this very life, with this body and with our five skandhas. It is nirvāṇa. Just as the birds enjoy the sky, and the deer enjoy the meadow, so do the wise enjoy dwelling in nirvāṇa. This is a very beautiful sentence from the Nirvāṇa Chapter of the Chinese Dharmapada.

The teaching on no being, no nonbeing always goes along with the teaching on no birth, no death. For this reason I have added “no being, no nonbeing” to the series of negations in the text. The Buddha’s deep teaching of no being, no nonbeing is recorded in the Kātyāyana Sutra, when the Buddha gave a definition of right view. These four words, “no being, no nonbeing” will help future generations not to suffer a twisted nose.

The Heart Sutra appeared late in the period of the flowering of Mahāyāna literature, perhaps as late as the fifth or sixth century CE.*3 Around the same time, Tantrism was gathering strength, and practitioners of the Tantric schools were beginning to rely more on magic, introducing many mantras and mudrās to help them attain enlightenment.*4 The patriarch who compiled the Heart Sutra wanted to employ a skillful means to encourage followers of Tantric Buddhism to practice and recite the Heart Sutra—which contains the deepest teachings of Buddhism—so that’s why he presented the Heart Sutra as a kind of mantra.

A New Title for the Heart Sutra

What we commonly refer to as the “Heart Sutra” is a shortened translation of the Sanskrit title Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-sūtram. Pāram means “the other shore,” ita means “gone”, and prajñā is “insight.” Hṛdaya means “heart” or “essence,” and a sūtra is a scripture. For this new translation I have used the phrase, The Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore, because in the final mantra there is also the expression pāragate, which means “having gone to the other shore.” In the Sutta Nipāta, one of the earliest Buddhist texts, composed centuries before the Heart Sutra, there is already a chapter called Pārāyana, which means “crossing over to the other shore.”

I hope you enjoy practicing and chanting this new version of the Heart Sutra in English. On the twenty-first of August in 2014, at around three in the morning, just after I finished the translation, a moon ray penetrated my room.


*1 Throughout this book we use the word Zen, now a common word in English, for the Chinese character [image: ][image: ], which is the Chinese translation of the Sanskrit term dhyāna, meaning “meditation,” pronounced chán in Chinese, sŏn in Korean, zen in Japanese, and thiền in Vietnamese.

*2 The Heart Sutra may have been composed to help the followers of the Sarvāstivāda school of Buddhism, which was flourishing at the time, to relinquish the view that “there is no self, but phenomena really exist.” See more in Chapter 5: “The Mark of Emptiness.”

*3 Although scholars have not yet been able to come to a clear consensus on exactly when or where the Heart Sutra was written, it is considered to be a condensation of an important body of texts in Sanskrit collectively known as the Prajñāpāramitā literature. This began most likely with the the Prajñāpāramitā in 8,000 Verses, and the Store of Precious Virtues Discourse (Ratnaguṇasaṃcayagāthā), composed between the first century BCE and the first century CE, and continued with the Prajñāpāramitā in 25,000 verses and 100,000 verses. The Vajracchedika or Diamond Sutra, was already compiled as a condensed, more accessible text for study and practice, between the second and fourth centuries CE, and before the 100,000 verse version. The Heart Sutra came later, and is even more condensed than the Diamond Sutra.

*4 The Mantrayāna School existed from around the fourth century CE, and was eventually systematized as the Vajrayāna School after 750.







The Heart Sutra
The Insight that Brings Us
to the Other Shore

NEW TRANSLATION BY
THICH NHAT HANH, AUGUST 2014


Avalokiteśvara,

while practicing deeply with

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore,

suddenly discovered that

all of the five Skandhas are equally empty,

and with this realization

he overcame all Ill-being.




“Listen Śāriputra,

this Body itself is Emptiness

and Emptiness itself is this Body.

This Body is not other than Emptiness

and Emptiness is not other than this Body.

The same is true of Feelings,

Perceptions, Mental Formations,

and Consciousness.




“Listen Śāriputra,

all phenomena bear the mark of Emptiness:

their true nature is the nature of

no Birth no Death,

no Being no Nonbeing,

no Defilement no Purity,

no Increasing no Decreasing.




“That is why in Emptiness,

Body, Feelings, Perceptions,

Mental Formations, and Consciousness

are not separate self-entities.




“The Eighteen Realms of Phenomena,

which are the six Sense Organs,

the six Sense Objects,

and the six Consciousnesses,

are also not separate self-entities.

The Twelve Links of Interdependent Arising

and their Extinction

are also not separate self-entities.




“Ill-being, the Causes of Ill-being,

the End of Ill-being, the Path,

insight, and attainment

are also not separate self-entities.




“Whoever can see this

no longer needs anything to attain.




“Bodhisattvas who practice

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore

see no more obstacles in their mind,

and because there

are no more obstacles in their mind,

they can overcome all fear,

destroy all wrong perceptions,

and realize Perfect Nirvāṇa.




“All Buddhas in the past, present, and future,

by practicing

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore,

are all capable of attaining

Authentic and Perfect Enlightenment.




“Therefore Śāriputra,

it should be known that

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore

is a Great Mantra,

the most illuminating mantra,

the highest mantra,

a mantra beyond compare,

the True Wisdom that has the power

to put an end to all kinds of suffering.




“Therefore let us proclaim a mantra to praise

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore.




Gate, gate, pāragate, pārasaṃgate, bodhi svāhā!”







one

Interbeing

IF YOU ARE a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. Without a cloud, there can be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and without trees, we cannot make paper. The cloud is essential for the paper to exist. If the cloud is not here, the sheet of paper cannot be here either. So we can say that the cloud and the paper inter-are. “Interbeing” is a word that is not in the dictionary yet, but if we combine the prefix “inter-” with the verb “to be,” we have a new verb: inter-be.

The word interbeing was born while I was leading a retreat at Tassajara Zen Center in the mountains of California in the 1980s. I was teaching about emptiness and I did not have a sheet of paper with me to illustrate the point, so I used an empty wooden chair. I invited everyone to look carefully into the chair to see the presence of the forest, the sunshine, the rain, and the clouds. I explained that the chair was not subject to birth and death, nor could it be described in terms of being or nonbeing. I asked them whether there was a word in French or English that could describe how the chair existed along with all the other non-chair elements. I asked if the word “togetherness” would do. Somebody said that it sounded strange, so I suggested the word “interbeing.”

The insight of interbeing can help us understand the Heart of the Prajñāpāramitā Sutra more easily and the teachings on emptiness more clearly. Interbeing takes us beyond the dualistic notions of being and nonbeing, and helps us not to be afraid of nonbeing.

When people hear the word “emptiness,” they often panic because they tend to equate emptiness with nothingness, nonbeing, and nonexistence. Western philosophy is preoccupied with questions of being and nonbeing, but Buddhism goes beyond the dualistic notions of being and nonbeing. I often say, “To be or not to be, that is no longer the question. The question is one of interbeing.”

If we continue to look into the sheet of paper, we can see the sunshine in it. If the sunshine is not there, the forest cannot grow. Without the sunshine, nothing can grow, not even us. So we know that the sunshine is also in the sheet of paper. The paper and the sunshine inter-are. Looking more deeply, we can see the logger who cut the tree and brought it to the mill to be transformed into paper. We also see the wheat. We know that the logger cannot exist without his daily bread. So the wheat that became his bread is also in this sheet of paper. The logger’s father and mother are in the paper as well. Without all of these other things, there would be no sheet of paper at all.

Looking even more deeply, we can see we are also in the paper. This is not difficult to see, because when we look at a sheet of paper, the sheet of paper becomes the object of our perception. It is becoming more and more clear to neuroscientists that we cannot exactly speak of an objective world outside of our perceptions, nor can we speak of a wholly subjective world in which things exist only in our mind. Everything—time, space, the earth, the rain, the minerals in the soil, the sunshine, the cloud, the river, the heat, and even consciousness—is in that sheet of paper. Everything coexists with it. To be is to inter-be. You cannot just be by yourself alone; you have to inter-be with every other thing. This sheet of paper is, because everything else is.

Suppose we try to return one of the elements to its source. If we returned the sunshine to the sun, would the sheet of paper still be possible? No, without sunshine the tree cannot be. If we returned the logger to his mother, then we wouldn’t have a sheet of paper either. Looking in this way, we see that the sheet of paper is made entirely of “non-paper elements” and if we were to return any one of these non-paper elements to their source, there would be no paper at all. As thin as this sheet of paper is, it contains everything in the universe. So the one contains the all. But the Heart Sutra seems to say the opposite. In it, Avalokiteśvara tells us that things are empty. Let us look more closely to see why.





two

Empty of What?


Avalokiteśvara, while practicing deeply with

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore,

suddenly discovered that all of the five Skandhas are equally

empty and with this realization he overcame all ill-being.



Avalokiteśvara is the name of the Bodhisattva of Great Compassion; the one who knows how to listen deeply to relieve the suffering of living beings. Avalokita means “looking deeply,” and īśvara means “master.”* Together they mean the one who has mastered him or herself through the practice of looking deeply into the heart of reality, attaining the greatest possible freedom. Bodhi means “being awake,” and sattva means “a living being,” so bodhisattva means an awakened being. All of us are sometimes bodhisattvas and sometimes not. Avalokiteśvara is neither male nor female, sometimes appearing as a man and sometimes as a woman. In China, Vietnam, Korea, and Japan, Avalokiteśvara is known as Guanyin, Quan Am, or Kannon, respectively. Thanks to Avalokiteśvara’s capacity to look and listen deeply, he can understand his own suffering, and from this deep understanding arises great compassion. Avalokiteśvara Bodhisattva has transcended all fear through a profound understanding of the nature of reality. In the Heart Sutra, he reveals this profound understanding, Prajñāpāramitā, to Śāriputra, traditionally the foremost disciple of the Buddha in teaching the Dharma.

Prajñā means insight or understanding. Pāramitā means going or gone to the other shore. So Prajñāpāramitā is the insight that brings us to the other shore. Insight is not the same as knowledge. Understanding and insight, like water, can flow and can penetrate. Views, and the knowledge we cling to, are solid and can block the flow of our understanding. In Buddhism, knowledge is regarded as an obstacle for true understanding. We have to be able to let go of our previous knowledge in the same way we climb up a ladder. If we are on the fifth rung and think that we are already at the top, there is no hope for us to step up to the sixth. We must learn to transcend our own views in order to progress on our path.

According to Avalokiteśvara, this sheet of paper is empty; but according to our analysis, it is full of everything. There seems to be a contradiction. Avalokiteśvara found the five skandhas—our form, feelings, perceptions, mental formations and consciousness—to be empty. But empty of what? To be empty is always to be empty of something.

If I am holding a cup of water and I ask you, “Is this cup empty?” you will say, “No, it is full of water.” But if I pour out the water and ask you again, you may say, “Now it is empty.” But empty of what? Empty means empty of something. The cup cannot be empty of nothing. “Empty” doesn’t mean anything unless you know “empty of what?” The cup is empty of water, but it is not empty of air. So to be empty is to be empty of something. This is quite a discovery. Therefore, when Avalokiteśvara claims that the five skandhas are equally empty, we must ask, “Dear Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, empty of what?”

The five skandhas, which may be translated into English as five heaps or aggregates, are the five elements that comprise a human being. These five elements are like five rivers, constantly flowing: the river of form, which means our body; feelings; perceptions; mental formations; and consciousness. They are always flowing. So Avalokiteśvara, looking deeply into the nature of these five rivers, suddenly saw that all five are empty. “Empty of what?” we ask. And this was the reply: “They are empty of a separate self.”

The King and the Musician

There is a story of a king who, upon listening to a musician playing a sixteen-string sitar, was moved to the depths of his soul. The music touched him so deeply that he wanted to discover exactly where it was coming from. When the musician departed, he left his sitar with the king, and the king ordered his servant to chop the instrument into small pieces. No matter how hard they tried, they could not find the source of the beautiful sound, the essence of the music. Just like the king looking into the sitar, the Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara looked deeply into his own five skandhas and discovered that they were empty of a self. No matter how wonderful something is, when we look deeply into it, we see that there is nothing in it we can identify as a separate self.

We have the tendency to believe that within the five skandhas there is something constant and unchanging, even though the five skandhas are continually flowing, being born, growing, fading away, and dying. Our feelings arise, stay for a while and then change or pass away. Our anger may flare up, but after a while it fades and disappears. Our body ages and grows old. Yet we cling to the wrong perception that everything is constant and unchanging. We continue to believe that our five skandhas do not change, that they have a self-nature, and that we are a separate self. The Buddha is always telling us that such a self is not there. If you break up the five skandhas, like the king did to the sitar, and try to find a self inside them, you won’t succeed. There is no soul, no “I,” no person inside the five skandhas. When we see that the five skandhas do not have a core substance or self, all suffering, distress, and fear disappear right away.

To say that our five skandhas—our body, our feelings, our perceptions, our mental formations, and our consciousness—are empty of a separate self is also to say that none of these five rivers can exist by itself alone. Each of the five rivers has to be made by the other four. It has to coexist; it has to inter-be with all the others.

In our bodies we have lungs, heart, kidneys, stomach, and blood. None of these can exist independently. They can only coexist with each other. Your lungs and your blood are two things, but neither can exist separately. The lungs take in air and enrich the blood, and, in turn, the blood nourishes the lungs. Without the blood, the lungs cannot be alive, and without the lungs, the blood cannot be cleansed. Lungs and blood inter-are. The same is true with kidneys and blood, kidneys and stomach, lungs and heart, blood and heart, and so on.

Full of the Cosmos

When Avalokiteśvara says that our sheet of paper is empty, the bodhisattva means it is empty of a separate independent existence. It cannot just be by itself. It has to inter-be with the sunshine, the cloud, the forest, the logger, the mind, and everything else. It is empty of a separate self. But empty of a separate self means full of everything. So our observation and that of Avalokiteśvara do not contradict each other after all.

Avalokiteśvara looked deeply into the five skandhas and discovered that none of them can be by itself alone. Each can only inter-be with all the others. So our body is empty of a separate self but full of everything in the cosmos. Our feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness are all empty of their own separate nature and at the same time full of everything that exists.


* Avalokiteśvara evolved out of the earlier attested Avalokitasvara, “the one who hears the cries of the world”; the first Chinese translations of the name reflect this early meaning. Xuanzang later translated Avalokiteśvara as: “the master who looks deeply.”
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The Way of Understanding


And with this realization

he overcame all Ill-being.



When we want to understand something, we cannot just stand outside and observe it. We have to enter deeply into it and become one with it in order to really understand. If we want to understand a person, we have to feel their feelings, suffer their suffering, and rejoice in their joy. The sutra uses the word “realization” to mean “full or perfect comprehension.” The word “comprehend” is made up of the Latin roots com, which means “together,” and prehendere, which means “to grasp or pick up.” So to comprehend something means to pick it up and be one with it. There is no other way to understand something.

If we only look at the sheet of paper as an observer, standing outside, we cannot understand it completely. We have to penetrate it. We have to be a cloud, be the sunshine, and be the logger. If we can enter it and be everything that is in it, our understanding of the sheet of paper will be perfect.

There is an ancient Indian story about a grain of salt that wanted to know just how salty the ocean was, so it jumped in and became one with the water of the ocean. In this way, the grain of salt gained perfect understanding.

If we want peace and we want to understand another country, we can’t just stand outside and observe. We have to be one with the citizens of that country in order to understand their feelings, perceptions, and mental formations. Any meaningful work for peace must follow this practice: to go in and be one with, in order to really understand.

In the Sutra on the Four Establishments of Mindfulness, the Buddha recommended that we observe in a penetrating way. He said we should contemplate the body in the body, the feelings in the feelings, the mental formations in the mental formations, phenomena in phenomena. He used this kind of repetition because you have to enter and become one with what you want to observe and understand. Nuclear scientists are beginning to say this also. When you enter the world of elementary particles you have to become a participant in order to understand something. You can no longer stand on the outside and remain just an observer. Today many scientists prefer the word “participant” to the word “observer.”

We need to use this same practice to understand other people. If you want to understand your beloved, you have to put yourself in their skin, otherwise you won’t be able to truly understand them. Without understanding, true love is impossible.

Overcoming Suffering

With understanding and realization comes relief. The ill-being we experience can be transformed by our insight into the nature of emptiness. Studying the Heart Sutra intellectually, as philosophy, will not have any effect on the suffering that we carry inside us. But if we are able to read every word and phrase of the Heart Sutra in the light of our suffering and our deepest aspirations, it will become meaningful. If we know how to apply our understanding of emptiness to our daily life and the many challenges and difficulties we encounter, we will be able to overcome our suffering and experience relief and happiness. This understanding will have the power to liberate us.

Avalokiteśvara was a human being just like us, and suffered just as we do. This is why the bodhisattva undertook the practice of looking deeply and, by doing so, discovered the nature of emptiness. Once Avalokiteśvara had this deep insight into the nature of emptiness, suffering ceased to manifest. With such a deep realization, we will, like Avalokiteśvara, not only be able to transform our own suffering and touch peace, freedom, and happiness, but also help others to do the same.
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Long Live Emptiness


Listen Śāriputra,

this Body itself is Emptiness

and Emptiness itself is this Body.

This Body is not other than Emptiness,

and Emptiness is not other than this Body.

The same is true of Feelings,

Perceptions, Mental Formations,

and Consciousness.



The essence of the Heart Sutra lies in the formula: This body itself is emptiness, and emptiness itself is this body. If we can understand this phrase, it will not be difficult to understand the rest of the sutra.

The word rūpa in Sanskrit is usually translated as “form,” hence: form is emptiness and emptiness is form. Here, rūpa, as one of the five skandhas, specifically refers to the body—and by extension, to living matter. This is why, in this translation, we have replaced the word “form” with “body.”

When we think about matter or form, we tend to distinguish between living and inanimate matter, but modern science tells us that the distinction between animate and inanimate is not very precise. What we call inert matter may not be as inert as we think; it could be full of life. Matter is not something solid and unchanging. Two thousand years ago, it was written in the Prajñāpāramitā Sutra in Twenty-Five Thousand Lines that if you look deeply into matter you only see something insubstantial and full of holes, like foam.*1

Today, physicists agree that matter is not solid but is full of space. The atoms that make up our body are mostly space, and are not static at all—they have electrons orbiting a nucleus at thousands of kilometers a second. Looking deeply into our feelings, we see something similar. Feelings are fields of energy and are constantly changing. In the same way, our perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness are also ever-changing, flowing rivers.

The scientific terms we have available today did not exist at the time the sutra was written, and so the writers used the term “empty” to describe the nature of matter. They used two nondualistic formulae:


This Body itself is Emptiness and

Emptiness itself is this Body.

This Body is not other than Emptiness,

and Emptiness is not other than this Body.*2



We think we know exactly what our body is. We have an idea about our body. We think that since our body is with us at every moment of our daily life, we know it inside out. Yet the sutra shows us that our idea about our body is full of errors, which is why we have to reflect more deeply, so that we can understand the true meaning of the phrase this body itself is emptiness.

It is precisely because our body is emptiness that it can manifest. Our body is full of everything, full of life. The word emptiness shouldn’t scare us. It’s a wonderful word. To be empty doesn’t mean to be nonexistent. If the sheet of paper weren’t empty, how could the sunshine, the logger, and the forest come into it? How could it be a sheet of paper? The cup, in order to be empty, has to be there. In the same way, the body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness, in order to be empty of a separate self, have to be there. So saying this body itself is emptiness does not mean that your body does not exist.

If you look deeply at your body, you can see your parents, your grandparents, all your ancestors, and the whole history of life on Earth. We see that our body is a formation, a composite made of everything else that we do not normally think of as body. You can see the sun, the moon and the stars, time and space. In fact, the whole universe has come together to form our body. Only one thing is missing from our body, and that is a separate self, a separate existence. If we put the sunlight back in the sun, the rain back in the clouds, and the minerals back in the earth, how could our body exist? All phenomena contain the whole universe. Nothing can be by itself alone. We can look at our body in such a way that we see its dependence on all things, and thus see that it has no reality as a separately existing entity. You may like to take a moment now to do this, breathing in and out mindfully, as you read the following contemplation.

Contemplating the Body in the Body


This body has been there for a long time, for millions of years. It is the continuation of many generations. It has never died.

I cannot take this body lightly. It is not mine alone. I cannot underestimate this body. It is the body of all my ancestors.

The mind is in this body. The mind gives rise to this body and this body gives rise to the mind.

In this body, all the wonders of the life of the cosmos are to be found. The realm of no-birth and no-death, the Pure Land, and the Kingdom of God are also in this body. I cannot take it lightly. It contains all the mysteries of the cosmos.

This body is also a wonderful flower of the cosmos. I want to take good care of it. I want my body to reveal to me all the mysteries, all the wonders of the cosmos.

This body will be continued in many other forms, whether I have children and grandchildren or not. I want this body to continue beautifully for many lives to come.



Emptiness is Empty

The insight of emptiness is actually very optimistic. If I am not empty, I cannot be here. And if you are not empty, you cannot be there. Because you are there, I can be here. This is the true meaning of emptiness. Our body does not have a separate existence. Avalokiteśvara wants us to understand this point. Emptiness simply means no self-nature. If you can understand emptiness in this way, you will be able to understand the sutra.

There are still many people who are drawn into thinking that emptiness is the ground of being, the ontological ground of everything. But emptiness, when understood rightly, is the absence of any ontological ground. To turn emptiness into an ontological essence, to call it the ground of all that is, is not correct. Emptiness is not an eternal, unchanging ontological ground. We must not be caught by the notion of emptiness as an eternal thing. It is not any kind of absolute or ultimate reality. That is why it can be empty. Our notion of emptiness should be removed. Emptiness is empty.

If we are not empty, we become a solid, inert block. We cannot breathe, we cannot think. To be empty means to be alive, to breathe in and to breathe out. Emptiness is impermanence; it is change. We should not be afraid of emptiness, impermanence, or change; we should celebrate them. A man who once came to see me complained that life was empty and impermanent. He had been a Buddhist for five years and had thought a lot about emptiness and impermanence. But one day his fourteen-year-old daughter told him, “Daddy, please don’t complain about impermanence. Without impermanence, how could I grow up?” Of course, she was right.

When you have a kernel of corn and you entrust it to the soil, you hope that it will become a tall corn plant. If there is no impermanence, the kernel of corn will remain a kernel of corn forever and you will never have an ear of corn to eat. Impermanence is crucial for the life of everything. “Thanks to emptiness, everything is possible,” declared the second century Buddhist philosopher Nāgārjuna.*3 And in the same way, instead of complaining about impermanence, we might say, “Thanks to impermanence, everything is possible. Long live impermanence!” This is a very optimistic thing to say. And Nāgārjuna’s verse continues, “without emptiness, nothing is possible.” So we should celebrate emptiness and declare, “Long live emptiness!” Thanks to emptiness, life itself is possible.


*1 Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā Sūtra. This example can be found as well in the Chinese translation of the Mahāprajñāpāramitā Sūtra by Xuanzang, Taisho 220.

*2 In the Heart Sutra in Sanskrit we read Rūpaṃ śūnyatā, śūnyataiva rūpam, which could be translated as: this body is emptiness and emptiness itself is this body. The word: eva (aiva) means: this very emptiness or this emptiness itself. In the Sanskrit version there are three formulae for expressing the interbeing nature of form and emptiness, with the additional: Whatever is this body is emptiness and whatever is emptiness is this body (yad rūpaṃ sā śūnyatā and yā śūnyatā tad rūpaṃ). The Chinese version of Master Xuanzang did not include this third formula. In our version we have used just two formulae, following Xuanzang.

*3 In Sanskrit: “sarvaṃ ca yujyate tasya śūnyatā yasya yujyate / sarvam na yujyate tasya śūnyaṃ yasya na yujyate” Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 24.14: “Thanks to emptiness, everything is possible; without emptiness, nothing is possible.”
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The Mark of Emptiness


Listen, Śāriputra,

all phenomena bear the mark of Emptiness



Emptiness is the first of the Three Doors of Liberation.*1 The teaching of the Three Doors of Liberation can be found in many of the earliest Buddhist scriptures, and predates the Heart Sutra by as much as a thousand years.

We have seen that our body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness are not the same from one moment to the next: they are continually transforming and evolving. But emptiness does not only refer to the five skandhas we call our “self.” In fact, all phenomena, all dharmas, are empty as well.

At the time of the Buddha, the idea of a divine self was a belief common to most traditions of Indian spiritual practice. People believed that underneath all the changes that we observe in ourself, there is something that doesn’t change, a kind of immortal soul, or essence, called ātman or “self.” People believed that after the physical body disintegrated, the soul would continue in another physical body, and that it would go through many cycles of death and rebirth in order to learn the lesson that it needed to learn. The aim of spiritual practice was to reunite the small self, ātman, with the great self, the absolute sublime self, which they called Brahman.

When the Buddha began to teach, he challenged this belief. He taught that there is nothing that we can call a self. This was the beginning of a revolution. He showed us that a phenomenon is just a manifestation of various causes and conditions. Nowhere in that phenomenon is there anything permanent or unchanging—whether you call it ātman or Brahman, whether you call it the individual self or the universal self, you cannot find anything there. His teaching was aimed at undermining both the idea of an individual self and that of a universal self. Despite this, in the centuries following the Buddha’s death, the notion of self began to creep back into the teachings of some Buddhist schools.

The Sarvāstivāda

The Sarvāstivāda was a strong and influential school of Buddhism, established in Kashmir before the first century CE, that flourished in northwest India for about a thousand years. A number of very important sutras belonging to this school were translated from Sanskrit into Chinese.*2 Wanting to be loyal to the Buddha’s teachings, they taught that there is no self, but at the same time claimed that the basic elements of which we are made up—the five skandhas, six sense organs, six sense objects, and so forth—do in fact have intrinsic existence.*3 This is something the Buddha never said. According to the Sarvāstivādins, although the five skandhas do not contain the self of the person, each skandha does have its own separate self. This would be like saying that although an onion has no core, each of its layers does have its own separate self. According to this theory, we can divide everything up into small elements, and these elements can exist independently.

But with the advent of quantum mechanics, many scientists no longer see matter in this way. They agree that things are composed of atoms, which are themselves composed of subatomic particles, but they now say that these particles do not exist as independent entities—they can only exist as a part of the whole. According to this principle, an electron is made only of non-electron elements. Without its electromagnetic field, an electron is not an electron. The same thing is true of protons and neutrons. They are not separate objects. A neutron is made of non-neutron elements. A proton is made of non-proton elements, and it has a relationship with everything else in the cosmos. Not only that, but subatomic particles cannot be characterized as solid entities—they are dynamic and always fluctuating.

In our observation of the cosmos, from the smallest elementary particle to a blade of grass, a river, a ray of sunlight, or a distant galaxy, what is static or unchanging? Our body is not static, it is a river made of cells, constantly flowing. And the cells in our body go through birth and death at every moment. So there is no self, there is no permanent soul, there is nothing unchanging, but there is continuation. The river is there, but if you look deeply you don’t see a self which causes the river to flow; there is no director or controller, no “boss” giving instructions. And although the river has a name, whether it is the Ganges, the Nile or the Mississippi, it is only the name that remains the same. The river itself is always changing, always renewing itself. You cannot bathe in the same river twice, and the river also cannot receive you twice, because when you come back, you are a different person too. So you are an ever-changing stream, and the river is also an ever-changing stream.

All Phenomena Are Empty

Not only the human body, but all phenomena are empty of a permanent, separate self.*4 In the Heart Sutra, Avalokiteśvara is teaching this insight to Śāriputra. In this context, Avalokiteśvara represents the intention of the Mahāyāna to restore the original teaching of the Buddha on the emptiness of all phenomena, whereas Śāriputra represents the abhidharma: the stratified and analytical teachings that had come to dominate schools of Buddhist philosophy like the Sarvāstivāda.

The insight of interbeing is that nothing can exist by itself alone, that each thing exists only in relation to everything else. The insight of impermanence is that nothing is static, nothing stays the same. Interbeing means emptiness of a separate self, however impermanence also means emptiness of a separate self. Looking from the perspective of space we call emptiness “interbeing”; looking from the perspective of time we call it “impermanence.”

All phenomena bear the mark of emptiness; they all bear the characteristic of being inherently empty of a separate existence, both in time and space.*5 If you maintain that the person is empty of a separate self, but that the five skandhas have a real self, you have only understood fifty percent of the Buddha’s teaching. Everything is empty of a separate self. There is a lot of joy in this realization.


*1 In Sanskrit: vimokṣa-mukha, in Pali: vimokkha-mukha.

*2 Such as the Madhyama Āgama (T26, Chinese trans. Gotama Saṅghadeva), which includes the Discourse on Knowing the Better Way to Catch a Snake ([image: ][image: ]), number 200, as well as the Saṃyukta Āgama (T99, Chinese trans. Guṇabhadra).

*3 In Sanskrit: pudgala-nairātmya, sarva sarvadā asti.

*4 In Sanskrit: svabhāvaśūnya, emptiness of self-nature.

*5 In Sanskrit: sarvadharmāḥ śūnyatālakṣaṇā, the characteristic of all dharmas is emptiness.
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Happy Continuation


Listen Śāriputra,

all phenomena bear the mark of Emptiness;

their true nature is the nature of

no Birth, no Death



Every day we witness birth and we witness death, so why does Avalokiteśvara say there is no birth and no death?

Suppose we draw a line from left to right, representing time. We imagine that to the left is the past, and to the right is the future. Suppose you take one point along the line on the left and call it B, the moment of your birth.

But just by designating point B, we already have a problem. You think that before you were born you did not exist, you belonged to the realm of nonbeing, and that you began to exist only at point B: the day of your birth. You believe that you continue along that line, living your life, being the same person until you arrive at another point further along the line called D, death. You think that when you come to D, you don’t exist anymore; you pass from the realm of being into the realm of nonbeing again.

Imagine a hen is about to lay an egg. Before she gives birth, the egg is already there inside her. Similarly, you were already inside your mother for nine months before you came out. So it is very clear that before you were born—before the point B—you already existed. The fact is that if something is already there, it does not need to be born. Had you not existed, how could you suddenly come into existence? How could you go from being nothing to becoming something?



[image: ]
[image: ]




Actually, even before your conception you were already there. Half the elements that make up you were inside your mother and the other half in your father, not only in terms of genes and chromosomes, but in the form of thoughts, beliefs, qualities, and talents. If you look back even further, you will see that you also existed in your grandparents and your great-grandparents, and in their parents and grandparents before that. Looking deeply you can see that there has never been a time when you did not exist. The day your mother gave birth to you is not the day you were born. It is just the day you manifested in this form. You have always been there. There is no birth; there is only continuation. Your so-called birthday is really your continuation day. The next time you celebrate it, you can say, “Happy Continuation Day.”

Suppose we look deeply into the sheet of paper again. Is it correct to say that the moment the wood pulp was flattened to become a sheet of paper, was the moment the piece of paper was born? This cannot be correct, because before that moment the paper was already present in many other forms: in the wood pulp, the tree, the sunshine, the rain, and the cloud. And this is still true now—it continues to be the cloud, the tree, the sunshine. When we use our intelligence as we touch the paper, in it we can feel the forest, the sunshine, and all the elements that made the sheet of paper possible. If we were to remove the forest or any one of these elements, the piece of paper would no longer be there, it would no longer be able to manifest. So not only in its past life was the piece of paper the tree, the forest, the sunshine, the cloud, and the rain but also in the present moment it continues to be the forest, the sunshine, the cloud, and the rain. It is a formation, the manifestation of many causes and conditions coming together.

Therefore, what we call the moment of birth of the paper is not really the moment the paper was born—because the paper was not born from nothing. So the truth of the piece of paper is no birth; it has never been born. The moment it takes on its form as a piece of paper is just a moment of continuation, not a moment of birth. As I look more deeply, I can see that in a former life I was also a cloud. This is not poetry; it is science. And, like the piece of paper, I was not only a cloud in a former life, but I am still a cloud now. I am made of earth, water, air, and fire. The water I drink was once a cloud. The food I eat was once the sunshine, the rain, and the earth. I am the cloud, the river, and the air at this very moment, so I know that in the past I was also a cloud, a river, and the air. I was a rock; I was the minerals in the water. This is not a question of belief in reincarnation; this is the history of life on Earth. We have been gas, sunshine, water, fungi, and plants. We were single-celled beings. The Buddha said that in one of his former lives, he was a tree, he was a fish, he was a deer. This is not superstition. Every one of us has been a cloud, a deer, a bird, a fish, and we continue to be these things today.

Nothing Is Created, Nothing Is Destroyed

The notion of birth is created in our mind. However, as soon as we think there is birth, it implies there must also be death. But the ultimate nature of reality is that nothing is born and nothing dies. To be born means that from nothing you become something, but that is not the case with the cloud. Before the cloud appeared in the sky she was not nothing. She was the water in the ocean. She was the heat generated by the sun. She was the water vapor rising up to the sky. And when we can no longer see the cloud in the sky, she hasn’t died; she has just transformed into rain or snow. The notion of death is also created by our mind. It is impossible for something to become nothing. The cloud hasn’t died; it is manifesting in its new form as rain, as hail, as snow, as the river, and as the cup of tea in my two hands. So the true nature of the cloud is no-birth and no-death.

And what about our sheet of paper? Can it die? We think that if we want to destroy the piece of paper we just need to strike a match and it will go up in flames; it will become nothing. The truth is, when we burn the paper, it will change into something else and will continue on in other forms—as ash, smoke, and heat, in our body and the universe. The heat is one of the next lives of the paper, as is the smoke rising to the sky. The ash will return to the earth and become part of the soil. So the sheet of paper, in its next life, might be a cloud and a rose at the same time. We have to be very careful and attentive in order to realize that this sheet of paper has never been born and it will never die. It can take on other forms, but we are not capable of transforming a sheet of paper into nothingness.

Everything in the universe is like that, even you and I. We are not subject to birth and death. A Zen master might ask a student the following question, “What was your face before your parents were born?” This is an invitation to go on a journey to recognize yourself in all your various manifestations. If you look deeply, you can see your former lives as well as your future lives. This is not abstract philosophy; it is reality. Look at your hand and ask yourself, “How long has my hand been here?” If you look deeply, you can see your hand has been around for a very long time, for hundreds of thousands of years. You can see many generations of ancestors in your hand. Your ancestors were not only alive in the past; they are here in the present moment, still alive in you. You are their continuation. They have not died. If you had died even once, how could your hand still be here?

As the French scientist Antoine Lavoisier (1743–1794) said, “Nothing is created, and nothing is destroyed.” This is exactly what the Heart Sutra is saying. Even the best contemporary scientists cannot reduce a speck of dust to nothingness. One form of energy or matter can only become another form of energy or matter. Something can never become nothing, not even the tiniest speck of dust.

Contemplating a Leaf

One autumn day while walking in a park, I became absorbed in the contemplation of a very small and beautiful leaf in the shape of a heart. It was turning red and barely hanging on to the branch, about to fall. I spent a long time with this leaf, asking it a lot of questions. I discovered that the leaf had been a mother to the tree. Usually we think of the tree as the mother and the leaves as its children. But contemplating the leaf, I could see that the leaf was also a mother to the tree. The sap that the tree’s roots take up, called xylem sap, is only water, amino acids, and minerals, not rich enough to nourish the tree. So the tree distributes that sap to the leaves, which, with the help of the sun and carbon dioxide, transform it into phloem sap, rich in sugars, which the leaves send back to nourish the tree. So the leaves are also a mother to the tree. Since a leaf is linked to the tree by a stem, the communication between them is easy to see.

We are like that leaf. When we were in our mother’s womb, we were also linked to her by a stem, an umbilical cord. All our nourishment came through the umbilical cord. Our mother breathed for us, ate for us, drank for us, did everything for us. Then one day that cord was cut, and we started to think of our mother and ourself as two different entities. In fact, our mother continued to nourish us like before. Our parents are present in every cell of our body. We continue to receive nourishment from our mother, as well as the suffering and the troubles of our mother, which continue to influence us, as they did when we were in the womb. That cord is still there, not just until we turn eighteen, but for our whole life.

When we can see the umbilical cord, we can start to see the countless umbilical cords that link us to life all around us. There is an umbilical cord that exists between us and the river. The water we drink every day flows down from mountain springs and streams, right into our kitchen. So the river is also a mother and there is an invisible umbilical cord between us. If we cannot see it yet, it’s because we haven’t looked deeply enough. There is another umbilical cord between us and the clouds, between us and the forests, and another between us and the sun. The sun is like a parent to us. Without our link to the sun we could not live, and neither could anything else. We are nourished and sustained by countless parents. The river, the wild animals, the plants, the soil and all its minerals are our mothers and fathers, and are mothers and fathers to all phenomena on planet Earth. That is why in the sutras it is said that living beings have been our parents through countless lifetimes.

There are umbilical cords linking us to all that is in the universe and in the entire cosmos. Can you see the link between you and me? If you are not there, I am not here; that is certain. If you do not yet see it, look more deeply and I am sure you will see.

That autumn day, I asked the leaf whether it was afraid to fall, since it was autumn and the other leaves were falling. The leaf told me, “No. During the whole spring and summer I was very alive. I worked hard and helped nourish the tree, and much of me is in the tree. Please do not think that I am just this form, because this leaf form is only a tiny part of me. I am the whole tree. I know that I am already inside the tree, and when I go back to the soil, I will continue to nourish the tree. That is why I do not worry. As I drop from the branch and float down to the ground, I will wave to the tree and tell her, ‘I will see you again very soon.’ ”

Suddenly I had a kind of insight very much like the insight contained in the Heart Sutra. You have to see life. You shouldn’t say, life of the leaf, but life in the leaf, and life in the tree. My life is just Life, and you can see it in me and in the tree. I saw the leaf leave the branch and float down to the soil, dancing joyfully, because as it floated it saw itself already there in the tree. It was so happy. I bowed my head, and I knew that we have a lot to learn from the leaf because it was not afraid; it knew that nothing can be born and nothing can die.

I Am More Than This Body

It would be wrong to think that what falls to the ground and dies is the whole of the leaf. During the nine months that it lived, the leaf travelled far. It has breathed and produced oxygen, which has entered into us human beings. When we practice walking meditation, we receive nourishment from the leaves as we breathe the fresh air, which in part is made by the leaves. The leaf, which has now fallen to the ground, has entered both us and the tree it fell from. It is not easy to see all the places the leaf has entered. We should not identify the leaf cadaver we see on the ground as being the whole of the leaf. Only then do we truly see the leaf, which is present everywhere.

After many months of superb work nourishing the tree, nourishing other species, providing shade, and making life beautiful, the leaf lets go and gracefully falls to the ground, without any fear, because it knows it has gone out into many directions. It does not identify itself with the form that is floating down to earth, because what is floating down is just a small part of itself that will become one with the earth; in the future it may become a leaf or a flower again. There is nothing to attain and nothing is lost.

When we look into a leaf we should look deeply like this in order to see the interdependent co-arising of the leaf, to see that the leaf is not just present in the leaf. It is also present in the tree and in all other phenomena. Once we are able to see in this way, our grief and our sorrow will disappear.

The Gift of Nonfear

If you have realized the truth of emptiness, you can share the gift of nonfear with others. This is a precious gift that can be helpful to someone who is dying. When someone who is dying is caught in the idea that they are no more than their body, they become very afraid. The realization that our body is not a separate self is very important. Our body is made up of everything that is not this body. Our body is continued outside the body. Once we have seen the true nature of this body, its birth and eventual death, its coming and going can no longer touch us. If we are afraid, it’s because we have not yet really seen this body. It’s thanks to being in touch with the true nature of the body that we can overcome our grief and fear.

We should not wait until we are on our deathbed to begin to contemplate that this body is not myself. We should begin right away to look deeply into this truth, so that we can help those who are dying and so that when we ourselves are dying we can be at peace and without fear.

Most people are used to living in the realm of birth and death, and they forget about the realm of no-birth and no-death. We need to know that in this very moment we are living the life of no-birth and no-death. The word “know” here is very important. To know is to realize. Realization is mindfulness. All the work of meditation is aimed at waking us up to one thing: that birth and death can never touch us in any way whatsoever.

Some people dedicate six or seven years of their life to studying for a doctorate, staying up late night after night, year after year. How much time, how many minutes, hours, and nights have we dedicated to contemplating the insights the sutra offers us? Studying the Heart Sutra isn’t an intellectual exercise; it is a matter of our liberation. Studying the Heart Sutra, we can find insight into our actual situation and liberate ourselves from our afflictions, suffering, and fear.
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Can You See the Sunflowers?


Listen Śāriputra,

all phenomena bear the mark of Emptiness;

their true nature is the nature of…

no Being, no Nonbeing



I live in Plum Village, in the Dordogne region of southwest France, an area known for its sunflowers. But people who come to Plum Village in April do not see any sunflowers. They hear people saying that there are many sunflowers around, but they cannot see them anywhere. However, if you ask the farmers in the region, they will tell you that they can see the sunflowers very well, because they have already planted the sunflower seeds. They have ploughed the earth, sown the seeds, and spread manure. They know that there only needs to be one more condition for the sunflowers to manifest. That final condition is warmth. As the weather begins to warm up, the sunflower seeds will sprout and, if the weather continues to be warm in June or July, the sunflowers will bloom.

So the farmers can see things that the visitor cannot yet see. We say that there isn’t a single sunflower here because we can’t see all the latent causes and conditions lying in wait. We have the tendency to think that, as long as we can’t see the sunflowers, they don’t exist, and that once we can see the sunflowers, they suddenly do exist. The words “do not exist,” are not really correct, but the words “do exist” are not correct either. When something has not yet manifested, we tend to think that it’s in the realm of nonbeing, and when it manifests we say that it’s in the realm of being. But the two categories of being and nonbeing do not correspond to reality. That is why we shouldn’t wait until we see big yellow flowers blooming in the fields to say that the sunflowers are there. They are there, just hidden, and whether or not we see them is only a matter of time and latent conditions.

Our body is also a conditioned thing.*1 It is a manifestation, and there are causes and conditions that need to come together for it to manifest. Like the sunflowers, if one of these elements is not yet there, the body will not yet manifest. The Buddha teaches very clearly that when something manifests it does not come from anywhere, and when it no longer manifests it does not go anywhere. It is not born. It does not die. It does not pass from the realm of being into the realm of nonbeing.

The Ultimate and the Relative

We can speak of two levels of truth: relative or conventional truth, and ultimate or absolute truth.*2 Ideas of birth and death, being and nonbeing, above and below, coming and going, sameness and difference, defilement and purity, increasing and decreasing, can all be called conventional truths. They are concepts that we use in daily life, and they are useful in the historical dimension, at the level of conventional truth. If we do not have a birth certificate proving our date of birth, how can we get a passport or an identity card? So birth and death are important. Above and below are important. Left and right are important. Politically you have to know whether you are on the right or on the left. If you are following your GPS, you need to know that left is not right and right is not left.

At the level of conventional truth these pairs of opposites are everywhere. There is “you” and “me,” there is “father” and “son.” Father and son are not each other; they are distinct from each other. Man is different from animals. Animals are different from plants. Plants are different from minerals. At the level of conventional truth there is discrimination and separation. Things are outside of each other. One thing is not another.

But when we observe more closely, we see something different. We see the ultimate truth, that things are really inside of each other. We think that father and son are two different people, but there is really no boundary between them. The father is the continuation of the son into the past, and the son is the continuation of the father into the future. This is the realm of the ultimate, where everything is in everything else—everything interpenetrates, so the notions of inside and outside do not apply.

The same is true for the notions of above and below. If we are standing in front of an elevator, we need to know if we are going up or down. We need the notions of above and below in order to know whether we will stay on the tenth floor or go to the ground floor. The ground floor must be below and the tenth floor must be above. But if we ask people in Japan, sitting on the other side of the planet, they wouldn’t agree. If they could see us in the elevator going “up,” they would say we are going down. So the notions of above and below are only relatively true. In the ultimate truth there is no below, there is no above. The same is true for all other pairs of opposites: coming and going, birth and death, being and nonbeing.

Finding a Middle Way

No birth and no death; no being and no nonbeing; no coming and no going; no same and no different, are known as the Eight Negations.*3 Birth and death, being and nonbeing, coming and going, same and different are eight signs which cannot be applied to the ultimate truth of any formation, any phenomenon. In order to touch the true nature of all phenomena, we need to find a middle way between all these pairs of opposites.

The traditional Chinese and Sanskrit versions of the Heart Sutra do not mention “no being and no nonbeing.” Traditionally there are just three pairs of negations in the sutra: “no birth and no death,” “no defilement and no purity,” and “no increasing and no decreasing.” In order to touch the ultimate truth, we need to transcend all pairs of opposites—all duality. I have added “no being” and “no nonbeing” in this new translation because a description of emptiness must include the teaching of no being and no nonbeing, so that people do not fall into the trap of thinking that emptiness means nonbeing or nonexistence. The understanding of no being and no nonbeing helps us to understand no birth and no death. It helps us avoid falling into the trap of describing things as either existent or nonexistent.

Does God Exist?

In Western theology and philosophy we waste a lot of time trying to prove whether something exists or doesn’t exist. We are preoccupied, for example, with the question: Does God exist? For over 2,000 years people have been debating this without ever coming to any satisfactory conclusion. One group says that there is God, and the other group says there is no God. But in Buddhism, for more than 2,000 years, we’ve been saying that the ultimate transcends both being and nonbeing. So if God is the ultimate, then God must certainly transcend both being and nonbeing. We cannot say that God exists, nor can we say that God does not exist, because existence and nonexistence are only two faces of one reality.

The view of “being” is one extreme view, and the view of “nonbeing” is another extreme view. We need to transcend both these notions. The term interbeing can help. By adding the prefix “inter” to the word “being” we have a term that is no longer the opposite of nonbeing. Interbeing has no opposite, so we can make use of it to avoid falling into the trap of dualistic thinking.

The term “interbeing” still uses the word “being,” but it helps us to get out of the notion of being. So the notion of interbeing, although it is a notion, helps to lead you to the ultimate truth. Interbeing means you cannot be by yourself alone; you can only inter-be. Interbeing can connect the conventional truth to the ultimate truth, so it can lead you gradually to emptiness. Emptiness represents the ultimate truth, the true nature of reality. On this level, there is no beginning and there is no end. There is no birth and there is no death. And the notions of being and nonbeing are removed.

The two notions of being and nonbeing oppose each other, and so we have to struggle and debate the existence or nonexistence of things. But when we speak of the ultimate truth, we use words like “emptiness,” and emptiness, when used like this, also has no opposite. At first, we think emptiness is the opposite of fullness, but as we saw earlier, emptiness is fullness. You are empty of a separate self, but you are full of the cosmos. So “emptiness” is an expression that we could say is equivalent to “God.” God is the ultimate, and emptiness is the ultimate. Emptiness is the absence of notions and concepts. You cannot describe God with notions and concepts. You cannot say that God is or is not. To say that God exists is nonsense, to say that God doesn’t exist is nonsense, because notions of being and nonbeing cannot be applied to the ultimate.

In the West, to be or not to be has been the question for more than two thousand years. But in Buddhism, being or nonbeing is not the question. We practice transcending the notions of being and nonbeing, and we erase the boundary between being and nonbeing in order to see the true nature of reality. When the Buddha was asked what is the “right view” to have of reality, he described it as the view that transcends being and nonbeing.*4 This is what in Buddhism we call Right View. So now if somebody asks you whether or not you exist, you can answer, “I am not caught in the notions of existence or nonexistence. I am not caught in being or nonbeing. I can only inter-be with everything!” Right View is a very quick and simple insight; we don’t have to waste our time in discussing it. So Right View helps us to conserve a lot of energy, saliva, and ink.


*1 The technical term in Buddhism is a “formation” (saṃskāra).

*2 Paramārtha-satya is the ultimate or absolute truth; saṃvṛti-satya is the relative or conventional truth.

*3 These Eight Negations are presented in the famous dedicatory verses at the beginning of Nāgārjuna’s magnum opus, the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, or “Root Verses on the Middle Way,” one of the three śāstras (commentaries) of the Three Śāstras School (San Lun Zong: [image: ][image: ]); The Chinese correlate to the Madhyamaka (Middle Way) school of Indian Buddhist philosophy.

*4 This teaching is recorded in the Chanda Sūtra (see Chapter 17) and the Kātyāyana Sutra. The Kātyāyanagotra Sūtra in the Chinese canon is Samyukta Agama 301. The author’s translation of the sūtra, along with commentary, is available in Thich Nhat Hanh, Beyond the Self (Parallax Press, 2009). The equivalent in the Pali canon is the Kaccānagotta Sutta, Samyutta Nikāya 12.15.
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Roses and Garbage


Listen Śāriputra,

all phenomena bear the mark of Emptiness;

their true nature is the nature of…

no Defilement, no Purity



“Defiled or immaculate” and “dirty or pure” are concepts we form in our mind. We see a beautiful rose in a vase and think it is immaculate. Its fragrance is pure and fresh. It supports our idea of purity. The opposite is a garbage can. It smells horrible and is filled with rotten things. We identify this as defiled. But if we look deeply at the concepts of defiled and pure, we have a chance to touch the insight of interbeing.

In just five or six days, the rose will become part of the garbage. We do not need to wait five days to see this. If we just look deeply at the rose, we can see it now. And if we look deeply into the garbage can, we see that in a few months its contents can be transformed into a rose.

If you are a good organic gardener, if you have the eyes of a bodhisattva, looking at a rose you can see the garbage, and looking at the garbage you can see a rose. Roses and garbage inter-are. Without a rose, we cannot have garbage; and without garbage, we cannot have a rose. The rose and garbage are equally important. The garbage is just as precious as the rose.

Neither Good nor Evil

We are imprisoned by our ideas of good and evil. We want only good, and we want to remove all evil. But that is because we forget that good is made of non-good elements. Suppose we hold a lovely branch in our hand. When we look at it with a nondiscriminating mind, we see a wonderful branch. But as soon as we distinguish that one end is the left and the other end is the right, we get into trouble. We may say we want only the left, and we do not want the right, and there is trouble right away. Politically, if the right is not there, how can you be on the left? Let us say that we do not want the right end of this branch, that we only want the left. So, we break off half of this wonderful reality and throw it away. But as soon as we’ve done this, the end that remains becomes the new right—because as soon as the left is there, the right must be there also. If we become frustrated and do it again, breaking what remains of the branch in half, we will still have a right and a left.

The same may be applied to good and evil. You cannot have only good. You cannot hope to remove evil completely, because thanks to evil, good exists, and vice versa. When you put on a play about a heroic figure, you have to provide an antagonist in order for the hero to be a hero. In Buddhism, the antagonist is named Māra, the demon who attempted to distract the Buddha from reaching enlightenment. The following story about Buddha and Māra reflects the Buddhist insight into the relationship between good and evil.

One day the Buddha was in his cave, and Ānanda, who was the Buddha’s attendant, was standing outside near the door. Suddenly Ānanda saw Māra coming. He was surprised. He didn’t want that, and he wished Māra wouldn’t notice him and would go away. But Māra walked straight up to Ānanda and asked him to announce his arrival to the Buddha.

Ānanda said, “Why have you come here? Don’t you remember that long ago you were defeated by the Buddha under the bodhi tree? Aren’t you ashamed to come here? Go away! The Buddha will not see you. You are evil. You are his enemy.”

When Māra heard this, he began to laugh and laugh. “Did you say your teacher has enemies?” That made Ānanda very embarrassed. He knew that his teacher had not said that he has enemies. So Ānanda was defeated and had to go in and announce Māra, hoping that the Buddha would say, “Go and tell him that I am not here. Tell him that I am in a meeting.”

But the Buddha was very happy when he heard that Māra, such a very old friend, had come to visit him. “It’s Māra? Let him come in!” the Buddha said. Ānanda was distressed. When Māra came in, the Buddha stood up to greet him as if he were a special guest, invited him to sit in a place of honor, and took his hands in his in the warmest way. The Buddha said, “Hello Māra! How are you? How have you been? Is everything all right?”

The Buddha asked Ānanda to go and make herbal tea for both of them. “I’m happy to make tea for my master one hundred times a day, but making even one cup of tea for Māra is miserable,” Ānanda thought. But since this was the order of his master, how could he refuse? So Ānanda went to prepare some herbal tea for the Buddha and his so-called guest, but while doing this he tried to listen in on their conversation.

The Buddha repeated very warmly, “How have you been? How are things with you?”

Mara said, “Things are not going well at all. I am tired of being Māra. I want to be something else—maybe someone like you. Wherever you go you are welcome, people bow before you and make offerings.”

Hearing this, Ānanda became very frightened. Māra said, “You know, being a Māra is not a very easy thing to do. If you talk, you have to talk in riddles. If you do anything, you have to be tricky and look evil. I am very tired of all that. But what I cannot bear is my disciples. They are now talking about social justice, peace, equality, liberation, nonduality, nonviolence, all of that. Before, they used to listen to everything I told them. Now they are in revolt. The commanders of my army are demanding to do sitting meditation. Can you believe it? They want to practice mindfulness, do walking meditation, eat in silence, protect life, protect the environment and the Earth. They are driving me mad. I do not know who is influencing them. I have had enough of it! I think that it would be better if I hand them all over to you. I want to be something else. Maybe we could change roles.”

At this, Ānanda began to shudder with fear. Māra would become the Buddha, and the Buddha would become Māra. It made him very sad.

The Buddha listened attentively and was filled with compassion. Finally, he said in a quiet voice, “Do you think it’s fun being a Buddha? You don’t know what my disciples have done to me! They put words into my mouth that I never said. They build garish temples and put statues of me on altars in order to attract bananas and oranges and sweet rice, just for themselves. And they package me and make my teaching into an item of commerce. Māra, if you knew what it is really like to be a Buddha, I am sure you wouldn’t want to be one.”

• • • • •

In the West, we have been struggling for many years with the problem of evil. How is it possible that evil exists? It seems difficult to understand. But in the light of non-duality, there is no problem: as soon as the idea of good is there, the idea of evil is there. Buddha needs Māra in order to reveal himself, and vice versa. Buddha is as empty as the sheet of paper; Buddha is made of non-Buddha elements. When you perceive reality in this way, you will not discriminate against the garbage in favor of the rose. You will cherish both.

The Problem of Names

For many years, the United States has been trying to demonize other countries, from North Vietnam, to the countries of the former Soviet Union, to Iran, Iraq, and North Korea. Some Americans even have the illusion that they can survive alone, without these other countries. Other countries may believe that they, too, can exist without the US. They call the United States the American imperialists or the infidels and believe the US must be eliminated for happiness to be possible. But that is the dualistic way of looking at things. It is the same as believing that the right side can exist without the left side. If you take sides, you are trying to eliminate half of reality, which is impossible.

If we look at the US deeply, we see Iran. If we look deeply at Iran, we see the US. In international politics, each side pretends to be the rose and calls the other side the garbage. Recently, a young person asked me, “Why do we give different names to different things, since they’re really together, they’re really one?” That was a very good question. I replied, “Names are at the root of so many problems. We give places different names, like America, Iran, and Iraq. But in fact they all belong to the Earth. Israel and Palestine are two hands of the same body.”

You have to work for the survival of the other side if you want to survive yourself. Survival means the survival of humankind as a whole, not just a part of it. This is true not only for the United States and the Middle East, but also for the East and West, the North and South. If the southern nations cannot survive, then the northern nations too will crumble. If developing countries cannot pay their debts, everyone will suffer. If we do not take care of poorer countries, the well-being of richer countries is not going to last, and we will not be able to continue living in the way we have been used to for much longer. Only when we can touch the wisdom of nondiscrimination in us can we all survive.

In the Majjhima Nikāya, one of the collections of the Buddha’s discourses, there is a very short passage on how the world has come to be. It is very simple, very easy to understand, and yet very deep: “This is, because that is. This is not, because that is not. This is like this, because that is like that.” This is the Buddhist teaching of Genesis.

Our lives are like this because other lives are like that. The citizens of every country are human beings. We cannot study and understand a human being just through statistics. We can’t leave the job to governments or political scientists alone. We have to do it ourselves. If we arrive at an understanding of the fears and hopes of a citizen from Iraq or Sudan, Afghanistan or Syria, then we can understand our own fears and hopes. If we have this very clear vision of reality, we do not have to look very far to see what we have to do.

We are not separate. We are inextricably interrelated. The rose is the garbage, the soldier is the civilian, the criminal is also the victim. The rich man is the very poor woman, and the Buddhist is the non-Buddhist. “This is like this, because that is like that.” No one among us has clean hands. None of us can claim that the situation is not our responsibility. The child who is forced to work as a prostitute is that way because of the way we are. The refugees who are forced to live in camps have to live like that because of the way we live. The arms dealers do their business so that our economies can continue to grow and they can benefit. This helps to create that, and that helps to create this. Wealth and poverty, the affluent society and the poor society, inter-are. The wealth of one society is made of the poverty of the other. Wealth is made of non-wealth elements, and poverty is made of non-poverty elements.

We are responsible for everything that happens around us. If we look into ourselves with the eyes of interbeing, we see the young prostitute, the child soldier, the starving mother, and the migrant worker; we bear their pain, and the pain of the whole world. It is from this insight of interbeing that true compassion will be born in our hearts and we will know what to do and what not to do to help the situation.
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The Moon Is Always the Moon


Listen Śāriputra,

all phenomena bear the mark of Emptiness;

their true nature is the nature of…

no Increasing, no Decreasing.



Many of us consider growing up as a kind of increasing, and getting old as a kind of decreasing. When we say that humans go from ashes to ashes and from dust to dust, it doesn’t sound very joyful, because none of us wants to return to dust. It is our mind of discrimination that thinks this way, because we don’t know what dust really is. Every atom is a vast mystery. We still have not yet fully understood electrons and nuclei; for scientists, a speck of dust is very exciting. A particle of dust is a marvel.

In the Vietnamese literary canon, there are two lines of poetry by the twelfth-century Zen Master Khánh Hỷ of the Ly dynasty that say:


If the cosmos exists, then the smallest speck of dust exists. If the smallest speck of dust doesn’t exist, then the whole cosmos doesn’t exist.



The notions of existence and nonexistence are created by our minds. The poet also says:


“The entire cosmos can be put on the tip of a hair,” and “The sun and the moon can be seen in a mustard seed.”



One contains everything, and everything is one.

• • • • •

We have the tendency to think that we are much more than a grain of dust; that we are greater and the dust is lesser. But looking deeply we see that a grain of dust is just as wonderful as a human being, and that the grain of dust contains the human being, just as the human being contains the grain of dust. We do not have to die in order to return to dust, we are the dust in this very moment. When you see the no-increasing, no-decreasing nature of reality, you will have no more fear, no more complexes.

There is an old proverb that says:


Be humble; you are made of dust.

Be noble; you are made of stars.



But the stars are also made of dust, and dust is made of ancient stars. There is the nature of interbeing between dust and stars. So nobility and humility must also have the nature of interbeing. Looking at the one, you can recognize the other.

We have become so arrogant that we not only think we understand what a speck of dust is, but we even pretend that we understand what a human being is—that same human being who will return to dust. When we have lived with someone for twenty or thirty years, we have the impression that we know everything about that person. While we drive the car with them sitting right next to us, we think about other things. We aren’t interested in him or her anymore. The person sitting there beside us is a real mystery! That person sitting there is a wonder of the cosmos, a child born of distant stars.

If we look with the eyes of Avalokiteśvara, we will see that even one hair of that person is the entire cosmos; one eyelash can be a door opening to the ultimate reality. One speck of dust can hold the Kingdom of God, the Pure Land. You, the speck of dust, and all things inter-are. We should be more humble. There is a Chinese proverb that says: “To say you don’t know is the beginning of true knowledge.”

No Discrimination

Many human cultures cultivate wheat and rice. Since we need to eat two or three times a day, we grow a lot of grains and vegetables. We need them, so we recognize them as necessary and good to have. But we don’t value the other seeds and plants. We want to grow rice; we don’t want to grow weeds or poison oak. But that doesn’t mean that weeds and poison oak are bad or unnecessary. From the point of view of Mother Earth, poison oak and weeds are as wonderful as chrysanthemum or rosemary. It is our mind consciousness that discriminates and declares, “I want this and I do not want that. I want happiness. I want things to be clean. I like this and I don’t like that.” Mother Earth does not have these ideas. The true nature of reality for her is neither defiled nor pure, neither increasing nor decreasing.

The true nature of everything is free from concepts such as good and evil; it is indeterminate. There is no discrimination.* As living beings, we have our needs, desires, and cravings, and we have our discrimination. So we see things in terms of good and evil, increasing and decreasing, defiled and immaculate.

Mother Earth does not discriminate. If you throw perfume or flowers on her, she’s not proud. If you throw urine or excrement on her, she’s not offended. For her, everything is perfect. She knows that without this, the other cannot be. Without the mud, the lotus cannot be. So we can learn a lot from Mother Earth.

The End of Civilization

Letting go of our notions about increasing and decreasing can be helpful as we think about caring for the environment. We have polluted our water, earth, and air. We have destroyed forests and wildernesses, the oceans are rising, and thousands of species are becoming extinct. This gives rise to anxiety and despair. We are concerned that the toxic elements are increasing and the healthy elements are decreasing. That is our mind of discrimination.

From the perspective of nature, and of the universe, there is no worry and anxiety because the nature of everything is no-increasing, no-decreasing. Throughout the Earth’s history, civilizations have been destroyed because they did know how to live in harmony with each other and with nature. Our current civilization is on the same course of self-destruction. If we continue to live in such a way, producing and consuming at current levels, there is no doubt that our civilization will be destroyed. It may take a few million years, but the Earth will recover, heal, and re-establish balance. She may bring forth another civilization. For Mother Earth, nothing is increasing nor decreasing. She sees time and space at a different scale, and from a less human-centered perspective.

Most of us try to cover up our fear. Most of us are afraid of looking directly at our fear. The Buddha proposed that you bring the seed of fear up and look at it head on.

We are afraid of change, and we are terrified of climate change. We know that if we continue to live the way we do now, there will be catastrophes—many cities in coastal areas will be flooded, and many new diseases will manifest. We have destroyed huge tracts of forest in order to increase our production of meat. Almost eighty percent of our agricultural land is now used to raise animals for food or to grow grain to feed them—about thirty percent of the Earth’s total land mass. By destroying the forests, and by producing ever-increasing quantities of greenhouse gases, we endanger our civilization. Because of our greed, we risk destroying ourselves. Many of us are aware of this, but we’re afraid and we don’t know what to do. We feel powerless or paralyzed by our fear. Or we are in denial.

The Buddha advises us to look deeply into the nature of our fear and the danger that we face. This civilization of ours will have to end one day. It cannot escape dying, and its death will only be accelerated if we continue to live as we do, with this much greed, anger, and delusion. The life of a civilization is like the life of a human being. On the phenomenal level, there is birth and there is death. And maybe after the death of our civilization, the Earth will regenerate herself and new civilizations and species will be born, which will be our continuation. Death and birth continue each other, so from the perspective of the ultimate, there is no birth and no death, no increasing and no decreasing. Nothing can be lost.

So we have to accept the death of our civilization. There is something nice about accepting death; it’s a kind of relief. Because death is something you cannot avoid, so you have to accept it. I know a nun who lives in Hanoi, in Vietnam, who was told by the doctor that she had cancer and had just three months to live. First she was very shocked. She didn’t believe it—she protested, she got angry, and she was overcome by fear and despair. But at last, she was able to accept the reality of her own death. She wrote to me in France, to say that she wanted to come and live in Plum Village for a few months before going back to Vietnam to die. And so we invited her to come.

A few days after she arrived, the monastic sisters proposed that she go to a doctor to see what was going on in her body. She refused, saying, “No, I don’t need to see a doctor, I have accepted my own death. I came here not to see doctors, not to treat my disease, but just to live with you in the time I have left to live. All I want to do is to try and live every moment deeply, with Thay and with the monks and nuns in Plum Village.” So she didn’t go to see the doctor. She tried to practice mindfulness in every moment, in every activity, throughout the whole day. As it happened, because she was able to live in that way, and because she accepted her own death, she was truly at peace. After almost three months, her visa was about to expire, so the sisters urged her once more to go and see the doctor, just for fun. This time she accepted. The doctor examined her thoroughly, and declared, “Well, we can’t believe it, but the cancer has receded and you’re quite strong now.” She went back to Hanoi and lived for another fifteen years.

There are many stories like that. They show us that when we can accept the truth, we have peace. And when we are at peace, we can heal. If we can accept the truth that by continuing to live like this, our civilization will be destroyed and many hundreds of millions will die—if we truly accept that, we will have peace. Otherwise the despair, the anger, and the fear may cause us to panic and thus bring about the end of our civilization more quickly, before the worst effects of climate change even take force.

What Is to Be Done?

We have to accept reality as it is. Once we are freed from the fear and the terror of our civilization being destroyed, we will know exactly what to do. We will be able to come together and apply the solutions available to us in order to save our planet. According to the United Nations report released on November 29, 2006, just reducing our consumption of meat by fifty percent could already be enough to save our civilization, and that is something we can all easily do.

Our fear has the potential to destroy us. But if we are able to look from the point of view of Mother Earth, with the insight of no-increasing and no-decreasing, we have a chance to transcend our fear and wake up. By seeing from the cosmic perspective, from the perspective of the Heart Sutra, and by fully accepting that our civilization can be destroyed, we may yet have a chance to save it.

According to the Buddha, you have to save yourself first, and then you will be able to save the planet. It’s like in the airplane, we have to put on our own oxygen mask first, before helping someone else. Once we have overcome our fear, we can help others to do the same. Practicing mindfulness and helping the whole human race to wake up is the only hope we have to save our civilization. If we can truly understand the insight that brings us to the other shore, we will be able to help bring about a collective awakening. If collectively we are liberated from our fear, we will know exactly how to live in order for us, for our children, and for our civilization to have a future.

We fear our own death because we think that after we die we will not be a human being anymore; we will go back to being a speck of dust. We think we will be somehow diminished. And we fear the death of our civilization because we think that after it is destroyed, it will also be just ashes and dust; it will be less than it was before, and much that was sacred, good, and beautiful will have been lost.

But that is not true. A speck of dust contains the whole universe. If we were as big as the sun, we might look down on the Earth and see it as insignificant. As human beings, we look at dust in the same way. But ideas of big and small are just concepts in our mind. Everything contains everything else; that is the principle of interbeing and interpenetration. This sheet of paper contains the sunshine, the logger, the forest, everything, so the idea that a sheet of paper is small or insignificant is just an idea. We cannot destroy even one sheet of paper. We are incapable of destroying anything. The people who assassinated Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., hoped to reduce them to nothingness. Yet they continue to be with us, perhaps even more than before, because they continue in other forms. We, ourselves, continue their being. So let us not be afraid of being destroyed, individually or as a civilization. Let us not be afraid of diminishing. It is like the moon. We see the moon waxing and waning, but it is always the moon.


* The Sanskrit term for the indeterminate true nature is avyakta.
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What’s in a Name?


That is why in Emptiness,

Body, Feelings, Perceptions,

Mental Formations, and Consciousness

are not separate self-entities.



The body as a wonderful manifestation of interbeing is very different from the idea we have in our head about our body. Our five skandhas are the same—each is a manifestation of the whole cosmos.

As humans, we are made of non-human elements. Humanity cannot exist by itself alone. Humanity has to inter-be with animals, plants, and minerals. If we remove all these non-human elements, there’s no humanity left. That is why to protect humanity, we have to protect animals, plants, and minerals. That is the teaching of the Diamond Sutra, the most ancient text on deep ecology. Mother Earth is always taking care of us. When we learn to take care of our body, our feelings, our perceptions, our mental formations, and our consciousness, we are also taking care of Mother Earth.

The traditional text of the Heart Sutra famously includes a series of negations of the core Buddhist teachings, including the five skandhas, the twelve links of interdependent arising, the eighteen realms, and the four noble truths. Concerning the five skandhas we are told, “Therefore, in emptiness…there is no form, no feeling, no perception, no mental formations, no consciousness.” This phrasing has led many generations of practitioners to misunderstand the teaching on emptiness by thinking that the five skandhas do not exist. Thinking like this, they fall into the trap of nihilism.

In this new translation, in order to cause less misunderstanding, we have changed this phrase to one that clearly states that none of the five skandhas are separate self-entities. We do not say that the body and five skandhas do not exist, but that they do not exist as separate self-entities that can be identified with a “me” or a “self.” There is no separate body that is a lone entity, and yet we are very much inclined to think that there is. But the separate body that our mind clings to as “I, mine, myself,” is an illusion.

Conventional Designation

When we refer to the body as “body,” we are applying a label to reality. The word “body” is a designation, an appellation, or a convention. We agree to call it “body,” but in fact the label itself is not the body, just as the map is not the territory.

In our everyday language we talk about you, me, Mount Fuji, or the Pyrenees. The Buddha himself called people and things by name. He might say to one of his disciples, “Ānanda, do you want to walk up to Vulture Peak with me?” Or, “Śāriputra, please arrange for the monks to go on the almsround.” The Buddha used these words without being caught in them. When we use the terms that refer to a separate self, we know that separate self is made of countless nonself elements. We can release the name and dwell in the truth of emptiness. This is the teaching on conventional designation.

We find it helpful to use the conventional terms “east” and “west.” But “west” can only be established because “east” is established. “West” contains “east” and “east” contains “west.” If we remove “west” from “east,” “east” is no longer there. East and west are empty of a separate existence. To say that, “East is east and west is west and ne’er the twain shall meet,” means that you have not yet seen the interbeing nature of east and west. The two do not have to meet because they are already inside each other. The same is true with north and south.

Signlessness

The teaching on signlessness, which is the second of the Three Doors of Liberation, and the teaching on conventional designation are ways of looking that can help us see for ourselves the truth of emptiness. When we see this truth, countless other truths can be revealed.

Signs are deceptive. When people salute the flag, they look at the flag with its various colors and direct their attention to their country and their people. The flag is a symbol. People are not really saluting the flag; they are honoring their country and their people. The flag itself is just a piece of cloth, but we have agreed together about the function of the flag and what it represents. We are using the image of the flag to point to some other reality.

Signlessness doesn’t mean that there are no signs; it means that we don’t get caught by their appearance. When I pour my tea, I can see that I’m pouring a cloud into my glass. The cloud that you saw yesterday in the sky has not died; it has become the tea of today. So if looking into the tea you don’t see the cloud, you have not really seen the tea. You are still caught in signs, in appearances.

We need to look deeply to see the true nature of reality beyond signs and conventions. Most of the time our ideas of being and nonbeing are very superficial. When we can see the piece of paper, we say it exists. And when we cannot see the piece of paper any more, we say it is nonexistent. The piece of paper, like a sunflower, and like all phenomena, may have the appearance of being born and dying, existing and not existing, coming and going, being the same or different, but these appearances are nothing but outer signs or marks.*1 They do not reflect the ultimate reality of the piece of paper. This is why the Diamond Sutra says that “wherever there is a sign, there is a deception.”*2

A Little Plant of Corn

Say you take a grain of popping corn and, instead of making popcorn to eat, you plant it in a pot with some soil. In this way you will easily be able to grow a little plant of corn. If you know how to water it and give it some sunshine, after a few weeks it will already have a leaf or two.

We all agree that at this point the seed of corn no longer has its sign, its appearance of a seed of corn. But we cannot say the seed no longer exists. We cannot say it has entered the realm of nonbeing. We know that we planted the seed and now it has become a little plant of corn, so we can’t say that the seed is not there anymore. Intellectually, it’s easy to agree that the seed of corn is still alive in the plant of corn; we know that it’s there in every cell of the plant of corn. You cannot take the seed of corn out of the plant of corn. And yet, looking at the plant of corn, many of us only see the plant and not the seed. It takes some training to see the seed while we’re looking at the plant. This is the practice of looking at the world with the eyes of signlessness.

We may think that our father or mother has died, but in fact they are always alive in us. We can get in touch with our parents in every cell of our body. You can talk to your father and mother in you. A conversation between child and parent is always possible, even if you cannot see your mother or father in their familiar form. Just because you can no longer see your beloved in their familiar sign, it does not mean they are not there.

If we think that the plant of corn is only the plant of corn and not the seed of corn, we have not fully seen the plant of corn. If we think that the son is only the son and not the father, then we have not fully seen the son. Without the father you cannot have the son. If we remove the father from the son, the son is no longer there. Without the son, the father could not be a father. Cause and effect always go together.

The Heart Sutra tells us that when we understand that the body is empty, we will be able to transcend all signs. When we transcend signs, we will see clearly that there is no body that is a separate self-entity to be identified as “me” or “mine.” Not only are the body and all phenomena empty, but the signs we use to label and describe things are also empty. Both phenomena and signs are by nature empty. These two teachings are called “emptiness of form” and “emptiness of signs.”*3

We need to be able to transcend all signs, especially signs like birth and death, being and nonbeing, coming and going. Even the sign or mark of emptiness must be abandoned in order to touch the insight of emptiness, in order to touch the true nature of reality in itself, “suchness.”


*1 In Sanskrit: lakṣaṇa.

*2 For the complete text of the Diamond Sutra and commentary, see Thich Nhat Hanh, The Diamond That Cuts through Illusion (Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1992).

*3 In Sanskrit: śūnyatālakṣaṇā.
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Stars Are Consciousness


The Eighteen Realms of Phenomena,

which are the six Sense Organs,

six Sense Objects,

and six Consciousnesses,

are also not separate self-entities.



In the sutras, we learn that everything is found within the eighteen realms of elements composed of: the six sense organs, the six sense objects, and the six sense consciousnesses. This is quite a complete description of the realms of human experience, and was an impressive achievement at the time of the Buddha.

The Eighteen Realms of Elements



	eyes
	form
	sight (eye consciousness)



	ears
	sound
	hearing (ear consciousness)



	nose
	smell
	olfaction (nose consciousness)



	tongue
	taste
	tasting (tongue consciousness)



	body
	touch
	touching (somatosensory consciousness)



	mind
	objects of mind
	mind consciousness




But thanks to modern science, we know that the universe is not just what we perceive with our five senses. We now know that all of our senses are quite limited. A dog’s ears help the dog to hear sounds that humans cannot hear. So sounds with frequencies higher or lower than those recognized by human hearing do not lie within the realm of human perception. The same is true of light. There are wavelengths of light that humans are unable to perceive. For species with senses that are more sensitive than ours, the universe may be something much greater, perhaps more beautiful than anything we can imagine.

There are species of animals whose olfactory and auditory senses are far more sensitive than ours. We have only three color receptors in our eyes, but there is a kind of shrimp, called a mantis shrimp, which has no less than sixteen different color-receptive cones in its eyes. The fabulous spectrum of colors we see in a rainbow comes from just three basic color receptors. Nobody knows what glories would be revealed if we had eyes like a mantis shrimp.

Bats have a kind of sonar that allows them to know what is in front of them for up to three kilometres in the dark, so that they can avoid bumping into things in mid-flight. Even mosquitoes can see in the infrared spectrum, to find the best place to bite us in the dark. We should not be overconfident about our senses. We have the capacity to wake up to the limitations of our senses, so that we are not too proud and dogmatic in our way of relating to the world and all its species.

Recently science has shown us that we have more than five senses. The receptor neurons on our skin are of many kinds. Some receptors are only able to sense touch, cold, heat, or pain. Each receptor is limited to its own function. The inner ear has a sense organ called the labyrinth that is able to know the position and orientation of our body in space, and thanks to that sense we can keep our balance when we are standing, walking, lying, sitting, running, and jumping.

Science helps us to recognize the limitations of our sense organs and enlarge our capacity to see, hear, and move from place to place. Even though we are not clairvoyant or clairaudient and do not have the power to appear in a different place at will, modern science and technology allow us to see and hear what is happening thousands of kilometres away. We can travel at the speed of sound and be rocketed through space to visit neighboring planets. Our senses are now extended across the whole of the electromagnetic spectrum, allowing us to see radiant nebulae only visible in the frequencies of radio waves.

The eighteen realms are wonderful manifestations, and in this new version of the Heart Sutra, rather than saying that there are “no realms of elements, from eyes to mind consciousness” we say that, “the six senses, six sense organs, and six sense consciousnesses are not separate self-entities.” We tend to see the six sense organs as separate from each other. But this is an erroneous perception, a construction of our mind. Two hands clapping give rise to sound, just as eyes in contact with form give rise to sight. Not one of these realms can exist by itself; each can only inter-be with every other realm.

In the eighteen realms there is nothing that is permanent; eyes are impermanent and always in the process of change, and form is impermanent, always vibrating with the energy of heat and interacting with the environment, even if we cannot perceive it directly. We also know that in the process of seeing and sensing, our brain is constantly rewiring itself—establishing new neural connections, and reinforcing or weakening old ones. Nothing is fixed, nothing is static; everything is of an organic nature.

Eyes Do Not See

We normally say, “The eyes see. The nose smells. The ears hear.” And that is natural because that is our usual way of thinking. We think there must be a doer, an actor, in order for action to be possible. So we say the eyes see. “To see” is the action, and the eyes are the actor, the subject of seeing. There is a subject and a verb. That is the way we’re accustomed to thinking. But we easily understand that it’s not the eyes that see. When eyes and form are in contact, there is sight. Eyes are just one of the conditions that make sight possible. Many other conditions are also necessary, like light, form, time, space, optic nerve, brain, and so on. It is not correct to make “eyes” the subject of the verb “to see.” Sight arises contemporaneously with eyes and form.

As with the eyes, the other sense organs, in collaboration with their sense objects and the right conditions, bring about hearing and thinking, etc. So there is thinking as a result of mind and object of mind, but there is no thinker. There is feeling, but the feeling and the one who feels are not separate. No-self is the absence of an unchanging, enduring self who stands outside of the action. It is a number of phenomena coming together that make sight, hearing, knowing, and touching possible.

Biology and physics help us to remove our dualistic view of mind and matter, psyche and soma, so that we are able to see the reciprocal and interbeing connection between body and mind. Our mental formations like anxiety, anger, fear, sadness, and despair are closely related to nerve impulses and neurotransmitters. We see how our body is the continuation of our mind and our mind is the continuation of our body. Going further, neuroscientists are also now recognizing that our brain is a social brain. Without the environment, without the interaction between mother and baby, without other people, our brain will not become a human brain. Without play and social interaction, our brain and our sense consciousnesses do not develop properly. Our capacity to see, our eye consciousness, only develops through interaction with the environment and the process of exploration.

Many scientists still think that our consciousness is subjective, that it rises up from inside us and goes out to be in touch with the objective world. That is a dualistic way of looking. Whenever we look up at the sky and see the moon, the stars, and the galaxies, we have to practice to see that these things are not independent of consciousness. Everything in the cosmos has consciousness in it. Without consciousness, how can we see and know that the sun, the moon, and the stars exist? The stars and the moon are consciousness. Consciousness is the stars and the moon. Looking at the moon and stars we are seeing our own mind. Looking at the perceived we see the perceiver. Our six sense consciousnesses and the six sense objects are not separate self-entities, they do not exist by themselves. Our sense consciousness and the object of our consciousness always arise at the same time. As the branch of philosophy called phenomenology says: “Consciousness is always consciousness of something.”*

When we see this, we begin to see the unity of all phenomena, of the eighteen realms, of subject and object, eye and form, thinker and thought, stars and consciousness.


* “Bewusstsein ist immer bewusstsein von etwas.” This phrase is found throughout the works of Edmund Husserl, and was later taken up by Jean-Paul Sartre, “La conscience est toujours conscience de quelque chose.”







twelve

Everything Is a Formation


The Twelve Links of Interdependent Arising

and their Extinction

are also not separate self-entities.



The teaching of the twelve links (nidānas) presented in many commentaries aims at explaining the cycle of saṃsāra, karmic retribution, and reincarnation. These teachings belong to the category of conventional truth and are not in accord with the deepest teachings of Buddhism. That is why we have to restore the nidānas, so they will lead us to the ultimate truth.

The ideas of reincarnation, karmic retribution, and saṃsāra (the cycle of birth and death), did not originate with the Buddha. These ideas were already current in India from the seventh or eighth century BCE, before Śākyamuni Buddha was born. They can be found in several of the Upaniṣads, some which appeared before the Buddha’s lifetime and some which appeared later.

The belief in karma is that one must suffer the consequence of whatever one does; one reaps what one sows. People believed that they are in a cycle of rebirth in which their future life is determined by their actions in this life. They believed that there is an immortal soul within a person’s body, and that when this body disintegrates the soul leaves it and looks for a new body. The idea of the cycle of saṃsāra goes along with the idea of the soul. Buddhism, on the other hand, does not maintain that there is an immortal soul. Buddhism adopted the teachings of karma and saṃsāra, but modified them in important ways.

Interdependent Arising

Interdependent arising is a fundamental Buddhist teaching describing the manifestation of phenomena. All things arise in mutual dependence on one another, as a result of the coming together of many causes and conditions. The Sanskrit term for interdependent arising, pratītya samutpāda, means “in dependence, things rise up.”

Over time, twelve has become the number of links, nidānas, most often used to describe interdependent arising. But the Buddha didn’t always speak of twelve links—at various times he used different numbers of links to illustrate interdependent arising.*1 In Plum Village we have taught ten and twelve links of interdependent arising and, more recently, four and five links.

Traditionally, the first link is delusion. According to this teaching, delusion or ignorance, avidyā, gives rise to saṃskāra, which has been translated as “impulses,” “action,” or “disposition.” So delusion gives rise to wrong action, wrong impulses—the kind of energy that is blind and that will bring suffering. Then because of actions, there is consciousness. Based on consciousness, there will be body and mind. Because we have body and mind, we have six sense organs and their objects. Because we have the sense organs and their objects, we have contact, or touch. Because of contact, there will be feeling. Because there is feeling, there is craving. Because you have craving, you grasp. Because there is grasping, there is existence, or being. Because there is being, you have to be born and to suffer saṃsāra, the cycle of reincarnation. Because you are born, you have to grow old and die.
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That is the traditional way of presenting the nidānas. When taught in this way, the twelve links aim to explain reincarnation and rebirth, but do not help us touch the ultimate dimension.

Is Sugar Sweet?

The first shortcoming of the traditional interpretation of the twelve links is in the explanation of saṃskāra, the second link. The word saṃskāra means formation, a composite or compounded thing. But when people want to use the twelve links as a way to explain rebirth, they interpret saṃskāra as meaning karma—the actions of body, speech, and mind that impel us into another life. Actually, the Buddha did not use the word saṃskāra like this. He used it to describe the phenomena that we perceive in the world.

When you drink your coffee, you may take it with sugar. The easiest way to break sugar into its constituent molecules is to put it in your hot coffee and stir it with a spoon. The sugar crystals dissolve into molecules of sugar so tiny that no filter can retain them. It’s still sweet. But if you go further and ask your chemist friend to break the molecule of sugar into atoms, which she can do with a mass spectrometer, we get a few trillion carbon atoms, a few trillion oxygen atoms, and a few trillion hydrogen atoms.*2 None of these three elements is sweet. The sweetness is made only of non-sweet elements. The carbon, oxygen, and hydrogen atoms, when combined in the right way, make sweetness. If you remove any of those atoms there will be no sweetness. If you can bring them back together again there will be sweetness.

Suffering is like that, happiness is like that, Buddha is like that, a cloud is like that; everything is like that. All things are formations. A flower is a formation. A tree is a formation. A body is a formation. Anger is a formation. Anything that is formed by the coming together of everything else is a formation. That is why the word “formation” is a very good English translation of saṃskāra.

The second shortcoming of the traditional teaching on the twelve links is that it leads us to identify our five skandhas as the cause of craving, grasping, and attachment to being. It implies that because we have a consciousness, a body and mind, six sense organs, contact, and feelings, that is why we have craving. But look at a buddha. A buddha also has consciousness, body, and mind. A buddha also has six sense organs, contact, and feeling. But a buddha can be without craving. A buddha can produce freedom, nonattachment, compassion, and loving kindness. When a buddha sees suffering, she gives rise to the energies of mindfulness and concentration, and allows herself to be touched by what is around her in a way that allows compassion and loving kindness to be born. These are very good things to allow to develop. So to say that contact and feelings can only bring craving and grasping is not true. You cannot blame your body and mind for your afflictions. Your five skandhas can also bring enlightenment. They can bring understanding and love.

Seeing Formations as They Really Are

If you have delusion, you see a formation as having a separate self. When you see formations in that way, you think that they have a beginning and an end, and the notions of birth and death arise. But with wisdom, we can look at formations and see that their true nature is the nature of no-birth and no-death. If you touch the nature of no-birth and no-death in a formation, you are truly seeing that formation as it is.

As the notions of birth and death always go along with the notions of being and nonbeing, it is a shortcoming of the traditional presentation to blame suffering on being. How can being be possible without nonbeing? Being, as one of the nidānas, should be understood as being and nonbeing. In fact, we suffer not because of being, but because of the notions of being and nonbeing. Contact and feelings can bring either craving and aversion or compassion and freedom. It depends on how we use the sense organs and contact. Contact and feeling can give rise to grasping, but also to release and freedom. We suffer because we cling to the notions of being and nonbeing; either we are afraid of being or we are afraid of nonbeing. But with wisdom, not only are you free from the notions of birth and death, you are also free from the notions of being and nonbeing, as we have already learned.

Five Links

Now we can understand how our suffering comes about. Based on delusion, we see formations as having a separate self and as permanent. We see them in the light of birth and death, and so we look at everything in terms of being and nonbeing. That is why we have to go round and round, navigating always in the realm of saṃsāra. We can simplify this idea with just five links:


delusion > formations (as separate self-entities) >

birth-death > being-nonbeing > saṃsāra



The Heart Sutra reminds us that the links are not separate self-entities. There is not a linear progression between them. They all inter-cause each other. It is not that one link arises first and is followed by the second one, which in turn is followed by the third. They all arise together in dependence upon one another. When one is there the others are there as well. This is what is meant when we say that the links are not separate self-entities. Ideas of a separate, personal self or soul are inextricably entwined with ideas of birth and death, being and nonbeing, and the idea that non-human formations also have a separate self. You see your father as something separate from you, and in the same way you see the left as something separate from the right. This is the worldly way of looking.

When we talk of the extinction of the links in the light of the Heart Sutra, we see that the extinction of one of the links inter-is with the extinction of all the other links. We cannot say that delusion is born and then delusion dies on its own. What we can say is that the non-manifestation of delusion is also dependent on the non-manifestation of the other links. Delusion is extinguished when we no longer see formations as separate self-entities. When these links cease to manifest, the links arising from wisdom, and leading to the ultimate truth, can manifest:


wisdom > formations (without self) >

no birth–no death > no being–no nonbeing > nirvāṇa



If you don’t have delusion, then you see formations as they really are, and then you don’t see birth and death anymore. Not seeing in terms of birth and death, you are no longer caught in the notions of being and nonbeing, and you get out of saṃsāra: you are in nirvāṇa, the extinction of all notions.
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The Five Links
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*1 For example in the first discourse the Buddha gave on pratītya samutpāda, the Mahānidāna Sutta (Digha Nikāya 15), only nine links are given.

*2 Actually considerably more: around 1022 atoms.
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The Path of Happiness


Ill-being, the causes of ill-being, the end of ill-being, the path…

are also not separate self-entities.



The First Noble Truth is called duḥkha, which translates as ill-being or suffering. The practice of Buddhism starts with recognizing the presence of ill-being. Ill-being is here. There is suffering in me. There is suffering in you. There is suffering in the world. Suffering has a role to play and we can learn to make use of our suffering. But before we can ease suffering, we have to acknowledge its presence.

When we look deeply into our suffering, we see the causes and conditions that have brought our suffering to be. When we see into the roots of our suffering, understanding is born, and we suffer less right away. In our suffering we can see our mother, our father, and our ancestors and the ways in which that suffering has come to us. This is the Second Noble Truth: the causes of ill-being. We can look deeply into ill-being to discover its roots and see how it is being fed. Looking deeply, we can see the food that is feeding our suffering. There is suffering, and if the suffering continues, it is because we feed it.

The Suffering of Our Time

In Buddhism, ill-being has traditionally been described in a way that is no longer very relevant, especially to young people. We have spoken of ill-being in terms of birth and death, old age, sickness, separation from those we love, not getting what we want, and so on. But these things are not necessarily ill-being. They are part of life, and because we accept life, we know we have to accept birth and death, sickness and old age, separation and frustration. And these things can be wonderful, if we have the right way of looking. The birth of a baby is cause to celebrate. The death of a cloud means the birth of the rain. Age brings calm and experience. Sickness can help our bodies learn to be strong. Separation can bring about a deeper appreciation and understanding of one another. And not getting what you want? Well, sometimes getting what you want causes even more suffering. So, our way of describing ill-being in the past needs to be updated.

We must look deeply to identify the real suffering of our times and to understand how it has come to be. Our modern way of living brings tension, stress, and pain to our body; we are exposed to anger, violence, and fear; we live with the threat of terrorism, the destruction of the ecosystem, war and famine, climate change, the economic crisis, recession, poverty, social injustice, broken families and divorce, and so much more. How are we living? How are we consuming? What violence, fear, and anger are we ingesting every day through the media all around us? How is our lifestyle polluting the environment and creating a toxic atmosphere for our bodies and our minds, for our families and for future generations? If we can call the suffering, the real ill-being of our times, by its true names and if we can see how it has come to be, we will know exactly what kind of medicine, what kind of healing we need in order to deal with it. The truth of ill-being will reveal the end of ill-being.

This is the Third Noble Truth: the cessation of ill-being. The cessation of suffering is the presence of happiness. So the Third Noble Truth is that happiness is possible. The Buddha confirms that happiness is possible right in the present moment.

If there is happiness, there must be a path leading to happiness. The path leading to happiness is the Fourth Noble Truth: the Noble Eightfold Path. The Four Noble Truths are not only about suffering; they are also about happiness.

In the more traditional translation of the Heart Sutra, there is the phrase: “No ill-being, no cause of ill-being, no end of ill-being, and no path.” Many people have understood this line to mean that there is a place where there’s absolutely no suffering, a place of perfect and uninterrupted happiness. This revised version of the Heart Sutra avoids this misunderstanding. The phrase, “ill-being, the causes of ill-being, the end of ill-being, the path…are also not separate self-entities,” clarifies that it’s not that suffering doesn’t exist, but that suffering doesn’t exist by itself. Suffering inter-exists with the other three Noble Truths. Although we can touch a place in our consciousness that is beyond happiness and suffering, this does not mean the nonexistence of happiness and suffering. As long as there are human beings and the human mind, happiness and suffering will continue to manifest.

To Be Together is Enough

We have the tendency to grasp at the Four Noble Truths and to perceive them as separate from each other. For example, we have an idea of a goal and of a path that leads to that goal, and we think they are two different things. But in the light of interbeing, rather than saying the path leading to suffering or the path leading to happiness, we say that there is a path of suffering and a path of happiness. The idea of the path leading to happiness reveals a dualistic way of thinking. We imagine a very long path, full of thorns, suffering, and hardship, which eventually leads to happiness and peace. In this way of thinking, the path is just a path and happiness is just happiness, so for as long as we are on the path we cannot be happy; we have to wait until the end of the path to have happiness. In our minds, the path is the means and happiness is the end. There is a Vietnamese folk song in which we can recognize this kind of dualistic thinking,


Together we go out to plough and plant,

tilling the surface, digging the depths.

The husband plants,

the wife and buffalo plough.

Today we have hardship

but tomorrow we will prosper.



While ploughing and planting we do not feel happy, but we think our suffering now will bring us happiness in the future. This is dualistic thinking. Husband and wife working together with a buffalo is happiness enough already. While ploughing and planting we can already have happiness. Many people are not with their husband or wife anymore, they do not have a rice paddy, and they do not have a buffalo to pull the plough. If we can recognize our good fortune, we can have happiness right away. To say: “Today we have hardship but tomorrow we will prosper,” is not correct.

Happiness is the Way

The truth is that the path is happiness itself. The Noble Eightfold Path is not a path of hardship, difficulty, or self-mortification. It is a path on which every step we take can be happy. You may have heard the saying: There is no way to peace, peace is the way. The process that gives rise to peace has to also be peace. The use of violence and guns in the name of peace cannot be right, because if the means are not peaceful, there cannot be peace. If you say in order to have peace you have to drop bombs and shoot people, that is incorrect. If the means are violent, the ends will also be violent. Every step on the path to peace must be peace. Every word, every thought, every action should contain peace within it if we are on the path of peace.

Similarly, if we have to suffer and struggle to attain happiness, that is also not correct. On the path to happiness, every step must be happy. The end and the means are one. So we say: there is no way to happiness, happiness is the way. The highest happiness is nirvāṇa, or cessation (nirodha). According to this way of looking, the path is the cessation of suffering, the path of happiness is happiness. So the Third and the Fourth Noble Truths cannot be understood apart from one another; they are one. In the same way, the path of suffering is suffering; the First and Second Noble Truths are also not separate self-entities.

Going further, we see that happiness and suffering depend on each other to manifest. Happiness cannot be possible without suffering. It is only against the background of suffering that you can recognize happiness. If you had never been hungry you wouldn’t know the pleasure of having something to eat. If you had not gone through war you wouldn’t know how precious is peace. Good and bad, suffering and happiness, ill-being and well-being, are not separate entities. Each has to base itself on the others to manifest. The Four Noble Truths inter-are.
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Chasing Butterflies


Insight and attainment

are also not separate self-entities.

Whoever can see this no longer needs anything to attain.*1



Insight comes unexpectedly, not necessarily when you are sitting on your meditation cushion. We prepare the ground with the practice of mindfulness and concentration in our daily life. We allow ourself to be deeply in touch with our body, our feelings, our perceptions. And during the process of practice, the power of our mindfulness and concentration become stronger and stronger. When insight comes, you may burst out laughing. You may have the feeling that it was in your pocket the whole time, but somehow you hadn’t noticed it yet. When it comes, it’s a moment of joy, a moment of satisfaction.

Insight arises from the coming together of many causes and conditions, and one of those conditions is delusion (avidyā). Without ignorance, there can be no insight, no enlightenment. If there were not misunderstanding and wrong views, what could we wake up from in order to be enlightened? Insight arises from our daily practice of mindfulness, concentration, and deep looking. Insight is made of non-insight elements. If there were no mud there would be no lotuses, and if there were no delusion and suffering there would be no wisdom and understanding. We have to see everything in its interbeing nature; otherwise true insight has not been realized.

Aimlessness

There’s a tendency to think of nirvāṇa or enlightenment as something to be attained.*2 The word “attainment,” in the sūtra refers to the idea that we can attain nirvāṇa or enlightenment. But nirvāṇa or enlightenment cannot be grasped by the mind. They can only be experienced by letting go of grasping. As long as we grasp or run after them, we shall never experience them.

Aimlessness (apraṇihita) is the third of The Three Doors of Liberation. Practicing aimlessness can help us realize non-attainment. Aimlessness means not running after things, not putting an object in front of you and continually reaching for it. Whether that object is fame, profit, riches, or sensual pleasure, or even enlightenment, as long as we are attached to seeking it, we will never experience freedom from ill-being.

The teaching of aimlessness is a deep and wonderful teaching. Some people chase enlightenment. But enlightenment is already there inside you, so there is no need to run after it. What you run toward is just the idea of enlightenment. If we cannot stop running, we will miss the miracles of life available inside and around us.

We are always trying to do something or to be somebody because we are not satisfied with our self or with things around us. Practicing aimlessness, you don’t need to run after anything anymore. You may say that you need to do it, because what you’re running toward is good, but running toward what you think is good is still running, and so you will still suffer. Life in the present moment is already wonderful enough. All the wonders of life are available in the present moment. To be awake to these wonders is already enough to bring us freedom, peace, and joy.

Say you have been sentenced to thirty years in prison. You hope that you will be granted clemency by the king or the president, and you are always waiting for that day to come. Then one day a meditation teacher comes into the prison and tells you that you can have freedom right in the present moment; you don’t need to wait. You don’t have to sit there and wait for clemency to be granted. You just need to breathe mindfully, smile, and see that the rose in the prison is as beautiful as the rose outside the prison. In prison you have more than enough time to contemplate the flower and to breathe the fresh air. You can be free now and do not need to wait for another ten years in order to be free. We are the same. We do not have to subject ourselves to hard labor for many years in order to be happy, to be free, and to experience nirvāṇa.

Merely Human

In 1963, I wrote a poem which has the line: “The work that may take one thousand years to complete: look and you will see it has already been completed one thousand years ago.”*3 The most important thing a flower can do is to be a flower. If you are a human being, it is quite enough to be a human being. Why do you have to become Buddha? If you are a human being and you are aware that human beings contain the awakened nature, you will see that you do not need to run after anything anymore. The things you’re running after, you already have. The Buddha nature is present in its entirety in the nature of a human being. You do not need to become something, because you already are what you want to become. This is the door of aimlessness that can free us from running. The sutra continues:


Whoever can see this no longer needs anything to attain.



There is no object of attainment and nothing that needs to be attained. There is no such thing as attainment that is independent from all other realities. Attainment is caused and conditioned and can only manifest when its causes and conditions manifest. When you realize this, then you no longer run after attainment.

We need to look deeply into our perceptions of phenomena. When we perceive something, we tend to grasp on to it as a sign, as an object of perception in our mind.*4 Grasping on to signs is like trying to catch butterflies. We grasp after shadows of reality, trying to catch our sensations, objects of happiness, attainment, or success. We try to grasp at our beloved, or even at nirvāṇa. We are not always grasping out of longing or craving; sometimes we also grasp out of fear. We grasp on to an idea of a separate self, our identity, and we are afraid to lose this identity, to lose our “self.” Our practice is to give ourselves the chance to sit still, to stop, and to look deeply to see that the nature of all phenomena is ungraspable and signless. We will get the insight that grasping only makes us suffer. This is the insight of aimlessness. When you clearly see the true nature of something, you will no longer try to grasp at it, reject it, or run after it. You will no longer need anything to attain, grasp, or run after.

What Dream Am I Following?

Our grasping makes us run. We run into the future, we run from the present moment, and we run from ourselves. We run away from our true home. We run away from our ancestors, our parents, and our culture. That is, we have a seed of a hungry ghost in us, of a wandering spirit. And sometimes when we run away like that, life offers us a last opportunity to return home. Throughout our life, we never stop running away. Sometimes we’re running away because of a very small reason. Maybe we’re chasing after a cloud, or we’re chasing after a butterfly. Maybe we’re chasing after a position, a degree, fame, or money.

There is an old Vietnamese story about a student who was taking exams to become a Mandarin at the court. On his way home one day, tired and hungry, he stopped in at the house of a spiritual master. Seeing the young man exhausted and weary of life, the master said, “Lie down and rest. I will make a bowl of millet soup. And when the soup is ready you can eat it.” The young man immediately fell into a deep sleep. In his dream he saw that he had passed his exams, impressing the king so much that he was able to marry the princess and become a very high Mandarin at court, with a lot of power. Much later, invaders came to the country, and he was ordered to lead the troops out to stop them. Not being very good at military strategy, he lost. He shouted out in his dream, and the master came and tapped him on the shoulder to wake him up. Finding his bearings, he saw that he was still lying in the hut. The master said to him, “The soup is ready now. Get up and have a bowl with me.” In the short time it had taken to make a bowl of soup, he had been through so many ups and downs, so much joy, so much pain. He had passed exams, he had been engaged to a princess, he had had a very high position. He had gone out to meet invaders and had been defeated. All those happenings, just in the time it took to cook a bowl of millet soup. Surprised, he asked himself, “What dream am I pursuing? What am I chasing after? What is it that is pulling me?” He had a chance to wake up and to reexamine his path in life.

Each of us should take time to sit down, reflect, and ask: How have I been playing the game of grasping? What have I grasped at in the past? What am I grasping at now? Are we chasing a butterfly? Are we chasing a cloud? So many things can pull us away from our loved ones and make us run away from our home. And when we wake up, thanks to a spiritual teacher, we know that this is the time to come home. We have been wandering long enough already; we have destroyed enough of our life already. This is the time to return to our roots, to our ancestors, to our true home. This is the time to return to peace, to happiness, and to freedom.

If you’re still demanding something, thinking it’s essential to your happiness, or rushing around in search of something, then you are still caught in the idea of attainment. A lotus is very beautiful as a lotus. It doesn’t need to become a daffodil. The truth is that in the lotus there is a daffodil and in the daffodil there is a lotus. We can be the flower and we can be ourselves at the same time. We are the deer, the fish, the squirrel; and the squirrel, the deer, and the fish are us. Our suffering is the suffering of the deer, the fish, and the squirrel. When we are able to see that the nature of all things is our own true nature, we become free.


*1 This new English translation of the sūtra emphasizes, in this line, that not only bodhisattvas but anyone who can see that all phenomena are not separate self-entities no longer needs anything to attain. Thich Nhat Hanh’s new Vietnamese translation, composed contemporaneously with the English, preserves the liaison between “nonattainment” and “no obstacles in the mind” in the following line: “Because they no longer see anything to attain, bodhisattvas who practice the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore see no more obstacles in their mind…”—Eds

*2 In Sanskrit: prāptitvam.

*3 “Butterflies over the Golden Mustard Fields” in Call Me By My True Names (Parallax Press, 1993).

*4 To grasp or to hold is a technical term in Buddhism (in Sanskrit: prāpti). The Chinese character for perception [image: ][image: ] contains the character for sign [image: ][image: ] (mark, appearance) and the character for mind [image: ][image: ]. So, “perception” is the mind that grasps onto something. By looking deeply into a phenomenon, we see that its signs are not real, and therefore we don’t grasp onto it. That is called nonattainment, or non-possession (in Sanskrit: aprāpti).
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Freedom


Bodhisattvas who practice

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore

see no more obstacles in their mind



When we remove the idea of an object of attainment as a separate, graspable self-entity, obstacles disappear. As long as you are running after something, there will be obstacles in your practice. Obstacle in Sanskrit is āvaraṇa. Obstacles of the mind are cittāvaraṇa. Nearly all obstacles arise from our mind. The suffering we experience comes from within us, and is not something that people outside bring upon us. If we’re not happy, if we’re suffering, sad, and angry, it’s because of obstacles in our mind and not because of our environment.

In Buddhism, we speak of two kinds of obstacles: the obstacle of knowledge and the obstacle of afflictions. Knowledge, that which we know, is considered an obstacle because we have to learn to let go of what we already know if we are to go further in our search for the truth. If we believe that the knowledge we presently possess is the absolute truth, then we lose our openness and we are no longer able to get in touch with any deeper truth.

The Buddha tells a story to illustrate how knowledge can become an obstacle and prevent us from seeing the truth. The story is about a merchant who went away on business, leaving his young son at home. During his absence, a band of robbers raided the village, burned down his house, and kidnapped his son. When he returned, he searched everywhere for his son, to no avail. Next to the burned wreckage of his house was the charred corpse of a young boy. He became convinced that this must be his son’s body. He tore out his hair and beat his chest, blaming himself for having left his son unprotected. According to the tradition, he organized a cremation. After the ceremony he put the ashes of his son in a specially made silk bag, which he wore around his neck at all times, whether he was eating, sleeping, or working.

One night, after waking from a dream about his son, he was unable to get back to sleep. He wept and moaned, overcome by grief and remorse. In that moment, he heard a knock at the door. In fact, his son had been lucky enough to escape his captors and find his way back to the village. He was standing in front of the newly built house, knocking on the door, and calling for his father. The merchant, still crying and clutching the precious bag of ashes to his chest, cried out angrily, “Who is there?” And the little boy said, “It’s me Daddy, open the door! Daddy, open the door!” But because he was so sure that his son was already dead, he thought that this must be a young rascal making fun of him, tormenting him in his grief, and so he refused to open the door. The boy called out again and again, but nothing would make his father open the door. Finally the little boy despaired and went away.

Letting Go

If you consider something to be the truth, and if you are attached to that, you are caught. Even when the truth itself comes and knocks at your door, you will not open it. The practice of releasing your knowledge is very important in Buddhism. Knowledge is the first obstacle of the mind that a meditator should be able to remove. We should not be too sure of anything.

With knowledge, we obtain more notions and it is difficult to let them go. If we are skillful, we can use new notions like co-arising and interbeing to free ourselves from old notions like birth and death, being and nonbeing. But once we are freed from these ideas we have to let go of even the notions of interbeing and co-arising. All the teachings are like that. Just as when we use a spade to dig a well, once the well is dug we have to put the spade away. We do not need to carry it around with us wherever we go. No notion can be used as a foundation for insight, not even the notions of nirvāṇa, liberation, or enlightenment. That’s why knowledge can be an obstacle, and we are reminded that truth can only be found in life, and not in the accumulation of knowledge or notions.

The second obstacle is our afflictions, our suffering. States of mind such as confusion, hatred, anxiety, craving, the desire for vengeance, and so on, are collectively known as “afflictions as an obstacle.” They are like the dust that covers a mirror, preventing it from faithfully reflecting reality. If our mind is burdened by worry, suffering, confusion, anger, or strong views, then it is very hard for us to practice mindfulness, concentration, and insight and look deeply into ourselves and into reality. Our mind must be free from views, preconceptions, and afflictions if we are to see clearly.

The obstacles of afflictions and of knowledge are related. Because we have wrong perceptions, we have many afflictions. For example, we may think that we have an immortal soul and a separate self. These notions bring us a great deal of fear, anxiety, and suffering. We worry about the fate of our immortal soul, and at the same time we worry about our position, our status, and what people think of us. Because we believe that we have a separate self, we compare ourselves with others and we have the complex that we are better, worse, or equal to them. When we let go of our idea of a separate self, we no longer need to have any complexes, and it brings us a great deal of freedom. The more we can let go of wrong perceptions, the more freedom we have.

Liberation by Insight

When we can untie all the knots that bind us, we have the freedom that is called nirvāṇa. When we can let go of a small amount of the afflictions and the obstacle of knowledge, we have a small amount of nirvāṇa; and this nirvāṇa is available in the present moment, here and now. Only by letting go can we have freedom.

Say someone is angry. His face is red and he feels as if he is in hell. If he is able to see reality and give rise to compassion, then the fever of his anger will leave him. He will feel cool, peaceful, and at ease. Nirvāṇa is a state of coolness. When we can let go of a feeling of hatred, we get a taste of nirvāṇa. When we let go of a feeling of doubt, we have nirvāṇa. Nirvāṇa is not a far-off dream. It is there as soon as we are ready to let go, as soon as we release the obstacles of our knowledge and our afflictions.

The aim of Buddhist practice is to attain liberation and freedom. To practice means to liberate ourselves by untying the knots that are binding us and making us suffer. We are all entangled. None of us has enough freedom. We learn to recognize all the strings and ropes that are binding us and to slowly untie them. Other people can help us, but ultimately we have to be able to untie them by ourselves.

The insight that brings us to the other shore is the kind of insight that helps us to untie all these knots and cut through our afflictions. To go to the other shore is to arrive at the shore of liberation. In Buddhism we speak of liberation or salvation by insight, not by grace. But insight is also a kind of grace because insight sets us free.
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No Longer Afraid


and because there are no more obstacles in their mind,

they can overcome all fear,

destroy all wrong perceptions,

and realize Perfect Nirvāṇa.



When we let go of our notions of a separate self and our wrong perceptions, we are no longer afraid. Without nonfear, the relief from suffering is not complete. The Sanskrit text uses the word atrasta, which means not trembling, not afraid. Since there are no more obstacles in the mind, the bodhisattva no longer trembles from fear and is able to destroy all wrong perceptions. Only when there is no fear can there be true peace and happiness.

Wrong Perceptions

Our mind is always grasping at things, trying to catch hold of them. Our mind constructs our reality.*1 Our mind is a painter; it paints all kinds of wonderful things, which are nothing more than the objects of our imagination. We create images to love, to crave, to be angry with, and to hate. It is our mind, our perceptions, that create these images. All perceptions are wrong perceptions. If a perception is not wrong, we call it understanding or wisdom.

Traditionally, Buddhism speaks of four kinds of wrong or “upside down” perceptions.*2 The first is to imagine that what is impermanent is in fact permanent. The second is to mistake something that is causing us suffering for something that will bring us happiness. The third is to think that what is taking away our freedom is actually giving us freedom. The fourth kind of wrong perception is to think that what is impure is pure. These wrong perceptions are the cause of our anxiety and suffering. We chase after objects of our craving because we have wrong views about them. We are tormented by perceptions that we believe to be true, but which are in fact wrong. There are people who think that taking drugs brings them happiness and freedom, and yet they are slaves to those drugs. There are others who are slaves to money, fame, power, and sensual pleasure. People may think that only with power and riches will they be secure. Yet the truth is that those with great power and wealth are the people with the greatest fear, jealousy, and anxiety.

The Story of Bhaddiya

During the time of the Buddha in India there was a man named Bhaddiya. He had been a state governor, but seeing the Buddha and his disciples had inspired him to become a monk. One night, shortly after he’d been ordained as a monk, he was sitting in meditation. He felt extremely happy, because since becoming a monk he’d been able to let go of all his burdens and worries. During that sitting meditation he was so happy that he exclaimed, “Oh my happiness! Oh my happiness!” Another monk who was sitting nearby thought that Bhaddiya regretted having given up his status as a governor. As a governor he’d had a lot of power, guards, possessions, money, and servants. Now he had let them all go and was no more than a simple monk. So the other monk went and reported to the Buddha what Bhaddiya had said.

The Buddha understood Bhaddhiya. He called Bhaddiya to him in front of the other monks, and asked, “Did you exclaim, ‘Oh my happiness! Oh my happiness!’ while in meditation?”

“Dear Buddha, yes I did,” Bhaddhiya replied. “At one point in my meditation I did say, ‘Oh my happiness.’ ”

“Can you tell us why?” asked the Buddha.

“Dear Buddha, when I was a governor, I had everything. I had soldiers to protect me. I had a position. I had servants. I had lots of money. But I always lived in fear. I was afraid that people would come and attack or kill me and steal all my wealth and possessions. Even though I had many guards and much power and wealth, I had so much fear. I wasn’t really happy. But now as a monk, I no longer have any of those things. Even the title ‘governor’—I let that go too. In sitting meditation I saw clearly that I have great happiness, great freedom, and I have no fear, because there’s no longer anything for me to be afraid of. I have let go of everything. So in that state of freedom, I had so much happiness that I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I had to utter the words, ‘Oh my happiness!’ ”

Bhaddhiya wasn’t regretting the things he’d given up but was enjoying having let them go. Our ideas of what will make us happy may be the very obstacles to our happiness. At first, Bhaddhiya thought that status, power, and wealth would bring him happiness, but he discovered that even when he had achieved all of those things, he still was not happy. In fact, it was his very status, power, and wealth that were the obstacles to his happiness.

When we become a monk or a nun, there may be people who say we’re very foolish. But in truth we’re very wise. It’s because we let go of everything that we can have joy, happiness, and peace. It makes us light. There’s no more fear, no more anxiety.

Nirvāṇa

The word nirvāṇa means extinction. Nirvāṇa is not a place you can go. Nirvāṇa is not in the future. Nirvāṇa is the nature of reality as it is. Nirvāṇa is available in the here and the now. You are already in nirvāṇa. Imagine the wave rising on the surface of the ocean. The wave is made of water, but sometimes it forgets. A wave has a beginning and an end, it goes up and it goes down. It can be higher or lower than other waves, and more or less beautiful than other waves. If the wave is caught by these notions—beginning, ending; coming up, going down; more or less beautiful—it will suffer.

But if the wave realizes it is water, it enjoys going up and going down. It enjoys being this wave, and it sees that at the same time it is all the other waves. There’s no discrimination, no fear at all. The wave doesn’t have to go anywhere to look for water in the present moment, the wave is already water.

So we don’t have to go and look for nirvāṇa, because nirvāṇa is our true nature—the nature of no beginning and no end, no birth and no death. And like the wave, if we are able to touch our true nature, then we transcend all fear, all anger, all despair, because our suffering is born from these notions: birth and death, being and nonbeing, coming and going, same and different. Nirvāṇa is not the object of our searching, and we do not need to enter nirvāṇa because everything is in nirvāṇa already. Our reality is the reality of no birth and no death. Our reality is the reality of no coming and no going. We are perfectly in nirvāṇa. We have been nirvanized from the non-beginning.


*1 In Buddhism this is known as “construction” (kalpanā) or the “nature of construction” (parikalpita-svabhāva).

*2 Viparyāsa, wrong perceptions. In Chinese [image: ][image: ], literally “upside-down.”
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Who Is Enlightened?


All Buddhas in the past, present, and future,

by practicing the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore,

are all capable of attaining Authentic and Perfect Enlightenment.



According to the Buddha, everyone has the seed of enlightenment, or Buddha nature. That seed of enlightenment is present not only in humans but in animals, plants, and minerals. Man is made only of non-man elements, and since man has the capacity of awakening, non-man elements have that capacity as well. Awakening just needs the right conditions in order to reveal itself completely. Buddha nature is not an abstraction. It’s the capacity to be mindful, concentrated, understanding, and compassionate; and if we have the time to come back to ourselves, to practice mindfulness and to develop our concentration, we can touch the seed of enlightenment that is inherent in every one of us and help it grow.

When I was a novice, I believed that it’s very difficult to become a Buddha, that it takes many lifetimes. Enlightenment is not a matter of time. You cannot talk about enlightenment in terms of months or years because enlightenment can come in an instant. Practicing mindfulness of breathing and mindfulness of walking, we learn to let the Buddha breathe for us, to let the Buddha walk for us. If you practice like this you learn to become the Buddha and the Buddha learns to become you, and it’s very easy. In the beginning you’re a part-time Buddha, and slowly you become a full-time Buddha. Sometimes you fall back and become a part-time Buddha again, but with steady practice you become a full-time Buddha again. Buddhahood is there, within our reach. You can become a Buddha wherever and whenever you like—it’s really nice. Because we’re a human being, the Buddha is always there.

Enlightenment Is Now

Enlightenment is always enlightenment about something. You don’t need to practice eight years in order to have some enlightenment. Enlightenment is our daily business. If you practice mindfulness and concentration you may get insight, or enlightenment, several times a day. Just breathing in, you can be enlightened about the fact that you are alive. To be alive is already a miracle. While breathing in and making one step, we allow the light of mindfulness to be lit like a candle in our heart. We know that to be walking on this beautiful planet Earth is a wonder. And that kind of awareness and insight can bring peace and happiness already. We don’t want anything else. To be alive, to breathe in, and to make one step, is already wonderful enough. This is already enlightenment. And with the light of mindfulness in us, we become a saint, we become a Buddha, we become a bodhisattva. We are a light for the world.

Enlightenment, to me, is a deep understanding of our true situation. There is individual enlightenment and there is also collective enlightenment. There are those of us who are enlightened about the fact that our planet is in danger. And thanks to that enlightenment, we try to live in such a way that makes a future possible for the planet. But there are those who are still not enlightened. They don’t know what is going on. They don’t know that our planet is in danger. That is why we have to practice in such a way that can help people wake up, so that they can also experience enlightenment. When they have enlightenment, they will naturally want to change their way of living to help protect the planet. That’s why we have to produce individual enlightenment, and we have to help create collective enlightenment. So enlightenment is our daily practice. If you are inhabited by the energy of mindfulness and concentration, every moment of your daily life can be a moment of enlightenment.

We know that even after the Buddha became enlightened, he continued to practice sitting meditation, walking meditation, and mindful breathing every day, and there is ample evidence of this in the sutras. That is because everything is impermanent, including insight and compassion. Even if we have a very good insight, we must sustain our insight with concentration and apply it to every aspect of our life, otherwise we will lose that insight very soon. Nothing is permanent, even enlightenment, even happiness and liberation. Liberation, happiness, and enlightenment are generated by impermanence, and if we don’t know how to nurture them, then they will change back into something else.

The Chanda Sūtra*

The Heart Sutra teaches that, “All Buddhas in the past, present, and future,” are capable of attaining enlightenment. But if there is no self, who are these Buddhas of the past, present, and future? If there is no self, who is the one practicing meditation? And who is the one that attains enlightenment? The Chanda Sutra helps answer this question and complements the Heart Sutra.

Chanda was a newly ordained monk when the Buddha had just passed away, so he may never have had a chance to listen directly to teachings given by the Buddha. He had the same deep question that we have: If there is no self, who is it who does the work of learning, practicing, and attaining the truth? He had heard that at the Deer Park there were many respected venerable monks who had been disciples of the Buddha during his lifetime. So Chanda went there, built a small hut, and sought a consultation.

At that time, people wanted to make sure that what they were learning was truly the teachings of the Buddha and not something else. So they adhered to a very narrow interpretation of the formula: “All formations are impermanent. All phenomena are without self. Nirvāṇa is peace.” Therefore, wherever Chanda went to ask about the meaning of self and no-self, asking who it is that attains enlightenment, he was told: “No one; the Buddha said there is no self.” The monks were caught in the notions of being and nonbeing.

Chanda wasn’t satisfied. He had heard that Ānanda, who had been the Buddha’s attendant for many years, was staying at Kosambi. So he decided to go there to find Ānanda.

Ānanda told Chanda, “I will help you. I have directly listened to the Buddha give teachings to Kātyāyana. The Buddha told Kātyāyana that to be caught in the notion of being is wrong view, and to be caught in the notion of nonbeing is also a wrong view.”

Ānanda continued, “If one does not accept, does not grasp, does not stand firm in these ideas [of a separate self], does not compare and measure a separate self that one is then caught in, then one will see that when the causes are sufficient for suffering to arise, suffering arises, and when the causes are no longer sufficient, suffering ceases.” This means that although suffering arises, and suffering ceases, there is no need for a self, and the ideas of being and nonbeing cannot be applied. That was the main point that Chanda needed to know: you do not have to have a self in order for there to be study, practice, and enlightenment. And upon hearing the teaching, Chanda was enlightened.

The Chanda Sutra is very precious, because it preserves the authentic teaching and formula taught by the Buddha: “All formations are impermanent, all phenomena are without self, Nirvāṇa is peace.”

Many people have misunderstood the Buddha. One of the mistakes they make has to do with the relationship between formations (phenomena) and nirvāṇa. People have the tendency to think that nirvāṇa is on the same level as formations and is another phenomenon. But nirvāṇa is not a phenomenon; nirvāṇa is the ground of all formations and phenomena, just like the ocean is the ground of all waves and clouds. There are waves; there are clouds. But at the same time the waves and clouds are also the ocean; they have the ocean as their body.

Every school of Buddhism invents a new name for the self. They’re afraid that if they say, “There is a self,” they would contradict the teaching of the Buddha. But the reality is so simple: If you know that the “self” you speak about is not an immortal soul, but only a manifestation, a coming together of many causes and conditions, then you are safe. It is the awareness, not the name, that is most important.


* The Chanda Sutra quoted here is in the Chinese canon (Samyukta Āgama 262). Samyutta Nikāya 22.90 is the equivalent in the Pali canon.







eighteen

The Mantra


Therefore Shāriputra, it should be known that

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore

is a great mantra, the most illuminating mantra,

the highest mantra, a mantra beyond compare,

the true wisdom that has the power to put an end

to all kinds of suffering.*

Therefore let us proclaim a mantra to praise

the Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore:

Gate, gate, pāragate, pārasaṃgate, bodhi svāhā.



A mantra is something that you utter when your body, your mind, and your breath are at one in deep concentration. When you dwell in that deep concentration, you look into things and see them as clearly as you see an orange that you hold in the palm of your hand. Looking deeply into the five skandhas, Avalokiteśvara saw the nature of interbeing and overcame all pain. He became completely liberated. It was in that state of deep concentration, joy, and liberation that he uttered this powerful mantra.

Avalokiteśvara’s mantra is: Gate, gate, pāragate, pārasaṃgate, bodhi svāhā. Gate means gone: gone from suffering to the liberation from suffering. Gone from forgetfulness to mindfulness. Gone from duality to nonduality. Gate, gate means gone, gone. Pāragate means gone all the way to the other shore. So this mantra is said in a very strong way. Gone, gone, gone all the way over. In Pārasaṃgate, saṃ means everyone, the sangha, the entire community of beings. Everyone gone over to the other shore. Bodhi is the light inside, enlightenment, or awakening. You see, and the vision of reality liberates you. Svāhā is a cry of joy and triumph, like “Eureka!” or “Hallelujah!” “Gone, gone, gone all the way over, everyone gone to the other shore, enlightenment, svāhā!

That is what the bodhisattva uttered. When we listen to this mantra, we should bring ourselves into that state of attention and concentration, so that we can receive the strength emanated by Avalokiteśvara Bodhisattva. We don’t recite the Heart Sutra as though we’re singing a song; we don’t recite it with our intellect alone. If you practice the meditation on emptiness, if you penetrate the nature of interbeing with all your body, mind, and heart, you will realize a state that is quite concentrated. If you say the mantra then, with all your being, the mantra will have power and you will be able to have real communication, real communion with Avalokiteśvara, and you will be able to transform yourself in the direction of enlightenment. This text is not just for chanting mechanically, or to be put on an altar for worship. It is given to us as a tool to help us work for our liberation, for the liberation of all beings. It is like an agricultural implement, given to us so that we may farm. This is the gift Avalokiteśvara offers us to help us cultivate the garden of our mind.

Chanting from the Heart

This sutra is an expression of the essence of the teachings of the prajñāpāramitā. In the teaching on emptiness, we can see the teachings on signlessness, aimlessness, conventional designation, the Middle Way, and interbeing or interdependent arising. In Buddhism, one teaching embraces all the other teachings. Practicing deeply with any one of these teachings, we have a chance to open up a door to the true nature of reality.

The sutra is very short; we can chant it often. Sometimes we chant it once a day, and sometimes more. We can learn it by heart very easily. Some people, once they’ve memorized it, chant it very fast, but that chanting doesn’t necessarily have the true spirit of prajñāpāramitā. If, when we chant, we do not look deeply, it will not have much effect.

We should train ourselves to chant the Heart Sutra so that every time we chant it, we can see insights such as those we have learned from reading this commentary. We should always take care not to chant like a robot or just to make a beautiful sound. To do so would be a waste of a precious opportunity. The words may enter our consciousness, but with little real impact. If on the other hand we have a flash of insight while chanting, then the effect will be limitless.

Whenever I chant or listen to the Heart Sutra, I bring concentration into the chanting and the listening. In this short sutra, every phrase should express the essence of the teachings. If we lose our concentration during a phrase, then we waste a precious opportunity. When we practice devotional Buddhism, we tend to rely on the power of the Buddha as something outside ourselves that can come and save us; but the Heart Sutra is more than that. We listen or chant in the spirit of Zen, trusting in our own ability to be awakened and realize for ourselves the insight that will free us from the bonds that presently bind us.


Listen Śāriputra,

This body itself is emptiness

And emptiness itself is this body.

This body is not other than emptiness

And emptiness is not other than this body.



I use my hand as I chant these lines. I join the tip of the index finger to the top of the thumb, and as I chant, my mind is wholly focused on these four phrases—it is as if four flashes of lightning streak through my brain.

Then as I chant the next section (Listen Śāriputra, all phenomena bear the mark of emptiness) I move the tip of the middle finger to touch the top of the thumb. In the next section, I use the ring finger. In each section I change to another finger, and the connection of the finger to the thumb brings my concentration in touch with the words of the sutra. As a result, the seed of insight in my mind is watered by the rain of concentration falling joyfully. If I were to chant like a parrot, whatever benefit there might be would only be the benefit of the sound and not of insight.

There is a story about a man who is sick. His doctor prescribes him pheasant to heal his illness. But the man misunderstands and doesn’t realize that he’s supposed to eat the pheasant. He sees the word “pheasant” on his prescription and thinks he’s supposed to recite it over and over. He repeats it again and again, and his condition doesn’t improve at all. Our chanting shouldn’t be like that.

Spiritual or Magical

It is difficult to draw any strict boundary between the spiritual, the devotional, or the magical. Over the centuries, the Heart Sutra has been understood sometimes more in terms of the spiritual aspect, sometimes the devotional, and at other times the magical. The Heart Sutra is about the highest understanding. It helps us to see that nothing has a self-nature, so that we can go beyond fear and suffering. The practice of Prajñāpāramitā is one of the highest forms of spiritual practice. However, there are people who chant it only in order to have merit. They chant it morning, noon, and night for thirty or forty years without it ever changing their lives. It is the same with many mantras and magical formulas in popular Buddhism—people can chant them from one year to the next without there being any effect on their lives. Just like the monks who chant the Śuraṅgama Dhāraṇī year after year in order not to be affected by female beauty. There are also people who believe that chanting mantras will drive ghosts away. We learn a mantra and after that we have a dream. In the dream we see a ghost and we recite the mantra but the ghost just bares its teeth and smiles and is not at all afraid. The spiritual can turn into the devotional and the devotional can turn into the magical. And this has happened many times throughout the course of Buddhist history.

Some of the boat people only took with them a copy of the Heart Sutra when they crossed the ocean to escape from Vietnam. They had faith that the Heart Sutra would save them from the wind, waves, sharks, and pirates on the high seas. Some of my disciples took with them a copy of the book Fragrant Palm Leaves when they crossed the ocean. They felt that it was a very sacred book, because it discussed the Heart Sutra. When we use a copy of the Heart Sutra to protect ourselves, there may be a little of the spiritual element in that, but the chief element is devotional. People may have felt that pirates would not dare to attack them if they had a copy of the Heart Sutra on board. When the British invaded Myanmar (Burma) from the air, and on land with tanks and machine guns, some Buddhists wearing talismans containing mantras walked in front of the machine guns thinking that with the talisman the bullets could not hit them. They lifted their hands in a mudrā thinking that the airplanes would fall from the sky.

The ancestral teachers who compiled the Heart Sutra saw that this tendency to rely on magic and superstition was growing in the development of the Tantric schools in India. Since the practice of mantra recitation was at the heart of Tantric practice, they presented the Heart Sutra as a mantra—indeed the highest of all mantras. In this way the Heart Sutra was adopted and remained as the foundation of Buddhist Tantrism, and this is evident in the Tantric schools up to this day.

Once we’ve understood why the ancestral teachers needed to present the Heart Sutra as a mantra, we can be freed from the idea that it is only a mantra. We can understand why the ancestral teachers needed to use this skillful means, and we can see that the Heart Sutra is more than just a magical formula—it is more than a mantra. It is a highly condensed version of the deepest teachings of Buddhism, even more condensed than the Diamond Sutra. Once we have seen this, we chant the sutra with our body and mind united in mindfulness, with all our concentration, and it is more than just devotional or magical; it is a true spiritual practice. When we chant like this, the Heart Sutra becomes a real mantra, a mantra of insight and liberation.


* In Sanskrit: Tasmāj jñātavyaṃ prajñāpāramitā mahā-mantro mahā-vidyā-mantro ‘nuttara-mantro ‘samasama-mantraḥ sarva-duḥkha-praśaṃanaḥ satyam amithyatvāt.







conclusion

A Tangerine Party

The Prajñāpāramitā gives us solid ground for making peace with ourselves, for transcending the fear of birth and death, and the duality of this and that. In the light of emptiness, everything is everything else, we inter-are, everyone is responsible for everything that happens in life.

When you produce peace and happiness in yourself, you begin to bring peace into the world. With the smile that you produce in yourself, with the conscious breathing you establish within yourself, you begin to work for peace in the world. To smile is not to smile only for yourself; the world will change because of your smile. When you practice sitting meditation, if you enjoy even one moment of your sitting, if you establish serenity and happiness inside yourself, you provide the world with a solid base of peace. If you do not give yourself peace, how can you share it with others? If you do not begin your peace work with yourself, where will you go to begin it? To sit, to smile, to look at things and really see them, these are the basis of peace work.

Sometimes in the retreats at Plum Village, we have a tangerine party. Everyone is offered one tangerine. We put the tangerine on the palm of our hand and look at it, breathing in a way that the tangerine becomes real. Most of the time when we eat a tangerine, we don’t look at it; we think about many other things. To look at a tangerine is to see the blossom forming into the fruit, to see the sunshine and the rain. The tangerine in our palm is the wonderful presence of life. We are able to really see that tangerine and smell its blossom and the warm, moist earth. As the tangerine becomes real, we become real. Life in that moment becomes real.

Mindfully we peel our tangerine and smell its fragrance. We carefully take each section of the tangerine and put it on our tongue, and we can feel that it is a real tangerine. We eat each section of the tangerine in perfect mindfulness until we finish the entire fruit. Eating a tangerine in this way is very important, because both the tangerine and the eater of the tangerine become real. This too is the basic work for peace.

In Buddhist meditation we do not struggle for the kind of enlightenment that will happen five or ten years from now. We practice so that each moment of our life becomes real life. When we meditate, we sit just for sitting; we don’t sit for something else. If we sit for twenty minutes, these twenty minutes should bring us joy and life. If we practice walking meditation, we walk just for walking, not to arrive anywhere. We have to be alive with each step, and if we are, each step brings real life back to us.

We can practice this same kind of mindfulness when we eat breakfast, or when we hold a child in our arms. Hugging is a Western custom, but we from the East would like to contribute the practice of conscious breathing to it. When you hold a child in your arms or you hug your mother, your partner, or your friend, breathe in and out three times, and your happiness will be multiplied at least tenfold. When you look at someone, really look at them, with mindfulness, and practice conscious breathing.

At the beginning of each meal, I recommend that you look at your bowl and silently recite, “My bowl is empty now, but I know that it is going to be filled with delicious food in just a moment.” While waiting to be served or to serve yourself, I suggest you breathe in and out three times and look at your bowl even more deeply, “At this very moment, many many people around the world are also holding a bowl, but their bowl is going to be empty for a long time.” According to the UN, around 21,000 people die each day because of malnutrition, many of them children. We can be very happy to have such wonderful food, but we also suffer because we are capable of seeing. When we see in this way, it makes us sane, because the way in front of us—the way to live so that we can make peace with ourselves and with the world—is clear. When we see the good and the bad, the wondrous and the deep suffering, we have to live in a way that we can make peace with ourselves and the world. Understanding is the fruit of meditation. Understanding is the basis of everything.

Each breath we take, each step we make, each smile we realize, is a positive contribution to peace, a necessary step in the direction of peace for the world. In the light of interbeing, peace and happiness in your daily life means peace and happiness in the world.

Thank you for being so attentive. Thank you for listening to Avalokiteśvara. Because you are there, the Heart Sutra has become very easy.





appendix 1

The Sanskrit Version*1

Oṃ Namo Bhagavatyai Ārya-Prajñāpāramitāyai*2

Ārya-avalokiteśvaro bodhisattvo gaṃbhīrāṃ prajñāpāramitā*3-caryāṃ caramāṇo vyavalokayati sma: pañca-skandhās tāṃś ca svabhāva-śūnyaṃ*4 paśyati sma.

iha Śāriputra rūpaṃ śūnyatā śūnyataiva rūpaṃ rūpān*5 na pṛthak śūnyatā śūnyatāyā na pṛthag rūpaṃ yad rūpaṃ sā śūnyatā yā śūnyatā tad rūpaṃ. evam eva vedanā-saṃjṅā-saṃskāra-vijñānam.

iha Śāriputra sarva-dharmāḥ śūnyatā-lakṣaṇā anutpannā aniruddhā amalā avimalā anūnā aparipūrṇāḥ.

tasmāc Śāriputra śūnyatāyāṃ na rūpaṃ na vedanā na saṃjñā na saṃskārāḥ na vijñānam. na cakṣuḥ-śrotra-ghrāṇa-jihvā-kāya-manāṃsi na rūpa-śabda-gandha-rasa-spraṣṭavya-dharmāḥ. na cakṣur-dhātur yāvan na mano-vijñāna-dhātuḥ na-avidyā na-avidyā kṣayo yāvan na jarā-maraṇaṃ na jarā-maraṇa-kṣayo. na duḥkha-samudaya-nirodha-mārgā na jñānaṃ na prāptir na-aprāptiḥ.

tasmāc Śāriputra aprāptitvād bodhisattvasya*6 prajñāpāramitām āśritya viharaty acittāvaraṇaḥ. cittāvaraṇa-nāstitvād atrasto viparyāsa-atikrānto niṣṭhā-nirvāṇaḥ*7

tryadhva-vyavasthitāḥ sarva-buddhāḥ prajñāpāramitām-āśritya anuttarāṃ samyak-sambodhim abhisambuddhāḥ.

tasmāj jñātavyaṃ prajñāpāramitā mahā-mantro mahā-vidyā-mantro ‘nuttara-mantro ‘samasama-mantraḥ sarva-duḥkha-praśamanaḥ satyam amithyatvāt.

prajñāpāramitāyām ukto mantraḥ. tadyathā oṃ*8 gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā

Iti prajñāpāramitā-hṛdayaṃ samāptaṃ


*1 This text derives most significantly from Conze’s edition, published first in 1948. The footnotes mark where the various extant versions of the Prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-sūtra diverge from the text presented: the one found in the Hōryū-ji Temple in Japan, dated to 609 CE; one that comes from the seventh-century translator Amoghavajra found in Dun-huang; and a Nepalese manuscript used by Conze, in addition to Conze’s own composite text.—Eds

*2 Hōryū-ji text: namas sarvajñāya; Amoghavajra text: prajñāpāramitā-hṛdaya-sūtraṃ; Nepalese text: Oṃ Namo Bhagavatyai Ārya-Prajñāpāramitāyai.

*3 Nepalese text: prajñāpāramitāyā; Hōryū-ji text: prajñāpāramitāyāṃ.

*4 Nepalese text: śūnyan; Hōryū-ji text, Amoghavajra: śūnyaṃ.

*5 Nepalese text, Hōryū-ji text: rūpan; Amoghavajra text: rūpaṃ. The ablative makes sense here: rūpān, before sandhi rūpāt, paralleling the śūnyatāyā ablative that follows.

*6 Conze: bodhisattvo.

*7 Amoghavajra: niṣṭhā-nirvāṇam; Nepalese, Hōryū-ji: niṣṭhā-nirvāṇa-prāptaḥ; Conze: niṣṭhā-nirvāṇaḥ.

*8 No oṃ in Hōryū-ji version.



A Literal English Translation

Om Homage to the Blessed Noble Insight that Brings Us to the Other Shore

The Noble Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, moving in the deep course of the insight that brings [us] to the other shore, looked deeply at the five skandhas, and he saw these to be empty of a self-nature.

Here, Śāriputra, form is emptiness; emptiness is form. Emptiness is not separate from form; form is not separate from emptiness. What is form, that is emptiness; what is emptiness, that is form. Just so are feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness.

Here, Śāriputra, all dharmas (phenomena) are marked with emptiness: not produced, not destroyed, not defiled, not pure, not deficient, not complete.

Therefore, Śāriputra, in emptiness there is no form, no feelings, no perceptions, no mental formations, no consciousness. No eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, or mind. No form, sound, smell, taste, touch, or phenomenon. No eye-realm…until no realm of mind-consciousness. No ignorance, no destruction of ignorance…until no old age and death, no destruction of old age and death. No suffering, arising, cessation, or path. No knowledge, no attainment, and no nonattainment.

Therefore, Śāriputra, because of the nonattainment of a bodhisattva, having relied on the insight that brings [us] to the other shore, he dwells without obstacles of the mind. Because there are no obstacles of the mind, without fear, having overcome wrong perceptions, he arrives at perfect nirvāṇa.

In the three times, all buddhas, relying on the insight that brings [us] to the other shore, fully awaken to the highest complete enlightenment.

Therefore it is to be known that the insight that brings [us] to the other shore is a great mantra, a mantra of great understanding, the highest mantra, the unequalled mantra that allays all suffering, [that is] true, because [it is] not false.

In the insight that brings [us] to the other shore, a mantra is spoken as follows: Om, gone, gone, gone to the other shore, gone altogether to the other shore, enlightenment, hail!

Thus concludes the Heart of the Insight that Brings [Us] to the Other Shore.





appendix 2

The Heart of Perfect Understanding*


The Bodhisattva Avalokita,

while moving in the deep course of Perfect Understanding,

shed light on the Five Skandhas and found them equally empty.

After this penetration, he overcame ill-being.




Listen, Śāriputra,

form is emptiness, and emptiness is form.

Form is not other than emptiness, emptiness is not other than form.

The same is true with feelings, perceptions,

mental formations, and consciousness.




Listen, Śāriputra,

all dharmas are marked with emptiness.

They are neither produced nor destroyed,

neither defiled nor immaculate,

neither increasing nor decreasing.

Therefore in emptiness there is neither form,

nor feelings, nor perceptions,

nor mental formations, nor consciousness.




No eye, or ear, or nose, or tongue, or body, or mind.

No form, no sound, no smell, no taste, no touch, no object of mind.

No realms of elements (from eyes to mind consciousness),

no interdependent origins and no extinction of them

(from ignorance to death and decay).

No ill-being, no cause of ill-being, no end of ill-being, and no path.

No understanding and no attainment.




Because there is no attainment,

the Bodhisattvas, grounded in Perfect Understanding,

find no obstacles for their minds.

Having no obstacles, they overcome fear,

liberating themselves forever from illusion, realizing perfect nirvāṇa.

All Buddhas in the past, present, and future,

thanks to this Perfect Understanding,

arrive at full, right, and universal enlightenment.




Therefore one should know

that Perfect Understanding is the highest mantra,

the unequaled mantra,

the destroyer of ill-being, the incorruptible truth.

A mantra of Prajñāparamitā should therefore be proclaimed:




Gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā




* This text was chanted and studied in Plum Village from the 1980s until 2014.







About Thich Nhat Hanh

Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh is a global spiritual leader, poet, and peace activist known for his powerful teachings and bestselling writings on the art of mindfulness. His books include sutra commentaries, meditation manuals, poetry, and children’s stories. He has been a pioneer in bringing Buddhism to the West. Thich Nhat Hanh teaches that through mindfulness, we can learn to live happily in the present moment—the only way to truly develop peace in oneself and in the world.

Thich Nhat Hanh was born in Central Vietnam during the French colonial occupation. At sixeen he entered Tu Hieu Temple, ordaining as a novice monk in the Linji school of the Vietnamese Zen tradition. The fundamental training of a novice in Vietnam is to practice being present in every moment and to do everything with full awareness.

After his novice years, Thich Nhat Hanh attended the Buddhist Institute in Hue. He then went to Saigon, the center of the movement to renew Buddhism and make it relevant to the lives of ordinary people and the realities of modern society. During the Vietnam War, monks and nuns were confronted with the question of whether to live a contemplative life in the monastery or to help the people around them who were suffering from of the war. Thich Nhat Hanh chose to do both, thus founding the Engaged Buddhism movement.

Despite the government’s denunciation of his activities, Thich Nhat Hanh taught, wrote articles, founded a publishing house, helped found a Buddhist University, and was founding editor of Vietnamese Buddhism, a journal giving a voice to peace activists and creative Buddhist thinkers.

When government repression severely restricted his activities, Thich Nhat Hanh went to Princeton in 1962 to teach comparative religion. In 1963 he was offered a teaching position at Columbia University. When conditions in Vietnam became less restrictive, he returned, founding the School of Youth for Social Service in 1965, a grassroots relief organization based on nonviolence and compassionate action. Thich Nhat Hanh trained young monks, nuns, and laypeople as social workers to help rebuild villages and assist in education, village organization, health, and sanitation. As the war intensified, they also helped shelter refugees.

In 1966, Thich Nhat Hanh returned to the US, to inform people of the effects of the war and make a plea for peace. He met with senators and with Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. He met Thomas Merton and also Martin Luther King, Jr., who nominated him for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1967. As a result of his activities, the Vietnamese government prevented him from returning home. The first year of exile was very difficult; his work, his students, and everything he knew were in Vietnam. Slowly he learned to feel at home wherever he found himself, and he continued to travel widely, teaching and spreading the message of peace and brotherhood, lobbying Western leaders to end the Vietnam War, and leading the Buddhist delegation to the Paris Peace Talks. He went to Singapore in 1976 to help rescue Vietnamese boat people, and he appealed to nations to raise their refugee quotas. Amidst his peace activism, he continued to teach, lecture, and write on the art of living mindfully and peacefully in the present moment.

In 1982 Thich Nhat Hanh founded the Plum Village practice center in southwest France, where he continued his social work and taught those who came to practice with him. Under his spiritual leadership, Plum Village has grown from a small community into what is now the West’s largest Buddhist monastery with over two hundred resident monks and nuns. In the last fifteen years, Plum Village has opened nine other monasteries in Europe, the US, Asia, and Australia, where guests are welcomed and the practices of the Plum Village tradition are shared. Today Thich Nhat Hanh is the spiritual head not only of his lineage within Vietnam, but also of an international Engaged Buddhist community of over six hudred monks and nuns and thousands of lay practitioners, who apply his teachings on mindfulness, peacemaking, community building, and serving society.

In 2004 the Vietnamese government invited Thich Nhat Hanh to visit Vietnam after almost forty years of exile. During his three-month visit in 2005, he led retreats for monks, nuns, and laypeople from all over the world. He had in depth exchanges with leaders of the Buddhist community and with leaders of the government and Communist Party. He returned in 2007, this time to lead ceremonies to commemorate those who had died in the war and to bring peace, healing, and reconciliation to the survivors, so their suffering would not be passed on to the younger generations. In 2008 he visited Vietnam for the last time.

In 2008 Thich Nhat Hanh launched Wake Up, a worldwide movement of young people training in the practice of mindful living. In 2010 he launched the international Wake Up Schools program, training classroom teachers to teach and practice mindfulness in schools.

Over the years, Thich Nhat Hanh has been invited to speak and lead Days of Mindfulness for many international organizations; he has also given public talks all over the world. In September 2001, a few days after the attacks on the World Trade Center, he spoke on nonviolence at Riverside Church in New York City. In 2003 and 2011 he gave retreats for US Congress members and their families.

In 2006, Thich Nhat Hanh addressed UNESCO in Paris, calling for specific steps to reverse the cycle of violence, war, and climate change. In 2007 he was a keynote speaker at UNESCO’s International Wesak celebration in Hanoi. In October 2008 he addressed the Opening of the Parliament of India; his talk was so well received that members requested a regular training in his teachings. In 2009 Thich Nhat Hanh addressed the World Parliament of Religions in Melbourne, and in 2012 he was invited to speak at the UK Parliament and the Northern Ireland Assembly.

In 2011, Thich Nhat Hanh led events at Google for more than five hundred employees, and in 2013 he returned, leading a Day of Mindfulness for over seven hundred employees. He and a number of his disciples had a private discussion with top Google engineers exploring how Google might create technology that could bring more compassion and positive change to the world.

In 2013, Thich Nhat Hanh was invited by the World Bank to lead two days of events for over four hundred staff at their Washington DC head-quarters. He was also was invited by the Harvard Medical School to offer the keynote lectures for their course, “Meditation and Psychotherapy: Deepening Mindfulness with Thich Nhat Hanh,” and he was given their Institute of Mind Body Medicine Award.

Later that year, Thich Nhat Hanh was invited to lead an afternoon of mindfulness for fifteen Silicon Valley CEOs. They enjoyed tea meditation and then heard Thich Nhat Hanh speak on the art of living mindfully and with real purpose. He told them, “Time is not money, time is life, time is love. Each of us has a deep desire that is about much more than just making money—a desire to help others suffer less and contribute to taking society in a positive direction.”

Thich Nhat Hanh continued to teach and lead retreats right up until late 2014 when he suffered a serious stroke. In a teaching career spanning sixty-five years, he has taught people on every continent, from all walks of life. He has led retreats for teachers, families, health-care workers, businesspeople, veterans, young people, politicians, scientists, psychotherapists, police officers, artists, environmentalists, and groups of Palestinians and Israelis practicing together in Plum Village. He continues to offer his peaceful, serene presence in Plum Village, and participates in community activities as his health allows.

On his eightieth birthday, when asked if he planned to retire, Thich Nhat Hanh said, “Teaching is not done by talking alone. It is done by how you live your life. My life is my teaching. My life is my message.”
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Monastics and laypeople practice the art of mindful living in the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh at retreat communities worldwide.

To reach any of these communities, or for information about individuals and families joining for a practice period, please contact:




	
Plum Village

13 Martineau

33580 Dieulivol, France

plumvillage.org

	
Blue Cliff Monastery

3 Mindfulness Road

Pine Bush, NY 12566

bluecliffmonastery.org




	
Magnolia Grove Monastery

123 Towles Road

Batesville, MS 38606

magnoliagrovemonastery.org

	
Deer Park Monastery

2499 Melru Lane

Escondido, CA 92026

deerparkmonastery.org







The Mindfulness Bell, a journal of the art of mindful living in the tradition of Thich Nhat Hanh, is published three times a year by Plum Village.

To subscribe or to see the worldwide directory of Sanghas, visit mindfulnessbell.org.

A portion of the proceeds from your book purchase supports Thich Nhat Hanh’s peace work and mindfulness teachings around the world. For more information on how you can help, visit www.thichnhathanhfoundation.org.
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Palm Leaves Press is an imprint of Parallax Press, a nonprofit publisher founded and inspired by Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh. We publish books on mindfulness in daily life and are committed to making these teachings accessible to everyone and preserving them for future generations. We do this work to alleviate suffering and contribute to a more just and joyful world.

For a copy of the catalog, please contact:

Parallax Press

P.O. Box 7355

Berkeley, CA 94707

Tel: (510) 540-6411

parallax.org
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